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    Pistol swiped the unwanted tear from his eye, and punched the steering wheel. Pain seared through his knuckles, and sent jolts of agony into his forearm. He hit the unrelenting, steel centre again, and again … and again. Fuck it. He’d been that close to having her, to capturing her for himself. But she’d spooked on the home straight, and now he looked a ruined horse in the eye, deciding whether he should spend the time nurturing what he had into something worthwhile, or putting the damn thing out its misery, right there and then.


    He eyed her workplace one last time before slotting the shifter into gear, and high-tailing it from the car park. The whole thing was his ma’s fault. If the fucking woman hadn’t decided to step foot in the country, he wouldn’t have a brain that ticked through ways to kill her like a damn microfiche. Speaking of the wench … she flew in that morning. Surely, the mole had already begun to sniff him out. If that was indeed the case, she’d be on him in no time.


    At least then he’d be able to find out what it was the skank wanted with him. Why was she here? What did he have that she needed so desperately? Like hell she would turn up for a damn reunion after all this time. She hadn’t cared for her kids when they were in her care, so why the fuck would she start now? No, the bitch would be after something from him—he only had to try and figure out what.


    Pistol tapped an impatient rhythm at a red-light while he mulled the situation over. He couldn’t see her changing after all this time. Sure, they probably forced her into some Kumbaya therapy circle in prison, but the woman was fucking born with a chip off her shoulder. The bloody Pope would have a hard time getting her to confess her sins.


    Even if by some miracle his mother did want closure, there’d be no chance for an amicable parting of ways after the send-off Cutie had given him. He should be mad at Steph for giving up on him, for stubbornly refusing to see things from his point of view, but instead he hated his mother more. The cow had ruined his life right from the day he came screaming into this unforgiving world. No way would he take it easy on her now. Dearest Mam had to pay.


    He had at least eight hours until he needed to be setting up for work. Eight hours to play. Eight hours may as well have been eight years for what he could do to her in that time. Providing he could locate his mother with minimal trouble that was. The city was a big place, and his knowledge on her travel plans minimal. Unfortunately, he’d been too blinded with rage to think about squeezing the details from Richard before he shut the fucker up for good.


    He propped his phone against the dash display, and dialed through to Derek. If anyone would be able to help him speed this along, it was the man who had agreed to guarantor the woman’s visit. The old guy would know where his mother had chosen to stay, and if he had his smarts about him, probably new to expect the call from Pistol as well. The trill of the dial tone pierced the low rumble of the engine as he pulled away from the green light. He cruised along the main road in no great hurry until he knew his correct destination. Derek finally answered; his voice tired, and hoarse.


    “Late night, old man?”


    “Pete. Lovely to hear from you, too.” Pistol chuckled at the droll reply. No doubt that wife of Derek’s had been chewing his asshole out all night about how much dosh she needed for some fucking shopping spree. “What do you need from me today?”


    “Agh, don’t be like that.”


    “Pete, you never call me unless you need something.”


    “You know where the old lady’s stayin’, then?”


    Silence hung thick over the line. “You know I can’t tell you that.”


    “Aww, come on—”


    “—but if you happened to stop by in an hour, I may happen to be out, and the front door may happen to be accidentally left unlocked.”


    A smirk spread from ear to ear. Nice move, old man. “I may pop by on the off chance. Be a pity to miss you.”


    Derek sighed. “Speaking of missing, have you heard from Richard lately?”


    He steeled at the question. Last he knew Derek and his youngest son weren’t on speaking terms any more. To say he hadn’t expected the question so soon would be a lie. “Sorry, old mate. You know we ‘aven’t been talkin’ since our fall-out.”


    “Yeah, I know. Just checking.”


    Pistol had been mates with Richard since right after Derek took him on. They’d been the troublesome-duo—spending shared nights in custody more times than he could count on one hand. Thick as thieves they were, right up until Richard slept with the girl Pistol was dating at the time. The ensuing fall-out had been of epic proportions, and exactly what you get when two hot-heads harboured so much angst toward the other. Derek had been around to peel them apart on more than one occasion, and he’d copped a couple of fists for his troubles, too. But, apparently leaving a blood-stain in the cream carpet of his parent’s home had been the last chance for Richard. The guy had been pushing at their patience for some time, and truthfully, the fall-out probably gave Derek the reason he needed to make the split.


    Pistol on the other hand, had barely made it twelve months before mutual dealings had brought them back together. He hadn’t exactly reconciled with Richard—more come to an understanding surrounding the benefits each gave the other when it came to petty crime. Brains, and brawn. They went together like opposite sides of the coin.


    “What’s got ya askin’? He been a bit quiet?” Of course he would dig a little further. He needed to find out exactly how much Derek knew.


    “Yeah. His mother’s a bit worried, but I keep telling her he’ll be fine. You know how the jack-ass was; never one to keep in regular contact with her. He’s probably off on some week long bender somewhere.”


    It was only the wife who kept in touch with their disappointment of a son, then. “Aye, more than likely. I’ll let ya know if I hear anythin’.”


    “Cheers, Pete. I didn’t think you two had spoken since he did you over, but I’m kind of at the desperate end of seeking information.”


    “I understand, old mate. I might see you in an hour, eh?”


    Derek chuffed. “Might not, either.”


    Pistol disconnected, and edged the needle on the speedo higher. The thought of having the information he needed to finally come face-to-face with his mother thrilled him. Years, he’d dreamt of what he would say, what he would do. He was plagued by macabre fantasies; always ending in a scene that played out a lot like a horror movie.


    Only trouble he would have now, is choosing which fantasy he’d run with.
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    Steph buried her face in her hands, and groaned. The morning had promptly skidded from bad to worse. Pete was the least of her worries when she’d knocked a full cup of coffee over her desk—and keyboard.


    “Marcus?” She stood to look over the partition between her, and the IT guy.


    His head popped up to greet her. “Yeah?”


    “Help,” she squeaked.


    He rose to full height, and circumvented the low walls to her cubicle. “What’s the issue?” His eyes fell on the mess over her desk as she pathetically tried to cup the remnants running out from the overflowing keys with her hands. “Oh.”


    “Yeah, oh.”


    He grinned, and the cutest dimples appeared. “Easily fixed. Unplug it, and I’ll get you a new one.”


    “Thanks.” Steph smiled.


    Marcus was a good looking guy in a Gothic kind of way, and up to a few weeks ago she would have said not her type, but Pete had changed that, hadn’t he? She watched Marcus head for the store-room; the wallet chain on his low-slung, black jeans rattled as he walked. Eye-balling another man still felt like infidelity. She thought back to the discussion that morning, and cringed. Nothing definitive had been said, but she got the impression from the tyre marks Pete left in the car-park that he thought she had chosen to walk away from him. Truth was, she had simply needed out of the situation. Being so close to him was always such a distraction, and deciding whether his extra-curricular activities with his mother were a deal-breaker was one decision she wanted a clear head for.


    Work however, proved to be equally as distracting. In the short time she’d been in the office, she had found herself staring into the white void between two pixelated numbers on more than one occasion. Her head still screamed at her to run, to leave him behind, and think of her safety first. But her heart kept on arguing the point that he hadn’t actually hurt her. All she was doing was laying presumptions about what could happen given his history. Who was to say anything would happen?


    Steph leant across to snatch a couple of tissues from the box beside her phone, and lined them along the base of the keyboard before wiping her hands off. She hitched up her dress, pushed the chair out, and knelt down to crawl under the desk. With her neck craned to the side like a magpie eyeballing its next feed, she sussed out which wire was the keyboard, and unplugged it from the tower. The space under her desk was narrow—barely enough for her to fit her legs comfortably—and it required her to back out blindly on her knees into the open space of her cubicle to get up. Her heels slammed into something hard—something that moved.


    “Shit, sorry,” Marcus muttered as he moved aside.


    His gravelly tone caressed her in all the wrong places. Or the right ones, if she wanted to see him like that. Not that she did. Do I?


    Marcus was one of the first people she’d noticed at the new office given he was kind of hard to miss with his tall, dark appearance. But until now, they’d never had much reason to talk. And she hadn’t realized until a moment ago how deep, and reverberating the timbre of his voice was. Steph straightened as a shiver slid off the base of her spine, and picked up the old keyboard. Her brain was locked at the point of impact with his legs, and she didn’t think twice about the coffee that still sat in the recesses of the hardware. The warm liquid sloshed over the edge, and down the skirt of her white dress.


    “Fuck.”


    Marcus chuckled. “Really not your day, huh?” He handed her a wad of paper towels he’d brought back with him, and she blotted at the stained fabric.


    “Not in the slightest.”


    Steph took a step back to let him under the desk as she continued to curse at the lack-lustre job the towels did of removing the fast-spreading smudge. He halved his tall frame, and got down on all fours before her. The grey shirt he wore rode up his back as he crawled into the narrow space, and she caught a glimpse of a tattoo that curled around his hip, and up his back. Figures. Of course a guy with ear plugs would have tattoos as well. He backed out, and rose up with a silly grin plastered on his face—dimples and all.


    “Try not to ruin this one too, huh?”


    She gave him a mock salute, and narrowed her eyes on him. “Yes, Sir.”


    Sir. Oh, god. Now was not the time to have visions of Pete in rather compromising positions.


    “You okay?” Marcus asked. “You looked like you left us for a bit there.”


    “Yeah, I did.” She giggled. “You so don’t want to know where to.”


    He hesitated at the edge of her desk with a curious furrow in his brow. She binned the soggy towels, and looked over to him, unsure of the reason why he still stood there. Had she forgotten something? Her finger tapped the space bar, and the cursor moved across the screen.


    “Seems fine,” she affirmed in case he’d wanted to check it all worked.


    His Adams apple bobbed, and he ducked his head to his chest. “Cool.”


    Steph looked down at her ruined dress once more, and when she lifted her gaze again to crack a lame joke about her co-ordination, he was gone. His faux hawk disappeared below the level of the partition as she looked to his desk. Probably for the best too, considering she had no place worrying what a broody Goth IT man was thinking about her. My God, are you that vain? Her main focus should be on what she would do about a tattooed troublemaker called Pete, not what she would do if she was offered an inter-office relationship. She closed her eyes, and drew a deep breath. One thing at a time.


    Her mind ran through the conversation with Pete for the six-millionth time that morning. Why did she feel compelled to fix things with Pete? What made it so impossible to walk away, and cut her losses? They weren’t bloody married.They weren’t even what you could class as a regular couple. They’d never been on a date, let alone done anything by the book. You can’t walk away because you’ve fallen for the guy. Had she, though? Or was the strange attraction toward him, and all his vices simply lust? After all, she’d never truly loved Dave, so what did she have to compare this all to?


    If only she had a girlfriend to talk this over with. But thanks to Cass’s little stunt, that was a no-go. And like hell she would talk to her mother about it. Who else was there? If she spoke to Ben again, he’d want to know who the guy was, and she wasn’t ready to explain that one yet. Oh, you know the crim Derek helps out? Yeah, him. She could foresee that going down like a bucket of sick. The only person who already knew who the mystery man in her life was, was Ivan. Here you go again, leading him on. Honestly, what did she think he’d make of it if she asked him over again? Although, Ivan said himself that they were simply good friends. Friends, yeah. Why should she let paranoia get the most of her? She needed someone to talk to, and he had always been a good listener. Maybe if she went to his place it wouldn’t seem like she inferred anything by inviting him over.


    Steph dug her phone from her bag, and opened the last message thread to Ivan. She glanced at the text she’d sent him last night to assure all was well with Pete, and frowned. All was most indeed not well.


    Hey douche. Got time for a visitor tonight?


    She dropped the phone in a clear space on the desk, and picked up the sheets of paper now tainted a lovely mocha colour. Steph opened the relevant documents on the desktop, and got to work replacing the ruined files. As the last of them re-printed, her phone vibrated with a reply.


    Only if it’s my favourite, green-haired lady.


    Steph smiled.


    As if it would be anything but ;)


    One short message, and already Ivan had her more relaxed, more at ease. Wasn’t that what she’d thought Pete did for her? The emotions were the same, but yet, so different. Ivan made her feel comfortable in her everyday state; as the Steph who’d finished her Accounting Degree, and got herself a sensible, safe job. Yet Pete made her feel comfortable in her nocturnal state; being the Steph she wished she could be without hesitation. The Steph she repressed for being ‘strange’.


    Who was she really? Daytime Steph? Or night-time Steph? Could she be both? Did they work together? Or would she find herself out of a job, and out of friends if people knew the truth?


    Her phone skittered over the desk.


    See you for dinner?


    She sighed, and her thumb hovered over the screen. Was it a mistake to see Ivan about this? Or was Pete the mistake she needed to try and forget? Her heart ached trying to work it all out.


    Sure.


    No matter what she did, she knew she could never forget Pete.


    Not when she could still feel how his hand gripped her throat the first night they met.
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    Pistol edged the door to Derek’s suburban mansion open, and stepped into the plush entranceway. Wood paneled doors opened off on each side of him, and the wide staircase loomed ahead, flanked by two ostentatious plants that stood in decorative urns. He peered in each doorway, finding empty chairs, and magazines which rested in a strategically placed pile on the side table. Nothing stirred. Seemed the old man was right about nobody being home. He ducked left, and walked into Derek’s home office. The computer screen lit up the darkly decorated space, and a note was stuck to the desktop.


    He trailed a finger over the oak as he rounded the desk, and plucked the slip of paper from the leather insert.


    Look to the printer. I think I left something behind.


    Pistol grabbed the crisp white sheet from the tray with unchecked excitement, and glanced over the details. What do ya know.His mother was staying at a two-star motel mere kilometres from his place. The wench is casing you out. He folded the sheet, and stuffed it in the pocket of his waistcoat. He hadn’t even asked Derek if the reverse were true; if his mother knew where he lived. Looked like the race was on to get to her first.


    Time for a visit.


    A second yellow post-it drew his eye as he turned to leave. He lifted it from the position next to the phone. Richard’s address glared at him in thick black ink. His gut knotted. Shit was about to get real. All he could hope was that he’d done enough to clear any evidence of his involvement. He placed the note back in its spot, and flicked his lip-ring between his teeth. If sorting his mother out wasn’t going to do enough to scare Steph off, then a murder charge for Richard would ice the cake.


    He couldn’t let it happen. He needed Steph like his next breath, he was sure of it. But then again, he couldn’t be selfish. He couldn’t be his father. If Steph was involved when all this went down, he ran the risk of putting her in danger. But how was he supposed to keep her away when his feet itched to run toward her? Perhaps if Steph saw a bit of what he was really like, it would help him keep her distanced while all this shit with his ma played out. He could use her own emotion against her; use her fear to push them apart. He burnt with the desire to set things straight after this morning, to hold Steph close, and feel that perfect body pressed against his. Still though, he needed her away from him, and out of his mother’s scrutiny until it all blew over. If that wench took an interest in his Cutie, and laid so much as a filthy finger on her, then he wouldn’t care what became of him. He’d get his revenge at all costs.


    Bringing his mother down would be an ugly affair and perhaps a complication he could equally as easily decide against. But he’d made his bed the day he cowardly spared her life as a kid, and now he was going to lie in it. The bitch had drawn breath too many times as it was.


    He wanted Steph, and nothing would deter him from ensuring she was at his side when the storm passed. First though, they needed to be able to hold on through the worst of it.


    Safely.


    


    ***


    


    “Hey, Sis.”


    Steph crooked the phone against her shoulder, and carried on tapping out the figures in the appropriate fields. “Hey, Ben.”


    “Hardn’t heard from you in a few, so wanted to ring and make sure Mr Kinky hadn’t left you handcuffed somewhere.”


    “Ha-ha. I’ve been good, just busy.”


    “So everything’s good with Cass?”


    Her fingers stilled on the keyboard. “Not yet. I can’t bring myself to talk to her, you know. If I do, I can guarantee it’ll be bad.”


    “I know.”


    Steph grinned at the memory. “You’ll never guess who I bumped into while I was out with Pete.” She reclined in her chair, and took the receiver in her hand.


    “Is Pete the new guy?”


    Her face flamed. She’d let that slip like an oiled fish. “Uh, yeah.” Hopefully he wouldn’t make the connection. “Anyway—guess.”


    “Mum?”


    A snort exploded from her nostrils at the thought. “That would be classic, but no. Dave.”


    “That douche you used to date?”


    “Exactly what I called him.” She giggled.


    “I hope you tore him a new one.”


    “Didn’t need to. I think he felt pretty insignificant as it was. He called me a freak, and a weirdo.”


    Ben scoffed. “Well that’s fucking mature.”


    “Right?”


    “I hope you didn’t let him bother you.”


    She smiled. “Not at all. I actually laughed.”


    “Yeah?” He didn’t try to hide his surprise.


    “Yeah. Pete asked what was funny, and like I said to him, it was like watching a kid throw a tantrum. I mean, how could I let what he said bother me when he looked so pathetic.”


    “I’m proud of you, you know.” Ben’s compliment tugged at her heart.


    “I know.”


    “Not that long ago, you would’ve taken his criticism to heart, and I would have had a bawling Sis to deal to. I would have been hammering how special you are back into your thick head.”


    “I know.” Steph’s voice wavered with the raw emotions he brought to the surface. “I’ve come a long way.”


    “Don’t forget it. We both know you’re going to have another shitty spell, but at least if you can recognize what you’ve achieved now, you can remind yourself of it then. You follow?”


    “Yeah. I follow.”


    “Anyway. I didn’t ring you at work to make you cry—you are crying right?”


    She laughed. “Almost, you bastard.”


    “Can’t have your makeup running.”


    “Shut up.”


    “Love ya, Sis.”


    “Love you too.”


    She replaced the handset, and took a moment to stare out the window and gather herself. Crows ambled across the car-park, looking for anything they could scrounge. She lost herself watching them; their sleek feathers shining in the sun. Ben had been spot-on. A few years ago, she couldn’t have handled the things that she’d been through in the last few days. If Dave hadn’t destroyed her, then the fall out with Cass would have done a number on her. A few years ago, and she would have been holed up at home, trying to remind her self why she shouldn’t simply disappear into oblivion.


    She was stronger now, though, and if she applied the same reasoning to her decision around Pete, then what was she running from? The option to cut her losses and walk away was the coward’s way out. What would she be walking away to? Solitude, safety, and boredom? What kind of life was that? She’d been there before, and buried herself until she couldn’t hack the isolation anymore. She had burst forth like the phoenix on her back, and became the woman she is now. Perhaps it was well past time she finished the transformation, and embraced everything that made her unique—socially acceptable, or not.


    


    ***


    


    The motel sign missed a letter, and the paint on the buildings looked ten years too late for a touch-up. Hey, what else could a woman on a meagre benefit expect for her dollar? Pistol looked at the creased sheet of paper in his hand, and drew a deep breath.


    This was it.


    Reunion time.


    He rapped his knuckles on the roof of the rod, and pushed off. Traffic flowed at a steady pace down the four-lane road, and he eyed the complex while he waited for a gap to cross. Two identical rows of two-storey units lined the long section, and seven cars sat parked between. Seven cars, possibly with at least an average of two occupants in each, meant fourteen possible witnesses.


    Great.


    See ya soon Sargent.


    He strode over the worn tarmac, and into the car park as he tucked the now folded sheet in his pocket. Unit eleven, ground floor on the right was his destination. He marched up to the plain brown door, and stalled. Was it wise to do this now? Had he simply let his emotions get the better of him? Maybe he did need to plan this out a little better? Ah, fuck it. Might as well not waste the petrol. He thumped three short beats on the door, and jammed his hands in his pockets. His toes wiggled an impatient rhythm under his steel-caps.


    The door opened wide, and the face of death stared back.


    “My lovely son,” his mother leered. “Come to welcome yer mam with open arms?”


    “Fuck off,” he spat. “I’m only here for one thing, and that’s to tell ya to fuck off before one of us books a spot six-foot under.”


    She leaned into the doorframe, and smiled. “That a threat, son? Or is warnin’ me off ya own fucked up way of sayin’ ya love me?”


    “It’s a fuckin’ promise ya heartless bitch.”


    The lines around her eyes doubled as she glared.


    He lashed an arm out, and snatched her wrist. Pistol wrenched her scrawny arm toward him, and turned it over. Tracks lay like pick-up sticks up her arm. “You’re still usin’.”


    “Maybe I wouldn’t be if my own flesh’n blood cared enough to see to his mother’s care.”


    He threw her arm down, and closed the space between them. “I thought her majesty took care of ya? Or was your stay not long enough?”


    She backed into the room, and then spun to walk away while she spoke. “I shouldn’t have spent a single day in that fuckin’ scummy hole. If you’d been loyal to ya family, none of it would of ‘appened.”


    “You ‘ave got to be kiddin’ me!” He stomped to where she stood with her back to him, and shoved her hard in the shoulder. “How dare ya blame your stay at the majesty’s expense on me. You’re the one who killed her son.”


    “You drove me to it, ya little shit. What did ya honestly think I’d do if you flushed me stash?”


    “You shouldn’t have been a heroin whore to start with. You had kids to fuckin’ care for.”


    She looked him head to toe, and snarled. “You kids did fine on yer own.”


    “Did we?” He chuckled. “Only a bitch as delusional as you would think such a thing.” She stumbled as he jabbed a finger into her bony chest. “We fuckin’ starved half the time. You gave priority to your damn drugs, and alcohol over us; we couldn’t even take a fuckn’ bath until you’d drunk the bloody contents of it.”


    She flicked a dry, scraggly strand of brown hair over her shoulder, and stamped her hands on her hips. “You think ya better than me? Is that it? I bet you’ve done the same; pissed your earnin’s away.”


    He shook his head, and stepped away from her before his hands found their way to her throat. “You haven’t changed at all; still trying to put everyone else down to make yer own shitty existence seem worthwhile.”


    She strode across the room, and laid a firm hand across his face. “You ungrateful little shite. I brought ya into this world. If it weren’t for me then—”


    “What?” he boomed. “I wouldn’t have had a non-existent childhood? I wouldn’t have seen me brother die at the hands of the woman who was supposed to care for us? I wouldn’t have spent my adult life thinking about how she could suffer, just as he did?”


    She smirked. “That it? Ya want to make me pay, son?”


    “More than you’d ever know,” he muttered as he paced the room.


    “So why don’t ya do it then?” she taunted. “Want me to find your balls for ya so you’ve got the guts to do it?”


    He paused, and spat at her feet. “The fuckin’ devil wouldn’t want ya, you sick bitch. Even he’d bar the door to avoid your ugly mug.”


    “So what is it then?” She stood before him; feet wide, and hands on hips. “We gonna have a dance, or what?”


    “I got a few questions first.”


    She narrowed her stare, but kept her lips tightly sealed.


    “Why are ya here? Why now?”


    She licked her dry lips, and wrinkled her nose. “Certainly ain’t to hug a koala.”


    “You wouldn’t know how to hug something if ya fuckin’ life depended on it.” He stepped into her space, and leant down to look her in the eye. “Why. Are. Ya. Here?”


    She broke the stare to shake out a cigarette, completely unaffected by his presence. “You ruined me life that day, Pete. I could have held it together long enough to get yer brother off to a better education, a better chance at life. But no—“ She stuck the stick between her lips, the white line bobbing as she spoke. “—my hopeless son had to get in the fuckin’ way. If ya hadn’t taken me drugs away, I could have stayed level.” Her eyes bore into him as she pressed forward. “But you killed wee Colin. You made me need, and you made me snap. You killed your fuckin’ brother and any hope I had of a son to support me in my golden years.”


    His nostrils flared, and his lip twitched. “You,” he ground out. “Ya don't deserve golden years. If Colin lived, if he had got out, he would have seen what a useless slag his mother was and cut ya off—like I did.”


    “You think you’re better than me?” she asked, nodding as she straightened. “You think that you can ‘be something’ without me?”


    “I fuckin’ know it.”


    “You don’t have the smarts. You’re a dumb thug, just like ya father. No good for anything, but brutality.”


    Pistol ran his lip across his bottom teeth, his fists flexing. “I learnt how from the best. Nobody knows how to be heartless better than you, Ma.”


    “My biggest disappointment is what you are,” she muttered, searching through a tatty bag for a light.


    “Havin’ ya final smoke before you get on yer way underground?” He pushed a fist into the opposite palm, cracking each knuckle in turn.


    “Ya fuckin’ wish.” She chuckled.


    He burned to ask her the one thing he had always wanted to know. “Have I ever made you proud? Of anythin’?”


    She laughed, and the cigarette dropped to the floor. Her mouth hung open, showing missing teeth, and the stains from her constant smoking. Scrawny hands clutched at her belly, and she bent over, whooping for air. “You? Made me proud? Are ya fuckin’ serious?” She sniffed between giggles. “I should have killed you that day. Given the world space for someone who would have made a fuckin’ difference to me life.”


    His skin prickled, and the room shrunk about them. His sole focus was her, and the rage she incited sent blood coursing through his veins like a shot of nitrous. “You have no idea what I’m capable of—what I’ve done. Otherwise you’d know better than to get me started.”


    She tipped her chin at his growl, and sneered. “Show me what ya capable of then, ya chicken shite.”


    Red flag—meet bull.


    Pistol shot his arm out, and wrapped a hand around her throat. He walked them to the wall behind her, and his mother’s slender frame slammed into the plaster with a dull thud. She grappled at his arm, eventually finding her leverage by gouging her stained nails into his flesh. He flinched, but it was all the weakness she needed. She twisted, and writhed in his grip as he struggled to get full control.


    Her knee connected with his groin.


    Pistol groaned as he doubled over; nausea sending his focus into a starry, downward spiral. His mother shoved him in the shoulder as she fled, and he lost his balance. His head connected with the thin, pile carpet, and bells rung inside his skull. The impact smacked his swede back into focus, and he scrambled to his feet to grab the woman as his mother ripped the door wide. She cackled, and crossed into the car park while he hustled to catch up. His leg knocked the lamp from the small side table in his haste to turn; the ceramic base shattering on the floor as he swiped at her retreating frame.


    He caught hold of her shirt, and hauled her backward. Her balance faltered, and she fell crashing into his chest, knocking them both to the ground. “What kind of monster assaults his mother,” she screeched.


    “Only the kind you could have spawned,” he hissed as he climbed on top of her.


    “You were a fuckin’ mistake.” Small droplets of spit flew from her dry lips. “Ya father never wanted me to keep ya, and I should have listened to him. I should have aborted ya.”


    A sharp crack ricocheted off the motel buildings as his fist connected with her face. Blood shot from her nose, and she clutched at it, calling him every name under the sun. The sight of the red spurred him on, and he hit her again, shattering her cheekbone. The rage was so blinding, he couldn’t have given a fuck if there was a hundred possible witnesses. The charges would be worth every second.


    “What’s going on?” somebody yelled from the balcony above them.


    He turned to look as they rushed down the stairs, and let his guard slip.


    Bony hands took hold of his waistcoat, and ripped him toward the ground—directly into the oncoming Liverpool kiss his mother dealt. Pain tore through his skull; a bruise immediately formed on her forehead as she threw him back.


    “You bitch!” His fingers wove a neat pattern on the nape of her neck, and his thumbs overlapped at the soft point of her jugular. He pressed until she sputtered; the sound distracting from the headache she created. Joy bloomed in his heart at the sight of her eyes stretched wide, terror fighting for recognition behind the steely mask of indifference she wore.


    A solid object connected with the side of his head, sending him toppling onto the concrete. His vision swum, and tinnitus droned deep in his ears. He propped himself up on his left forearm, and squinted at the dark shape crouched over his mother. Words blurred in, and out of recognition as the ringing in his ears grew. He tried to stand, but the tumbling in his head sent his senses haywire. Up was down, and left was right. Today was yesterday, and here was there. Pistol hit the pavement again with a final whoompf.


    Round one to his mother.
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    Ivan pulled the front door wide, and a grin damn near split his face in two. “Hey pretty lady. Are you sure you’ve got the right house?” She glanced down at the outfit she had on. Nothing unusual?


    “Har-de-ha, Ivan.” Steph joked to ease the tension, and edged past him to drop her bag behind the sofa. “So what’s cooking?”


    He rubbed his hands together as he passed into the kitchen. “Your favourite; spag bol.”


    Yum. “You wouldn’t be trying to butter me up, would you?”


    He locked eyes, and drew a lopsided grin. “Come on, you love my cooking. Why else would you agree to dinner on a school night?”


    She laughed; the humour didn’t quite reach her eyes. Steph drew a stool to sit at the counter and watch Ivan plate up. He moved about the kitchen with zeal, kitted out in a button-down shirt, and what appeared to be new jeans. Little over-dressed for week-night dinner. A foreign nerve stirred in her gut, and she quickly ushered it aside as he turned to place two plates between them.


    “Seriously, Stephie.“ He dolloped healthy portions onto each. “Why did you text? Is something wrong?”


    “Why would you assume that?”


    “Because the last time you wanted company, you were a little cut up about a certain psycho.”


    She scowled at him, and folded her arms before her. “He’s not psycho.”


    “Whatever he is—“ Ivan rolled his eyes. “—he’s got issues.”


    “You’re just miffed I kicked you out in the middle of the night,” she kidded.


    “I hope he was worth it,” Ivan muttered in response.


    The nerve poked its head out to see what was going on. Perhaps she hadn’t made the right decision to come see Ivan for advice? He sure as hell appeared to have made up his mind about Pete, and given what she wanted to talk about, it would only sully his opinion further. “He’s got his reasons for being the way he is, Ivan. You need to remember that not everybody had the love and support we had as kids.”


    He placed the pot on the stove top, and stood facing her with his hands braced on the counter. “If that were excuse enough, Steph, half the men on death-row would be pardoned.”


    “I’m not making excuses, Ivan. Simply trying to point out that people as scarred as he is, usually have their reasons.”


    “Sounds like you’re making excuses to me,” he said, sliding a plate her way. “You have to admit how bad it looks when you kick me out at the drop of a hat, all because he wants a booty call.”


    “It wasn’t a booty call.”


    “Whatever. At least I have the decency to sleep on the couch when you’re upset.”


    What the hell did that mean? Of course he’d sleep on the bloody couch. Did he honestly think he was that kind of friend? There were lines between friends, and sleeping together was exactly the point she would draw one. She hadn’t even shared a bed with Cass, for crying out loud.


    Steph stabbed the fork he gave her into the lengths of pasta, and thought about what they’d discussed so far. Was she trying to excuse Pete’s actions? In a way she was, but then she equally sympathised with him. Sympathised for his reasons to kill his mother? Yeah, she was nuts. “What would you do?”


    “When?” Ivan devoured a forkful of Bolognese.


    “If you were in love with a girl, who wanted revenge on her family, what would you do?”


    Ivan’s fork hit the plate with a clang. “Are you telling me that you love this guy?”


    “I guess I am.” She had used the ‘L’ word without a second thought, after all.


    “Are you sure that’s a wise thing to do?” He spun another hasty forkful, and shovelled it in.


    “Why not? Everybody deserves somebody to love them.” She took a bite of the meal, and chewed it slowly.


    “Mmm,” he sounded, gesturing he had something to say as he swallowed his mouthful. “Do they deserve it though, if what they do so selfishly causes hurt to the person who loves them?”


    “I don’t know.” What was the correct answer to that? That was something Pete would need to weigh up; how much hurt he was willing to cause in the name of chasing his demons. And did she need to be privy to the answer? “I’m so torn, Ivan. I’ve got such strong feelings for him, but when I ask myself why, it all comes down to how free he makes me feel when we’re together.”


    “So then, is it purely a sexual relationship? Could another man do the same for you? Maybe you need to try another ride before you buy.”


    “I can’t believe you’re suggesting that,” she exclaimed. “I didn’t say I don’t want to be with him, I just don't know how to handle the accompanying baggage.”


    “Why does it have to be your baggage?”


    “Because that’s what you do for people you care about. You love them no matter how many suitcases are on the carousel.”


    Ivan locked his gaze with hers, his emotions unreadable, though stern. “What exactly do you need help deciding, Steph? Because whatever I say, you defend the guy. Seems to me you’ve made your mind up.”


    She eyed her fork as it spun through the pasta. “You know that old saying, if you love something let it go? I guess I’m wondering if I need to do that. I don’t know if he should deal with his family issues with, or without me.”


    “You know what I’d say to that.”


    She nodded. He’d say the same as everyone else; walk away—fast.


    “Take a step back. See how it feels to let him have his space. Maybe he’s thinking the same?”


    “Yeah,” she muttered. “Maybe.”


    Ivan placed a hand over hers, and gave a gentle squeeze. “Come away with us this weekend. I know you need to work this out, but maybe you also need to forget about it all for a while. The answer might be clearer after a weekend off.”


    “Who’s ‘us’?”


    “Cass, and I. We were going camping.”


    Steph snorted. Cass? Camping?


    “What?” Ivan withdrew his hand to fork another dollop of pasta into his mouth.


    “I can’t imagine her being away from the comforts of home, you know.”


    He shrugged, and finished his mouthful. “Neither could I, but she seems pretty cut up by your falling out, so I suggested a break from everything for her.”


    “I didn’t know you two hung out.” Steph recognised the chill in her tone, and winced.


    “We exchanged numbers a while ago.” Ivan avoided eye-contact as he focused intently on the strand of pasta that refused to co-operate.


    “Ivan?”


    “Steph?”


    “Did you two hook up?”


    He looked to her, then back to the plate as he muttered something.


    “Pardon?” Steph couldn’t believe her ears. Since when had this happened? And why was it kept a secret from her?


    “I said, yes.”


    “When?” she screeched.


    He held his hands up as she straightened on her stool, an eyebrow raised in question. “Settle down. It was one night. I’d been drinking, she was lonely, and things … happened.”


    “Why didn’t anyone tell me?”


    “Because we knew you’d do this.”


    “Do what?” What was she doing?


    “Flip out.” He smirked. “I thought you’d be happy two of your friends hooked up.”


    “Happy?” Steph spluttered. “Pardon my honesty, but she’s a no good skank, Ivan. She sleeps around every weekend in ‘search of Mr. Right’. You deserve better. So, so much better.”


    His expression faltered, and his tone drew flat. “Like who?”


    Her breath hitched at the look he gave her, and she took it as a cue to put distance between them. “I don’t know,” she replied, standing from the stool. “Somebody who knows what a great guy you are. How selfless, caring, and special you are—you’ll be—to the right one.”


    “You seem to feel pretty strongly about this?” He cleared his plate away, and she stole the precious seconds to calm her pounding heart.


    “Like I said.” She shrugged. “I care about those I love.” His eyes lit up. Wrong words. God, wrong words. “And I love you as a friend.” Her fingers traced mad circles on her thighs.


    “Well hey.” He chuckled nervously. “What you say about me sounds great in theory, but the suitors aren’t exactly forthcoming.”


    Her fingers froze. “You don’t have anyone interested? I find that kind of hard to believe, you know. I’ve seen the way girls look at you when we’re out.”


    “Kind of hard to make it serious with anyone when I can’t return the feeling.”


    “Why not?” Was he gay? Why the hell couldn’t he return the feeling?


    “Because I can’t move past someone else. They’re always in my head, Steph, and it makes it hard not to compare everyone to them.”


    “Verity.” Steph nodded, remembering he’d mentioned seeing his ex a while ago, and how they were going to give things another try. Over-reacting. That’s all you were doing. Her heartbeat brought the revs down, and stopped its onslaught on her ribcage.


    He laughed, and shook his head. “No, Steph. Not Verity. You.”


    Thump, thump, thump.
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    “Here’s your script, and your copy of the release forms. You’re free to leave now, Mr O’Malley.” The young nurse handed Pistol the sheets of paper, and paused.


    He recognised that look; disgust mixed with curiosity. The kind of look a girl gave him when she couldn’t decide if he was something she wanted to try, or too far past her tastes.


    He flashed her a cocky grin, and snatched his waistcoat off the chair as he left the cubicle. Six hours he’d been in that damn hospital, waiting on some baby-faced doc to come around and flash a light in his eyes to tell him what he already knew. He had mild concussion. He was lucky the tyre-iron hadn’t split his skull. Blah, blah, blah. It wasn’t the first time some pussy had smacked him upside the head in a fight.


    The ass-licker had then driven his mother to the ER, and called an ambulance to pick him up while Pistol was still out cold. And trying to locate his mother in this place had been like trying to get about a maximum security prison on lockdown. Every time he poked his head out the fucking curtain, some snooty nurse had ushered him back in. Even with the distraction of a multiple victim car-crash, he’d only got as far as the loos before he was turned around, and frog-marched back to the bed.


    No point trying to find her now. She’d either be gone, or in a ward. He favoured the latter option given how sore his knuckles were. There had been the standard line of questions about how he came about his injuries, but since he was out cold when the ambo’s picked him up, it was easy to feign ignorance. Given the fact the copper’s didn’t press the issue, he could only deduce his mother had thought better than to draw any attention to herself with charges.


    Pistol turned down the exit corridor, pushed through the double doors, and swung a left at the sign pointing to the pharmacy. He handed the slip of paper to the old guy manning the counter, and took a seat to wait on the painkillers. If he had to list the things that riled him up the most about the forsaken situation, he’d place not knowing if his car was okay right after his mother. He never left the rod parked anywhere he didn’t know, and who knew how many fuckers had put their greasy fingers over it by now.


    Shit. Who needed kids when he had a car?


    Not that you’d ever be a father. He’d ruled that option out right about the time he lost contact with his Da. If both of his olds had turned out to be such sorry excuses for parents, then lord knows what he’d be. How could an animal with so much hate in its heart ever be caring? Who’s to say what he’d do if the little bastard didn’t stop crying in the wee hours? The thought sickened him, but it was still a risk he wasn’t willing to take. No child deserved a loser like him for a father. Kids were supposed to look up to their parents. And what kid would look up to him? With him as an idol, he could only imagine what sort of prison regular he would create.


    He powered up his phone, and noted no missed calls or texts from Steph. What’s she doing? Surely she would have at least text by now? So what, if they left each other on tense terms that morning, he had expected more from her. She knew how edgy he got when he didn’t know if she was okay. He couldn’t pass the option that she did it on purpose, just to stick it up him one. Oh well, you deserved it.


    The pharmacist called out his number, and he stepped up to pay for the meds. His wallet had been emptied of cash, and he could only assume that would have been his mothers’ doing. Probably scrounging enough for her next hit. At least she’d left his plastic alone. He flashed his card at the reader, and the man handed him a paper bag. He headed into the corridor again, and followed the exit signs toward the dark of night. Smokers huddled around the entrance; some in hospital gowns, others visiting. He patted the pockets of his waistcoat, and swore. The bitch must’ve stolen his smokes, too. A young guy looked his way, and he decided to try his luck.


    “Could I grab a smoke, brother?”


    “Sure.” The man stuck a half-empty packet out, and handed Pistol the lighter.


    “Thanks.” He drew a stick, and lit it, relishing the gritty taste. “You’re a life-saver.”


    The young guy took the packet, and lighter back with a smile. “Not a worry.”


    He patted his pockets down, and plucked a business card from the back pocket of his jeans. “Here.” He handed it to the guy, who nodded in thanks. “Hit me up for a drink when you’re in town.” Hell, it was the least he could do. After all—he wasn’t a complete asshole.


    He drew another lungful of the toxins, and walked across the car park to the cab ranks. Not a singular ride sat available; the roadside empty bar a couple of strewn beer bottles. He turned, and headed for the bus shelter where he read the faded timetable. Five minutes until the next one. He could do five minutes.


    The moment his backside hit the seat, his phone vibrated in the chest pocket of his waistcoat. He snatched it free, hoping Steph had decided to find out where he was—that she missed him. Jesus, how girly of you. Instead, Derek’s number flashed across the screen.


    “How’d it go?” he asked the minute Pistol answered.


    “About as well as expected.”


    “She’s rung, and told me about the trip to the hospital.”


    “Yeah,” he chuckled. “She’s still as hard-headed as I remember.” So, she had been discharged …


    “You’re damn lucky she’s not going to charge you.”


    He sneered. “I ain’t stupid, Derek. I know why. She’s violating her terms of travel by not staying with you.”


    A moment of silence passed. “I couldn’t have her in my home, Pete. There’s a reason why I support your views on her.”


    “Yeah, I know.” Nothing had to be said. Both of them came to the same conclusion about the safety of Derek’s family if she was that close. Pity the old man didn’t know what his youngest son had been involved in. “Find Richard?”


    A deep sigh scratched in his ear. “Yeah. It’s not good, Pete.”


    “How bad?”


    “We, ah … we found his body at his house.”


    Pistol smiled as he waited out the mandatory ‘shocked silence’. “Hell, Derek. My condolences to yerself, and Martha.”


    “Appreciated. The police are investigating now. They think he was murdered.”


    “Shit,” he hissed. He deserved a fucking Oscar for his performance. “They have any idea why?” Never mind who, that would simply insinuate he knew that Richard was a crook.


    “No.” The old man sighed. “Anyway. That’s my issue, not yours. I’ll let you know if your mother is in touch again. Only wanted you to know I was up to speed on this morning’s activities.”


    “Aye. Thanks.”


    Pistol disconnected the call as the bus slid into the stop. He was man enough to admit he felt sorry for the guy, and even worse for being the cause of Derek’s pain. But things needed to be settled, and unfortunately, the minute Richard accepted a sum of money from Pistol’s ma for information leading to her son’s death, the guy had signed his own death warrant.


    Nobody got to be a liability to his freedom, and stick about. He hadn’t left Ireland behind to try and start a new life a gazillion miles from his old one, only to be dragged back into it by some half-assed excuse for a gangster.


    Fuck that shit.


    He had a new future now—one without a conniving family, intent on bringing him to ruin. He had a future mapped out with a beautiful woman by his side.


    Nobody would take that away—ever.
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    Steph edged around the sofa as her mouth did its best impersonation of a fish out of water. Words failed to form, and a strained squeak came out in their place.


    “I know I said I got over it, Steph. But come on—do you think I could?” Ivan stalked toward her, matching every retreating step.


    “Why not say something? Why leave it like this? Trick me into thinking you’re my best-friend?”


    “How else could I keep you in my life?” Ivan stated matter-of-factly as he passed the counter. “If I had said how I felt, you would have run a mile. I couldn’t risk that.” He shook his head, a pained look twisting his features. “I think about you every. Fucking. Night, Steph.” His voice cracked in pitch as he smacked a fist into his open palm with each word.


    “I … I … I guess all I can say is sorry.”


    “Sorry?” He laughed, and her skin crawled. “Sorry won’t cut it, Steph. I dream about you, and I wake up every fucking morning with a hard-on, wishing I could roll over and sink it into you. I swear to God I can fucking smell you when I think about you. I can’t pretend to be your friend anymore. Hearing you talk about that guy rips me apart.”


    She edged back as he ranted, his face morphed into a mixture of anger, lust, and insanity. The whole time she’d known Pete, she thought he was the definition of obsessive, and controlling—but the Ivan who pined, and complained as he approached scared the living daylights out of her. Steph’s eyes flitted about the room while Ivan tore at his hair, growling his pent-up frustration. There had to be a way past him; a way out of the situation.


    “He’s no good, Steph. He’ll hurt you. He doesn’t know what you’ve been through, why you’re the way you are, what will break you. I do.”


    “Exactly, Ivan. You know what happened. So why are you doing this.” She waved a hand between them.


    “It’s not the same.” He shook his head, a pained scowl on his face. “I love you. He didn’t. What he did to you back then? It was a desperate act from a desperate man.”


    She flashed a smile, and he stared at her. It took every ounce of self-control she had not to laugh at the ridiculous nature of what he’d said. Keep him talking. “I know Ivan, and that’s why our friendship is so important to me. You understand what happened. Not many people do.”


    “Why do you keep saying we’re friends?” he yelled. “Why do you have Pete around? Can’t you see it should be me? Can’t you see how perfect we are together?”


    Holy fuck. He’s truly lost the plot.


    Steph moved incrementally as he vented. Ivan mirrored her. Slowly, but surely, she managed to turn them so her back was to the door. “You’re scaring me, Ivan.”


    “You’re killing me, Steph.” He thumped his fist over his heart.


    Now, or never.


    Steph turned, and fled toward the door. Forget her bag—she’d worry about how to get into her house later. Her hand snatched at the handle, but it refused to turn. Her palm slid about the stationary door-knob, and fell away from her freedom. He fucking locked it? He’d planned this from the get-go. Panic rose in her chest, leaving a tingling in her shoulders. What now? What now? Think!


    “Baby, what are you doing?”


    Goosebumps erupted across her flesh at the sound of Ivan’s icily calm question. “I have to go, Ivan.”


    “Why? Tell me you’ve never looked twice at me; that you’ve never looked at me that way,” he asked.


    Steph swallowed thickly, and reached toward the handle again. His body heat enveloped her, and a strong hand covered hers. He pulled her away from the door, and into his firm front.


    “You have, haven’t you? You can’t even say no.”


    “I may have once, a long time ago, but it doesn’t mean anything,” she snapped. “You’re a guy, and I’m a girl. It’s bound to happen.”


    “But when it happens to both people at the same time … that means something.” But it’s not the same time anymore.


    She stiffened as he guided her hands across her front, and used her instability to secure her body to him.


    “Let me show you how a real man treats a woman,” he whispered in her ear.


    “No, Ivan. I want to go home.”


    “Why, Steph? Why can’t you give me a chance? Why couldn’t it be me who makes you happy?”


    Her brows drew down in a frown. “Because you’re frightening me.”


    His hands pressed harder on her hips, and she could feel his intentions against her backside. His voice took on a less persuasive tone, and more of a vicious growl. “What makes him so fucking special? He treats you like shit, fucks you when he wants, and leaves you in the cold.” His hips rocked into her. “I’d never let you out of my sight, Steph.”


    “I can see that,” she deadpanned, trying in vain to use the humour to ease her welling panic.


    “Give me a chance,” he grumbled as a hand crept up her side, toward her breast. “One night, and then you decide.”


    The room spun, and she choked back her tears. Crying wouldn’t help her out of this. Crying wouldn’t help her get home. She squinted hard, and tried to focus on the answer, but the thoughts in her head blurred until all she could make out was a dense, white noise.


    Ivan spun her in his grasp, and caressed the curve of her jaw with the backs of his fingers. She stiffened, eyes still shut, and a frown pulling so tight a headache bloomed in her temples.


    “Go with it,” he breathed.


    Steph shook her head, which caused him to grip her tighter.


    “Come on, Stephie,” he whispered as his lips skated over her neck. “Remember how good we were when it was just us.”


    “But we were only friends, Ivan. We were never anything but,” she whispered.


    “Fool yourself all you want, Steph, but I know what I want, and I’m sick of waiting for it.”


    She wriggled, and twisted until she managed to get one of her hands between them. He pressed harder, and a cry escaped her lips as he pinned her wrist the wrong way between their bodies. Tears eased over the curve of her cheekbone as she pushed with her shoulders, her thighs, anything she could use to attempt to lever herself away from him.


    But it was no use—Ivan held her like a constrictor, inching tighter with each movement she made. The fight had left. She didn’t know what to do anymore. Thinking about it left her wanting to crawl into a dark hole until the night was over, and the dawn of a new day sorted the problem for her. There’s no chance. His body was taller, wider, and ten times stronger. If only she’d kept up those boxing classes at the gym …


    Steph opened her eyes, and Ivan smiled down at her. The same smile she’d seen since they were kids—the one which always made her feel home. But now … now it made her heart ache. How could her closest ally be the snake in the grass? How could she have been so stupid?


    “I don’t want to ruin what we have,” she said in a last ditch attempt to get him to stop.


    His muscles tensed further. “What do we have, Steph? You kidding yourself that I’m your closest friend, and me kidding myself that one day I’ll be able to go to bed without wishing you were there?”


    Her shoulders slumped. All exit signs switched off, and she resigned herself to the outcome—as distasteful as it was. Her chest weighed heavy with betrayal as she whispered her last request. “Just don’t hurt me.”


    Steph’s eyes drew down to avoid the grin that spread over Ivan’s face. She couldn’t stomach how happy he was about it … not when she felt as though she’d signed her soul away for nothing more than a jaded memory. “I’d never hurt you.”


    But you already have.


    Whatever light remained within, fell black.
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    He ran his fingers over the matte finish, and breathed a sigh of relief. His baby was okay.


    Thanks to the detour via the hospital, he had exactly forty minutes to get to work if he fancied being on time. Not enough time to take a drive past Cutie’s place, which only served to aggravate his thin temper further. She hadn’t called, messaged, been on Facebook—nothing. He needed to know she was okay. What if his mother had got to her first?


    Fuck work. He had to check on her first if Gary and Janie wanted him to be able to think straight on the job.


    Pistol slumped into the driver’s seat, and gunned the car to life. Half an hour on a good day to get to her house from here, and in this traffic, he could bet on that doubling. He flicked his indicator on, and edged into the first gap in the evening carnage. Every cell of his body buzzed with the need to move faster, to get there, to make sure she was okay. No doubt he’d find her doing something mundane—washing, cooking, reading—and all his panic would be over nothing. But the possessiveness had taken over him, and he couldn’t be trusted to spell his name correctly until he knew that there wasn’t a damaged hair on her head.


    He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, and looked at the other cars as they crawled along. Nine out of ten vehicles looked as though they rolled off the factory floor that way, and the drivers all merged into one similar stereotype of suburban executive. His observations only proved what an anomaly Steph was for him; to be able to find a woman with the same tastes in tattoos, and style, as well as a woman so compassionate that she could see past his flaws.


    Steph wasn’t one in a million—she was once in a lifetime.


    He couldn’t lose that. Not when her existence in his life was the final piece to his puzzle. Without her, the picture would never be complete; he’d never be worth looking at. Her serenity, and her natural need to help others filled in the voids of his personality. She was the part of him he couldn’t be on his own. She leveled the scales. Evened his madness.


    She made him feel.


    Why had he been so hell bent on pushing her away at the start? Why did he feel the need to play those stupid games with her, all in the name of testing her resolve? If she had waked away, he would have deserved every ounce of misery he had gotten. The woman had opened her heart to him, and all he did in return was show her she wasn’t worthy of his trust. Fuck, the girl had to see something special in him to still be around. Something he sure as shit couldn’t see himself, anyway.


    The traffic finally flowed a little faster, and he sighed a ‘yes’ as they all crawled onto the home stretch before the highway. Pistol settled into the seat for the long haul when his phone rung. He plugged it into the Bluetooth, and answered, expecting an update from Derek. Hopefully the geezer had tracked his ma down, and found out what she was up to since the hospital. The wench’s sudden silence since their meet-and-greet gave him an uneasy twist in his gut, but it would pale compared to what he felt next.


    “Pete. Can you pick me up?”


    The blood drained from his face hearing how her voice shook. “What’s wrong, Love? Where are ya?” He glanced in his mirrors, planning his next maneuver before she spoke.


    “Ivan’s.” Her sobs echoed about the confines of the rod. “Do you know where that is?”


    “I’m already on my way.” Cars veered aside as he slung the rod into an incomprehensible space to manage the next u-turn. Horns blared, but nothing registered except the sound of her tears as she cried down the line. “Stay on the phone, Love. Tell me what happened.” Blood roared through his ears as he drove, knuckle bones set to burst through the skin of his hands with the grip he had on the wheel.


    “I’m so stupid. I can’t believe I trusted him. I’m so stupid,” she repeated.


    He pushed himself to control his breathing as he wove through the traffic to the fucker’s house. “What did he do, Love?”


    She simply bawled.


    His chest ached with such intensity he was sure his heart was about to implode. What had happened to the guy who could give such pain without batting an eyelash? Why, when it came from Steph, did he feel his first real remorse? “I’m not far away. Are ya safe?”


    “For now.” She sniffed. “I … I don’t know if I knocked him out, but he hasn’t come after me.”


    Better fuckin’ not.


    “Walk towards the main road, Love. I’ll meet ya. Don’t fuckin’ stay outside his house.”


    “I’m not. I ran to the park down the street.”


    “Good girl. Now start walking.”


    Scratches, and scuffs resounded through the car while she moved on the other end of the line. Her breathing came through ragged as she fought to catch her breath after so many tears. He listened to the sad symphony as he drove, flexing his hands around the steering wheel to stave off the urge to hit something. He bumped the car through parking lots, and petrol stations to cut the lines of traffic, and turn off the main road. Thankfully Ivan’s was in the opposite direction to the rush, and apart from red lights, and the odd intersection, he managed a relatively quick drive.


    Pistol rounded one of the last corners before Ivan’s street, and sucked in a breath. She held her shoes in her hand, and walked head-to-shoulder to balance the phone since her other hand was busy gripping the sides of her cardigan together. The tyres squealed to a stop, and he ignored the haphazard way he parked as he leapt out to get to her. He needed to get his arms around her before she spent another second alone in such a state. Greif could be a soul-sucking bitch, and right now he could bet she grieved the loss of her trust.


    Steph pocketed the phone, and lifted her face to him as he approached. The look literally ground him to a halt. He expected pain, despair, anguish. He expected more tears.


    Not a void.


    Her expressionless face chilled him to the core. Recent tears streaked her cheeks, but the eyes they fell from held nothing, not an ounce of emotion what-so-ever.


    What the fuck has the asshole done?


    “Cutie?”


    Her lip trembled, and he took the final step to where she stood, shaking. Her body crumpled into his arms, and he held on for her, and for himself. She needed the comfort of a person she could still trust, and he needed the comfort of her trust in him to make it all right again.


    “What’s he done to ya?” he cooed as he swept her strewn hair over her shoulder.


    She wept into his shirt, her shoulders shaking, and her back heaving as she drew air.


    “I’ll fuckin’ kill him,” he muttered to himself. “I’ll fuckin’ gut the bastard.”


    Her sobbing eased, and she lifted her face to stare at him. He expected her to argue, to fight his anger. She floored him when she nodded her resolve, and buried her face into his shirt again.


    She’s accepted it; who you are.


    He meant what he had said—he’d make Ivan pay for doing this to her. But first, he needed to get this woman home, and show her how important she was to his world.


    He needed to see her smile again.
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    The wind left her lungs, and Steph stood frozen to the invisible tether on the sidewalk.


    He was here for her. He cared.


    She couldn’t explain what it was that made her dial his number first, other than a deep-seated knowledge he would be the only one who would understand that right now, all she needed was comfort. Her dad, Ben—they would have rung the cops, run through the motions, all while she suffered in solitude. But Pete, he knew. He knew that what she needed was to be held, to be loved, and to be assured the pain, and heartache would pass.


    She tried her best to smile, to show him how relieved the sight of him left her, but nothing came. An emptiness echoed so loudly within her, that she couldn’t foresee another day spent without this feeling of utter betrayal. How could Ivan do that to her?


    Yes, she’d got away—clouted the side of his head with the sports trophy she’d managed to grasp—but not before he’d half stripped her, and made it clear what he intended to do. Time proved to be no better judge of character than she was. It didn’t matter that they’d known each other for the better part of their lives; he still tried to do the one thing she never thought could happen twice in a lifetime.


    And, he knew about the first time.


    That’s what left her heaving the contents of her stomach into his neighbour’s garden when she had finally got away. He knew what she’d been through as a teenager, and yet he tried to do the exact same thing. The guy must be that fucked up in the head that he couldn’t see anything other than a delusional attraction between the two of them.


    And she was that fucked up in the head that she honestly thought a guy, and a girl could be friends. Idiot.


    “What’s he done to ya?”


    Pete’s words struck a lonely chord in her heart. He hurt for her. He cared about what had happened, and he came for her. There had to be more to their relationship than sex. A fuck-buddy wouldn’t come for you after a single tear-riddled phone call. A friend with benefits wouldn’t skip work to be there.


    She caught the threats he muttered over her head as he alternately stroked, and fisted her messed-up hair. A mere twelve hours ago she would have felt sick at the promises spilling from his lips, but tonight … she felt nothing. She didn’t wish Ivan dead, but she could understand how a person could feel the impulse to exact that kind of revenge.


    Confusion read clear on Pete’s face as she nodded her understanding, before burying her face in his clothing to breathe in the safe smell of musty cigarettes, and the warmth of his body. As her free hand wound tight in his waistcoat, it dawned—he wore this last night, too.


    “Where have you been?” She pulled back to look in his eyes, wanting to see if he chose now of all times to lie to her.


    Nothing but respect shone back. “Hospital. I got in a scrap with me mother.” He ducked his head so she could see the matted blood, and split skin on his scalp.


    “Shit, Pete.” Her fingers snuck up to caress the skin around the wound. If only I had healing hands.


    He shrugged his arms about her waist. “It’s nothin’. Right now I want to get ya home.”


    Surely he doesn’t want to … Had she been that naïve? Of course he’d want to take her home, and get his end away. It was what he did. “I, I can’t do that.”


    “Come home with me?”


    “No. I can’t … you know.” Tears sprung anew at the thought of it. “Not after—“


    “Shit woman, I’m not going to fuck ya. How could you even think I’d do that?” A moment’s tense silence passed. “Did he …?”


    “Get that far?” she coaxed, hiding her face. She couldn’t stomach the worry in his eyes.


    He nodded.


    Her chin shook as she wrenched her head frantically side-to-side.


    A huge gust of air rushed over her head as he looked to the stars; arms still around her. “Thank fuck.”


    Steph steeled her expression once more, and Pete finally let go. He slipped both hands to her face, and held her gently whilst placing a tender kiss on her forehead. Not another word was spoken as he ducked down, and lifted her like she weighed nothing. He carried her to the car, leaning her weight into his chest as he opened the door with the arm he’d previously wrapped around her back.


    The rigidity of her posture eased after he buckled her into the seat, and placed her things carefully at her feet. Being inside his car gave her a strange sense of comfort. The confines of something of his signified her safety.


    All around her was Pete, and as long as she stayed within his world, nothing could touch her.


    He wouldn’t allow it.


    


    ****


    


    The water in the shower echoed through her bedroom as he entered and placed her phone on the charger at the nightstand. He paused, and looked at the door. Don’t do it, ya moron. He itched to be close to her, to feel every inch of her wet skin slide over his, but he wasn’t a predator like Ivan. He knew a woman’s boundaries, and as much as he loved to push them with Steph, he never did a thing to her that was morally unacceptable.


    Derek’s eldest had a lot to answer for—that was certain. He couldn’t shake the lurid thoughts of revenge from his mind, and he sunk down onto the edge of Steph’s bed to wait for her. While she’d undressed, and taken a moment to cry some more in private, he’d phoned Gary and explained that something urgent had happened; he wouldn't be in to work. The big guy hadn’t asked any further, and truthfully he wouldn’t have given any more in case the fella couldn’t hold his tongue around Cass.


    Right now, he had to take care of Steph, yet he had to do it without letting her think she could stay so close. How are ya goin’ to do that, ya idiot? Fuck knows how, but there was no question. He couldn’t sacrifice her ultimate safety for his needs. Yeah, look how safe she was just now.


    Fuck.


    He had left her in harms way by ignoring the threat Ivan posed. He’d placed her in danger by trying to keep her from it. If he’d been that remiss, how did he hope to keep her safe from his mother at arms length? The whole way he went about it had been wrong. He didn't need her out of the picture to be safe—he needed her in it every fucking second of the day.


    Steph emerged from the en suite wrapped in a towel, and his resolve strengthened at the sight of her glistening skin. “You’re quittin’ ya job.’


    “What?”


    “You’re going to work for me, where I can see ya, and I can protect ya.” He shook his head. “No more of this. I can’t handle it.”


    For the second time that night, she floored him. “I guess.”


    He stood, and drew the sheets back, helping her from her towel, and into the bed. She watched him as he placed her towel on the rail, stripped, and flicked the light out. He rounded the bed, and drew the sheets back on his side, and slipped in beside her.


    He wanted to give her space, to allow her to re-associate her body as hers after what Ivan had done, but her heat called to him across the satiny sheets. He edged closer, and drew her to him with an arm over her waist. Steph sighed as she moulded her back to his front. Her breathing eased, and before long he recognized the telltale sign she was asleep; every muscle in her body had finally fallen lax.


    Pistol shut his eyes, and fought the emotions that threatened to break the damn he’d spent so long building. Later, there would be plenty of time for him to give her all of himself, but for now, he needed to stay angry until all the threats to their happiness had been silenced.


    He had to stay Pistol a little while longer, even if it killed him to do it with her so close.


    She needed a lover, but he needed the fighter more.
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    Steph groaned as the early morning light pierced her lids with an intense, orange hue. She rolled to the other side of her bed, and … hit the floor? What the hell? Why wasn’t she on her normal side? Her eyes now firmly wide open, she righted herself¸ and looked over the lip of the bed to see Pete grinning at her.


    “Ya really know how to fall for a guy, huh?”


    “Shut-up.” She laughed, but only for a short while as the memories of the night before slammed into her like a runaway train. “Shit. I need to tell someone about this. Somebody needs to know what happened, Pete. Dammit, who do I tell?” Her hands found their way into her hair as the options swum in a whirlpool of indecision.


    “There’s plenty of time for that when ya ain’t so upset.”


    She registered the rustling of the sheets as he moved from the bed, but her focus stayed fixed to the minute spot where her big toe connected with the carpet. So many pro’s and con’s about telling the police—most definitely out of the question. Pete sure as hell didn’t need them sniffing around his affairs. So who was the next best option? Ben? Derek? Her dad? Last night she’d simply needed the comfort, but this morning she’d woken with a thirst for justice.


    “Come get some breakfast.” Pete knelt next to her on the floor in only his jeans, and gently slid his t-shirt over her head. She instinctually lifted her arms, and allowed him to dress her as she sat.


    “Thank you … for everything, you know.”


    He simply shook his head, and rose to stand. “It’s nothin’.”


    Steph smirked as she remembered the first time he’d said that to her; outside the bar the night she met him. “What’s on the menu? Can I fix you something? It’s the least I can do.”


    “Don’t be silly, woman. Settle yer cute arse into a seat, and I’ll bring you a feast.”


    He held out a hand, and she took it, allowing him to lead her through the house to the kitchen. “Truthfully, I’m not overly hungry.”


    “Coffee, and toast it is then.” He smirked, and swept the loose strands of her hair over her shoulder, before gesturing to the small table setting. “Sit.”


    Steph positioned herself at the table, and watched as he made his way around the kitchen to organise their ‘feast’. His hair sat deliciously mussed up at the back, fresh from sleep, and since she wore his t-shirt, his torso was temptingly bare. Her eyes followed each line, and shaded section of his flesh as he moved. The pictures seemed to take a life of their own as they twisted, and morphed.


    “Will you tell me what all your tattoos mean one day?” she asked.


    He glanced her way, and smiled. “Sure.”


    Her finger traced lazy circles on the tabletop as the clink of a teaspoon on the ceramic mug filled the uneasy silence. “What should I do about it?” Steph placed her palm flat on the table in an effort to stop her obsessive circles. “I mean, I can’t report him to the cops without it putting what you’re going to do at risk, can I?”


    “Not really, no.”


    “But it’s not right to leave it and let him away with it.” She frowned. “Maybe I should talk to Derek.”


    “Nah, Love. That’s not a good idea right now. He’s stressed, and the guy doesn’t need the hassle.” Pete slid a plate of toast under her braced arms, and placed a mug of coffee next to it. “I promise ya, he won’t get away with it.”


    Steph straightened the squares of toast, and lined the mug with her plate. “What will you do?”


    “Hadn’t decided.” he drew a seat opposite, and sat with a coffee only. “I know what I want to do.”


    “I can guess what that is.”


    “I meant it when I said ya quittin’ your job. I’m not happy leavin’ you alone.”


    “It’s only Ivan, Pete. He’s hardly about to arrange a mob to kidnap me.”


    He sighed, and laid a cigarette on the table. “That’s where ya wrong. It’s not only Ivan.” He placed his Zippo next to it. “I need to make sure me mother doesn’t get to ya, either.”


    His mother? “What does she want with me?”


    “Anything she can get.” He looked up from his fidgeting, and held her eyes in a deadly serious lock. “She’s the kind of woman who’d hurt ya purely to piss me off, Steph. Ya need to understand how fucked up me mother is.”


    Her shoulders drooped with the weight of the world. “It’s still my job, Pete. I can’t leave because of something that might blow over in a week.”


    He stared at her, unmoving.


    Steph shivered. “What?”


    “Why do ya always have to be so difficult?” He rimmed his coffee mug with an index finger. “Why can’t ya do as ya told?’


    “I do … sometimes.”


    He snorted. “When?”


    Steph swallowed back the flash of apprehension at what she would say next. “Sir.”


    His eyes widened the tiniest fraction.


    Was it too soon? The thought of a guy man-handling her left the hairs on her body reaching for the sky, but at the same time, being so completely, and utterly lost to him seemed like the ultimate safety. It felt so right, so natural to entrust herself to him and forget about the world for a while.


    “Are ya sure?” He frowned.


    Her tongue swept across her bottom lip, and she slid from the chair to kneel next to him. “Sir.”


    A heavy exhale physically shook his body, and her core sung at the sweet sound.


    “Get in ya room,” he barked.


    She smirked and rose slowly, purposefully elongating herself as she turned, and walked through the house. Steph had never been one to be blessed with natural grace when it came to seduction, but dammed if she couldn’t channel her inner ballet dancer and fake her way through it. There had to be a trick to looking alluring—it’s not as though porn-stars were born with the ability, right?


    “Fuck, Love. I don’t want to make ya think it’s all we are,” he said as he followed.


    Steph spun, and edged onto the bed to watch closely while Pete stripped his belt from the loops of his jeans. She stuck her hand out, palm up, and wiggled the tips of her fingers. “It’s not all we are, Pete, but it’s the best part.”


    His eyes hooded, and he handed the strip of leather over.


    She wasted no time securing it about her neck, flicking her hair over one shoulder. The loose end fell before her, and settled on the t-shirt. Of course. Matching his heavy gaze, she lifted the hem, and swept it over her head. The end of the belt slapped against the skin between her breasts as she tossed the fabric aside.


    Pete growled. “Get against that headboard, and spread yer legs.”


    She did as instructed, her pulse hammering in select parts of her body.


    He dropped his jeans to the floor, and a grin took hold of her lips. He was commando. What she would have done at the damn table if she’d known that. The bed dipped with his weight, and he took his time to crawl over to her, devouring her with his eyes before tracing his fingers over her knee, and shoving her leg wider.


    Steph sucked in a breath as his lips found her sweet spot, his eyes watching her reactions over the mound of her sex. She sucked her bottom lip into her mouth, and instinctively let her thighs close about his head as her consciousness won out. Having him watch her with such intensity was unnerving, but also hot.


    He flicked the tip of his tongue across her sensitive spot, and lathed her with long, sweeping strokes. “So good,” he mumbled around his mouthful. Her hands found their way to his hair, and she coaxed him deeper as he continued to mine for his gold.


    “You have to stop looking at me, otherwise … oh … this won’t last.”


    Pete reared back, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He cocked his head to the side, and furrowed his brow. “I have to look at ya.”


    “Why?”


    “So you remember who you belong to, Love. God forbid, if another man ever touched you like that, I want you to see me face in place of that fuckers.”


    Seriously? He was talking about this shit … now? “It’s not like I had a choice last night, Pete.” Steph snapped her legs together, and jerked a pillow across her bare chest.


    He ran a hand through his already disheveled hair, and groaned. “Fuck. I didn’t mean that, Steph.”


    “Well, do tell me. What did you mean?”


    “I meant if ya ever left me, moved on if … you know … I wasn’t around for a while.”


    She sat straight—the pillow fell into her lap. “Do you mean, if you went to prison for your mother?”


    He nodded, and his erection fell along with his gaze.


    “Baby,” she whispered, crawling over to where he knelt. “I wouldn’t leave you if that happened.”


    He met her stare, disbelieving. “It might be a long time, Cutie. I wouldn’t blame ya if—“


    “Shut the fuck up, Pete.” She shook her head violently, trying to shake the seed of such a thought from her mind. “Look at us. We met because you were full-on, showing me what you wanted. You told me things that would make a normal person run a mile, told me you’d kill anyone who hurt me, which quite frankly makes me worry for Ivan … but I digress. The point is, Pete. I’m here aren’t I? Why would I go now?”


    He stared at her for what felt an age, the two of them taking turns to blink. His jaw ticked sporadically. Her chest heaved with a sigh.


    Steph hit the bed with a whoomph as he launched himself on her—his mouth crashing into hers, teeth smacking painfully. Pete’s hands gripped the sides of her face as though if he let her go she would vanish into thin air. She drew her eyes open to look at his pained expression while he poured his inability to voice his gratitude, love, whatever he couldn’t say into a soulful kiss.


    She wrapped her arms around his broad chest, and drew him closer, enveloping his hips with her legs to urge him into the part of her that ached with need. He slid himself over her wet folds, and groaned into their dueling tongues. Steph tipped her hips, and placing her feet flat on the bed, she thrust over his steeled length until their bodies couldn’t be any more entwined if she tried.


    He pulled back, still gripping her face, and stared into her eyes. “How can a man as fucked up as me, deserve such a fuckin’ beautiful woman?”


    Steph gripped him in her depths, squeezing her muscles tight about him. She sighed as he throbbed in response. “Maybe it’s me who wonders what she did to deserve her perfect match?”


    He lilted a lop-sided grin. “I ain’t perfect, Love.”


    “You are to me.”


    His mouth inhibited any further conversation, and his hips slowly rocked back, and forth. Steph closed her eyes, and focused solely on the connections their bodies made, the sensations, the pressure, and the gentle caress. He’d faltered the first time he tried to show her gentle, but perhaps it was more about timing than his skill. He certainly seemed to know how gentle went now.


    Her eyes flew open as the belt cinched about her neck. Somewhere in her blind bliss he’d snuck a hand up, and taken the free end into his control. Pete pushed back to kneel between her spread legs. She slipped from him as he sat back, and dropped he the belt. His hands dove under her knees, and he slid her up his lap so her hips lay higher than her head. Pete edged into her depths easily, and curled the fingers of one hand around the belt where it met at her throat.


    Using the belt as a handle, he pulled her body into him as he thrust, inching himself that fraction deeper, and nudging on the spot that would ensure nuclear detonation in t-minus one minute and counting. Steph cried out, moaned, whimpered, made any noise she could to expel the overload of sensations surging her body every time he connected. Her orgasm built, and naturally her head tipped back, her eyes fell shut.


    Not in his plan.


    Pete yanked the belt-collar toward him, so her head was forced up. Steph opened her eyes, and the sight of him over her, arm flexing with the grasp he hand on the belt, lip-ring firmly between his teeth, fired the ignition.


    She fought to keep her eyes open, but the endorphins flooding her system left her head in a spin that shook her sense of awareness, time, and space.


    White light.


    Toes crunching.


    Muscles tensed.


    His guttural groan as he pulsed within her snapped Steph out of the natural high. She forced her lids wide in time to take in the beauty that was his face free of burden, free of stress, free of pain. In that moment he was free of the world, exactly like she had been, and his escape was an addiction.


    Whatever she could do to make him look like that every day, she would do in a heartbeat.


    That, right there, was the real Pete.
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    “Remember, I’ll be here to get ya tonight. Ya comin’ to work with me. I’m not happy leavin’ ya alone yet.”


    Steph nodded as he spoke, but he wasn’t able to pick whether she mean it, or simply wanted to placate him. “Yes, dear.”


    He narrowed his eyes as she opened the door of the rod, and rose into the sunshine looking like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. Her pristine appearance starkly contrasted with the vixen that had fallen apart beneath him mere hours ago. She turned, and blew him a kiss before shutting the door. His dick twitched at the sight of her backside swinging while she walked in a tight pencil skirt, and ridiculously high heels. That woman sure knew how to dress to kill a man.


    Once she’d entered the building without issue, he turned the rod away and set off for his next destination—Motel de Maggot. ‘Discussions’ with his mother hadn’t come to a satisfactory end, and he had shit to square away before he could settle into life with Steph comfortably. And that, was something he wanted to do without fucking around any longer than he had to.


    Post rush-hour traffic ensured he arrived at the motel in good time, and ever better was the fact only two cars were parked in the grounds. Less witnesses. Hopefully the scum-bag who had blind-sided him the last time wasn’t still here.


    Pistol climbed from the rod, and shut the door in no real hurry. He had all day to sort this out before he needed to get back to Cutie. He leant his elbows on the roof, and plucked a cigarette from the pack in his hand. The length ignited, and he sucked the ember to the filter while he watched the place, casing who was around, and how many pedestrians went past in any given stretch of time. The spent butt somersaulted off the tip of his finger, and into the traffic. He pushed off the car, and flicked his lip-ring a dozen or so times before taking the plunge, and crossing the road. Location wasn’t ideal for what he wanted to do, but there was no way in hell he’d taint where he lived with memories of his mother there.


    He arrived outside her door, and stood a moment to listen to the TV blare inside. Something felt off.


    He tried the handle, and edged the door open after it turned easily in his grasp. The room was dim; the glow of the TV left an eerie feel over an already jaded sight.


    His mother lay sprawled on the bed, band still on her arm, and the needle on the floor where it presumably rolled from her limp hand. The stupid bitch was as high as a fucking kite.


    Pistol edged around the bed, and stooped down to pick up the needle. He dropped it in the sink of the kitchenette, and noted the discarded tools of the trade. A bag of goods sat in clear view toward the back of the small bench. He looked at the contents, at the needle, and then at his mother. The cycle repeated several times as a new plan formed in his mind.


    He took his time wandering around the room, setting the scene. Pistol hummed a tune to himself as he moved his mother’s comatose body over the bed so that she lay spread-eagled over the single mattress. He moved the band on her arm back into position, and stood back to think about how he could secure her in place. Last thing he needed was her thrashing about when she came to, and dosing him with another Liverpool kiss. His lip-ring popped from his teeth, and he smiled. How did I forget that?


    Not a sign of life was to be seen as he left the room, and crossed the road to his car. He ducked in the back, and dug around for the left over rope he had from his encounter with Richard. He’d meant to clean it out of the car, but with things being the way they had, distractions were aplenty and he simply forgot.


    Back in her room, he used the nylon weave to bind her to the legs of the bed. The rope cut tight into her flesh as he gave the knots a pull to remove any leverage for her, and red welts soon formed around the white flesh under the binding. He’d have to be quick to ensure he didn’t leave any permanent marks.


    Pistol whistled as he worked, setting up another round of heroin for the bitch. Small mumbles sounded behind him as he stood at the kitchenette, and a grin tugged his lips. Nothing was better than when a plan fell into place perfectly, especially when he wouldn’t have to waste time waiting for her to come around.


    He laid the charged needle on the nightstand, and pulled the small armchair closer to the bed. Her eyes fluttered open as he sat.


    “Son,” she mumbled.


    “Ma.”


    “Come to finish the job, huh?” she croaked.


    “We’ll get to that part, aye.”


    Her eyes raked his face, and she jerked as the restrictions on her limbs registered. “What the fuck are you doin’, ya eejit?”


    “Playin’, Ma.”


    Her wrinkled lip twitched in a scowl, and she yanked on the ropes holding her arms taut. “You fuckin’ yellow livered sissy,” she spat. “Scared I’d beat ya scrawny ass if ya left me free?”


    The drugs surged about her body as her anger grew; her pupils dilating, and then shrinking at irregular intervals.


    Pistol leant over, and picked the needle off the stand. “Nah. I’d just hate to be distracted from ya expression as I watch ya struggle to stay afloat.” He held the needle in her line of sight.


    She frowned. “Well ain’t that a fuckin’ original way to murder ya mother?” Her eyes closed briefly as she struggled to take control over her narcotic-riddled body.


    “Who said anything about murdering? Yet, anyway. I only want to talk.” He replaced the needle, and ratcheted the band tight on her arm.


    “I ain’t got nothin’ to say to ya.” A slight tremor shook the last few words.


    He grinned as he flicked at her veins. “Maybe so, but I’ve got some questions.” He rubbed the paper-thin skin on her arm, and then flicked again.


    “Get on with it then. I ain’t got all day.”


    He leant back after retrieving the needle, and grinned. “Ya look pretty laid up to me.”


    She raised her head, and spat at him, narrowly missing his arm.


    “Now, that wasn’t nice,” he tutted.


    Fear fought the grimace she held in place as he leant over her, and pushed the needle into place. Her jaw set as she resigned to her fate.


    “Let’s start this off with a bang, then.” He primed his thumb on the plunger. “Who gave ya the money?”


    She scowled, and he wiggled the vial. Her face contorted with the pain. “Paddy.”


    He stared at her, and decided she was telling him the truth naming his father’s closest friend.


    “Does he know ya here?”


    She pressed her lips tight, and looked away.


    Pistol crept the plunger down the tube.


    “Yes,” she cried out.


    “So what do ya want?”


    Her eyes met his, and the malice in that look alone sent a chill to his bones. “What’s mine.”


    “And what would that be, Ma?” He sighed, and looked at the mundane news pictures flashing across the TV.


    “Your inheritance,” she hissed.


    He lost the cool nonchalance for a second, and stared. “What in sweet Jesus’s name do I ‘ave to inherit from you worthless fuckers?”


    A macabre smile spread over her lips. “Not from us, you hopeless sack of shit. From ya father.”


    “Didn’t know he had passed. Shows how close-knit our lovin’ little family is, don’t it? What would he have to give me other than a lifetime of mistakes to his name?”


    She shook her head warily. “Ya moron. Murray isn’t ya father.”


    Pistol’s nostrils flared, and he pushed the plunger another millimetre. “And when the fuck did ya think you might want to let me know this?”


    “I’m tellin’ ya now, aint I?”


    “Do I know him?” Pistol’s voice fell to the flat monotones of a man jaded. “Me real da?”


    “What do you think?” Her eyes closed briefly as the drugs took an effect.


    “I’m askin’ you.”


    “Of course ya did. Ya thought he was your Uncle,” she whispered, soaring on a synthetic breeze.


    Compressions faulted his breathing, and the sickness in his gut swirled like his head. If Murray wasn’t his father, why had his Uncle let him go? Did nobody give a fuck about him? He edged the plunger slowly as he spoke. “Did ya ever love us; Colin and me?”


    He could lay bets on the answer, but he had to know. Surely the woman held some special place in her heart for them? No-one could be that cold.


    “No more than ya love a dog.”


    The woman sealed her death wish. Pistol pushed the plunger to the bottom with a swift thrust, and removed the needle.


    He crossed to the sink, removing any trace of his fingerprints. Her body twitched as he undid the ropes, calmly wound them around his arm, and then knotted the bundle. He deposited the needle at her side where he’d found it, and leant over her face as her eyes lost all lucidity.


    “Tell the devil I say hello, ya bitch.”


    He made a sweep of the room to check he hadn’t left anything amiss, and rolled his eyes after he spotted the chair. With it back in position he left the unit, stopping only to place an emergency call from the pay-phone behind the office, and leave the receiver hanging. The operators voice garbled into oblivion behind him as he crossed the car park, and dodged the traffic to get in his rod.


    Maybe she’d die, maybe she wouldn’t. Either way he’d get satisfaction from the result. It simply meant that he’d get to play one last game with the slag if she made it through this round.


    Goodnight, Ma.
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    Steph stared at the ten missed calls from Ivan listed in her notifications. Nine from last night, and one from five minutes ago. What did he think he could say that would excuse his actions? Or was he more concerned with what she might do? Was he afraid she’d report him?


    She ran her thumb idly along the side of the phone, mulling over exactly what she’d say if she returned the calls. A part of her wanted to know he understood how hurt she’d been, but another side wanted to make him hurt more.


    Ivan was her best friend, for fucks sake. He’d been there through it all, seen it all, and helped her stand when her body wanted to quit. He’d been her constant, and now he betrayed her trust, for what? A stab at a fantasy he’d been hiding all these years? Was it worth it? Maybe that was what she’d ask him. Did he feel it was worth it?


    Her desk-phone trilled its mundane tone, breaking her daydream. She flopped her mobile into her bag, and picked up the receiver, rattling off her standard greeting.


    “Well, at least I know you’re at work.” He sighed.


    Goosebumps erupted over every inch of her skin. Shit, she could swear they even covered her earlobes. “Ivan.”


    “How … um … how—“


    “Am I?” she snapped. Ire flamed in her gut at the gall he had to ask such a question.


    “Yeah.”


    “I’m fan-fucking-tastic. Had the time of my life, you know. Don’t know why I didn’t get to experience such a fantastic evening with you sooner.”


    He heaved a sigh through the line at her cutting sarcasm. “I’m sorry, Stephie.”


    She screwed her eyes shut; pressing her forefinger, and thumb to her closed lids. “Don’t call me that. Not now.”


    “What can I do?” He near on pleaded the question, his voice a hoarse whisper.


    “Tell me what the fuck was going through your head.” An unbidden tear slid over the swell of her cheek. “You scared the shit out of me, Ivan. You hurt me.”


    “I’m sorry, okay. I just hate seeing you near that jackass. I don’t know what came over me. I guess I needed you to know how much better you’d be with me, a man who—“


    “Rapes women?” she hissed. Steph darted her eyes around the office, aware her statement had come out a lot louder than intended.


    “I didn’t rape you, Steph.”


    “You tried.” Her voice wavered. “You fucking well pinned me down, and had my clothes half off. What the fuck else where you going to do? Give me a god damn new tattoo?”


    “You said it was okay, though.”


    The tips of her ears felt as though she’d put a blow-torch to them. How could he? “You’ve got to be fucking joking.” His words swirled in her ear, and the previous night’s conversation played alongside, blurring the dialogue into a deafening roar inside her head. “I told you not to hurt me. I never gave you permission, you asshole.”


    Marcus appeared at the entrance to her cubicle, and mouthed ‘You okay?’ Steph held a hand up to gesture he should wait as Ivan spewed a tirade of names her way.


    “Fuck you, you slut! Go screw around with your fucking degrading boyfriend. See how much he cares about your skanky ass when he’s through fucking you. Sooner or later, you’re going to get boring. Don’t bother coming crawling back to me when it happens either, you bitch, because I won’t wait. I’m worth more than this shit.”


    The dial tone screamed in her ear after he disconnected, and she pulled the receiver away to look at it, mouth agape. He wasn’t worth this? Was the guy on drugs? Because nothing else explained his state-of-mind.


    “Who was that?”


    Steph whirled her gaze to Marcus, and replaced the receiver. “A lie,” she replied. “Somebody I thought had my back, but was busy screwing a knife in it the whole time.”


    “I, um, I didn’t mean to listen in, or anything, but it sounded pretty serious so I thought I’d check on you.”


    Steph’s heart slowed its manic beat as the corners of her mouth curled up. “Thanks Marcus, but I hope I won’t be hearing from him again.”


    “I hope that jack-ass wasn’t your boyfriend.”


    She laughed. “No. Amazingly, it wasn’t. Although he’s equally as much trouble right now.”


    He shook his head, a smile showing those cute dimples. “Girl, you sure know how to attract them, huh?”


    “Like a goddam bunch of flies to a shit-pile.”


    His smile faded, soon replaced by a frown. “You aren’t shit, Steph.”


    “No,” she chuckled. “My life is.”


    


    ***


    


    A light afternoon breeze whipped the loose tendrils of her hair about her face as Steph waited on Pete. To some degree, she was surprised he was late. His usual over-bearing nature meant he would be there early to make sure she didn’t have time to stand outside, but not today. The car park was short one black rat-rod.


    The moment she looked to her bag with the intention of fishing out her phone, the unmistakable sound of the V8 rumbled to a crawl. She caught a glimpse of the front end as he pulled it into the gate, and stepped out from her position under the shade of the entrance. The door behind her opened while Pete brought the rod to a stop outside the building.


    “That him? Your boyfriend?”


    She startled at the nearness of Marcus’s hushed question, and turned her head to find him right there. He smelt good—real good. Certainly make some girl happy one day. “Yeah, it is.”


    “Might say ‘hi’ if that’s cool with you.”


    “Uh,” she stalled. How did she explain that she’d rather not risk Marcus’s death at the hands of a possessive Irish-man? “If you’re sure.”


    “About what, Love?”


    Her body hummed at the sound of his lilt as Pete’s head popped up over the far side of the car.


    “Marcus here wanted to say hi.” She nodded in his direction.


    “Nice to meet you, mate. Steph speaks highly of you.” Marcus stuck his hand out as Pete rounded the back of the rod.


    “Does she now?” His blue eyes flicked between the two of them. He avoided Marcus’s outstretched palm. “What you been saying about me, woman?”


    Her heart skipped a gear as it racketed toward the land speed record. “Nothing much.”


    The intensity of his glare burned into her before he moved back to Marcus. “That true?”


    “Look man,” Marcus raised his hands. “I wasn’t trying to start an argument.”


    What the fuck was Pete doing? Wasn’t she allowed to have male friends now?


    “Just fuckin’ with ya.” Pete pulled Marcus into a clinch, slapping his back. “You should have seen yer faces.”


    Steph fought to stay upright as relief washed over her. Jackass sure fits right now. “What did you do that for?” she scolded.


    “Had a good day is all, Cutie.” He stepped to her side, and pulled her flush with his body.


    Marcus cleared his throat. “I’ll see you later then, Steph.”


    “Yeah.” She blushed as she peered around Pete’s chest. “Have a good night.”


    They watched as Marcus crossed the car park. She felt Pete’s warm breath tickle the side of her face as he leant into their hold. “What did ya say?”


    Crap. “Not much. He saw you the other day, and asked about your car is all, so we got talking.”


    Pete nodded as he eyed Marcus a last time.


    Thank heavens that lie washed.


    “Let’s get home, Love. Havin’ ya this close to me is doing all sorts of hell on me little fella.”


    “Such a romantic.” She swatted at his arm as he stepped back, and opened the door for her.


    “Only the best kind,” he drawled with a panty-dropping smile.


    Steph watched him with a curious frown as he shut her door, and rounded the car to get in beside her. He was happy, but too happy. She’d never seen him openly joke with another person, let alone a guy before. Any sane person would have been rejoicing in the fact he had dropped his intensity a few notches, but not her. It was simply unnerving.


    He pulled into the street, and they rode in sexual-tension laden silence for a while.


    “You can’t take me home, you know.”


    “Why the hell not?” He glanced at her as he shifted down a gear, and caught the tell-tale cheeky grin.


    “You wouldn’t have time to do me before you needed to start work.”


    Pistol growled, his knuckles turning white on the steering wheel. “Damn ya woman, you’re gonna be the death of me.”


    


    ***


    


    Pistol admired the glow in her cheeks as she smiled at her ribbing of him. He’d skipped enough work for the week taking care of personal matters—it wouldn’t have been fair to Gary, or Janie, if he was late, again. And Cutie knew it.


    “Have ya got anything to keep yerself busy while I work?”


    She looked his way, eyebrow cocked. “No, I didn’t think to pack my colouring book this morning.”


    He rolled his eyes, and sunk into the seat at a red light. “Very funny.”


    “I’ve got my phone,” she acquiesced. “It’ll keep me occupied enough.” A stiff silence lodged between them. She better not— “Maybe I could help you?”


    She did. “Nah. You’d get in the way.” His stupid mouth ran off shit before he’d thought it through. May as well pay for the funeral now with how fast he was digging a grave.


    “Gee, thanks.”


    “I didn’t mean it like that.” The light changed, and he straightened in the seat as they pulled away. “I meant it gets kinda busy, and I’d hate to spill something on ya clothes.”


    She snickered. “Lame, Pete. Lame.”


    He wasn’t winning this one any time soon. “What do ya expect when my minds all messed up with you sittin’ there, all dressed up, smellin’ so fuckin’ good.”


    She smirked, and leant across the centre. “Tell me, Pete. How do I smell?”


    He groaned as Steph nuzzled into his neck. “Like vanilla, and frangipani,” he croaked. That damn smell would be ingrained on his memory for the rest of his life. He could bet he’d remember it even if he ended up with Alzheimer’s in old age.


    “Well done,” she praised. The air around him emptied as she dropped into the passenger seat once more. He eyed her curiously as she ratted through her bag, finally producing a small bottle of perfume. “Vanilla and frangipani,” she confirmed, flashing the bottle his way.


    He smirked. Like there was a chance I was wrong. The daydream cut short to two small pfft’s from his left. “What the…?”


    “So you’ll smell it all night,” she laughed.


    “Ya fuckin’ sprayed me with ya perfume.”


    “That I did.”


    “What the hell, woman?”


    “Know who you’re playing, Pete.” She burst into laughter after repeating his previous threat back to him. “You should see your face.”


    “Aye, you’ll be looking much the same in a minute.”


    He scanned the landscape for anything suitable, anything discreet. Spying what he needed, Pistol pulled the rod to the side of the road, and killed the engine.


    “What are we doing?” Steph’s face paled in a mass of confusion.


    “I told ya you’d be lookin’ the same as I did.” He laughed at her irritation, and exited the car to open her door for her.


    She stepped out into the dusk light, and scouted their surroundings. “I can’t see any reason to stop here.”


    “Look harder.” He snatched her hand, and dragged her through a set of wrought iron gates as the lights on the rod flashed.


    “Um, it’s a graveyard, Pete.”


    “I know.”


    Her brow furrowed in a cute frown as she followed him blindly into the rows of headstones. He scanned the area, sussing out a suitable spot for his endeavours. To the back of the section ran the newer plots, and as predicted, vast areas lay empty. Native bush lined the fence providing at least minimal privacy from prying eyes. Pete stopped in a clearing, and spun Steph to face him. She eyed him expectantly, and he leant down to whisper in her ear.


    “I know ya enjoyed the show ya gave me, Love. But how about stepping the risk up one.”


    He pulled back, and watched her shock displayed clear as day. “What? Here? Like, now?”


    “Why not?” He waggled his eyebrows, and elicited a laugh from her.


    “I can’t. I mean, isn’t it disrespectful or something?”


    “Only if ya planned on usin’ an actual grave. I don’t know about you, but it crosses the boundary for me.”


    She punched him on the arm, grinning. “So, you don’t want to get any drink spilled on me, but you’ll take me for a romp in the grass?”


    He shrugged. “Guess so.”


    “I suppose then—” She leaned down, and removed her shoes. “—you’ll have to catch me first!”


    Her giggle echoed around the lonely area as she bolted away. Green waves of hair bobbed on her back while she struggled to get any real stride in the tight skirt she wore. He chuckled, shaking his head. Too easy. Pistol jogged after her, quickly closing the space between. She glanced over her shoulder, and squealed, narrowly dodging a shrub when she looked ahead once more.


    “Come on,” he pleaded, coming to a stop. “Ya can’t get far in that skirt.”


    Steph stopped ahead of him, and dropped her shoulders in defeat. “I guess you’re right.” She tossed her shoes to the side, and reached behind her.


    Blood surged through his body at the sight of her dropping the black skirt, and kicking it to join the shoes. His arousal pressed uncomfortably in his jeans as she took off again in no more than panties, and a blouse. “Fuck,” he ground out under his breath, and started after her.


    He wove through the graves, following her giggles, and squeals until he felt certain she had no way out without passing him. The yard fell eerily quiet. Pistol steadied his heavy breaths, and squinted into what was fast becoming pitch black. Not a sound to be heard…


    “Love?”


    No answer.


    “Steph?” His panic was evident.


    Still no answer.


    He rounded the tombstone in the corner of the yard, and came up short. Nothing there but a scraggly tree that had seen better days. The rows of headstones blurred in the quarter-light as he spun one way, then the other, trying to spot where she’d gone. No time to panic, old boy. He stilled, gathering his wits enough to close his eyes and draw in a deep breath. Her scent rose from his clothing, warmed by his distress. What if his mother had followed him? What if Steph had been taken? He knew the thoughts were bordering on the neurotic side of paranoid, but the worry still hung around his neck like a noose.


    If anything happens to her…


    Something solid collided with his back, and sent him staggering forwards. He gained his footing, ready to strike whoever was intent on taking him out when the lilt of her gentle laugh eased his mind.


    “You were so worried,” she giggled.


    “It ain’t funny, Love. I thought you’d been taken.”


    Her laughing subsided as he turned to take her in his arms. “Why?”


    “Because that is the shit me mother would do.”


    “You’re serious?” All traces of humour had long gone. Steph’s body grew rigid in his hold, and he eased back to give her the space to breathe.


    “Deadly.”


    “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


    “Ah, ya weren’t to know.” Way to kill the moment.


    “But you panicked.”


    He scoffed. “I don’t panic.”


    Her small fist socked him in the arm for the second time. “You so did.”


    “Okay, just a little.”


    “It’s kinda cute, you know.”


    “Cute?” He did not do cute.


    “Yeah, that you were so worried about me.”


    “It was not cute.” He stepped toward her, taking her face in his hands.


    “So what was it then?” Came her breathy response.


    “Protective, possessive, primal. Anything but fuckin’ cute.”


    She moaned as he sealed his lips over hers, showing her just how damn possessed he was by her. For less than a full minute he’d thought she’d been snatched, taken away from him, and put in danger. And it had ripped him a new one. What the fuck would he do if she had been put at risk? How animal could he get?


    He hoped they’d never need to know.


    Steph wound her hands into the fabric of his shirt, tugging him further into her as though it were possible to do so. He wrapped an arm around her waist, pressing on the soft, silky textures of her blouse, and underwear to settle her into every crook of his body. If he could bloody well melt the woman down and bathe in her, he would.


    “You’re still going to be late for work,” she admonished.


    He gently laid his index finger over her top lip, and thumb below her chin, pressing together. “Sshh. Stop talking, and I won’t miss opening.”


    The set of her jaw hardened, and he gasped as her hand pushed between them to take his jewels in a firm hold ... and twist.


    “Jesus.” His eyes drew closed as he relished the heavenly mix of pain, and sexually charged endorphins.


    “I don’t appreciate being told to shut-up.”


    “I see,” he groaned. “I might do it more often though if that’s how you get.”


    “You like pain?” she asked, surprised.


    All he managed to force through the thickening walls of his throat was a pathetic whimper. Steph laughed, and twisted again as her lips pressed against his neck. The woman was a pure goddess of fucked-up love once she let herself off that tight chain of hers. Damn, he needed to find a way to get her over to the dark side more often. His cock twitched as her teeth grazed his throat. The woman certainly knew how to make sure they were going to be quick.


    “Get on the ground before I fuckin’ kick ya legs out from under ya.”


    Steph fell to the grass, hands still wound in his shirt. He tumbled with her, managing to brace his fall, his face mere inches from hers. “You going to show me who’s boss?”


    He chuckled at her question. “Love, ya already know that.”


    “Do I? Perhaps you better remind me.”


    “Blouse, off, now.”


    Her breasts pressed deliciously into his chest as she squirmed below him, wrestling the fabric from her arms. The heave of her curves told him all he need to know about the state of her arousal.


    “I bet ya dripping for me aren’t ya Cutie?”


    She simply groaned.


    “Panties, off.”


    The torturous squirming resumed once more as the lace joined the silk.


    “Spread.”


    Steph whipped her legs wide like an Olympic gymnast on the rings; hands over her head.


    “Even in the dark I can see how fuckin’ amazin’ you look.”


    “It’s so much better from where I am.”


    He growled, and claimed her mouth. “I told ya to shut it.” He trapped her wrists in his hand before she could assail him again. “Don’t even think of it.” He lost himself in her heady kiss.


    Out of nowhere a freed hand collected him clean across the side of the face. “I said I don’t like being told to shut up.”


    “I hope ya like it hard, because that’s the only way ya gettin’ it after that.”


    The smack of lips gave away her indecision to speak.


    “Cat got ya tongue?”


    A snort shook her glorious chest, drawing his gaze to the shadow of her body stretched beneath him. He took hold of his rigid cock with the hand not bearing his weight, and ran his tip through her slick folds. She moaned, and stirred, but still didn’t speak. Pistol continued to tease, running over the sensitive apex, and back over her opening, dipping ever so slightly into the quivering muscles before flicking free of her heat.


    Steph pushed her hips higher, ground harder, and arched her back clear off the grass, but still said nothing. He ceased teasing, and grinned at her in the darkness.


    “Fuck me already!”


    He laughed. So easy to break. Her core welcomed his intrusion greedily—her muscles sucking him in as he thrust. “Like that?”


    “Oh, god yes,” she moaned. “Hard, do it hard.”


    “Cutie wants, Cutie gets.”


    He slammed home repeatedly, gritting his teeth at the glorious feel of his sensitive head ramming deep within her walls. So welcoming. So tight. So his.


    Steph panted, and squirmed. Her nails dug a trail into his flesh as she literally climbed his body, seeking that little extra to tip her over the edge. He moved both hands to take his weight under her hips, and used the narrowed grip to zero each thrust in with a new intensity.


    “Fuck, Pete. Fuck!”


    “That’s it, Love. Scream like no-one can hear ya.”


    He shuddered his release as she caterwauled under him, cursing, and crying his name into the still night air.


    Like nobody would have heard that.


    A grin spread across his face, set to stay until he received that exact reaction all over again.
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    Steph followed Pete into Atonia, a flush still colouring her cheeks from the interlude they’d had on the way over. Gary smiled knowingly as they passed him by, and her chin fell to her chest like it was magnetised in an attempt to hide her embarrassment. The mirrors on the rod weren’t that reliable for checking she didn’t have any shrubbery stuck at awkward angles in her hair, and she didn’t entirely trust Pete when he said she looked fine. She still couldn’t believe she’d not only let him screw her senseless in a graveyard, but that she’d also willingly let him chase her around half dressed.


    Something came over her: the cool night air perhaps, or the eerie sense of solitude in such a place. Whatever it was, she’d felt secure in a bubble that was just him, and nothing else. All her stresses with Ivan, and the memories it had scratched into re-opened wounds, were forgotten. In his bubble, she didn’t have troubles with his mother. She didn’t have troubles with her friends. Nobody gave two hoots what they were up to, because nobody knew what they did.


    Her light mood quickly soured as she followed Pete into the staffroom behind the service area. A light had gone off in her head, and she realised seclusion was the source of the problem with their ‘relationship’. Despite it all, it was as though she still tried to hide him away from everyone in case they didn’t approve. They never went anywhere with other people; she didn’t even know if he had any friends outside this place. The bubble worked both ways. It kept the bad out, but it also kept her in. He kept her to himself, and she fed the behaviour in the fear others wouldn’t approve.


    Only one way to find out if they did.


    “Pete?”


    “Love?” He looked at her with a glint still in his eye.


    “I want you to meet my parents.”


    He stared at her, blank as a fresh page.


    “Do you not want to?” she asked.


    “Are ya sure?”


    “It seems the next logical thing to do, is all.” Maybe she was asking too much, too soon. Maybe it was too ‘house’ to be doing it already. What if he was worried she’d be planning their wedding next? “Would it be easier to meet my brother?”


    Pete laughed, shaking his head. “Whoever you think, Love. Point me in the direction, and I’ll go to whatever ya set up.”


    “I don’t want you thinking I’m ashamed of you, or anything. That’s all.”


    He drew her into a firm hug, and muttered in her hair. “I think we both know I’m not worried about that. The timing isn’t exactly perfect, is it?”


    “I guess not,” she agreed. “Maybe later then.”


    “Like I said, Love. Whenever you want.”


    Why did he have to be so damn cryptic? Was this his way of saying no, he wasn’t ready to be so involved in her life? Or that he was, but wanted to be sure she wasn’t making a rash decision? Talk about mind fuck. Later, she’d work it all out later.


    “Evening, Boss.”


    A young, female voice behind her broke the moment, allowing the perfect distraction to an otherwise awkward situation. She half-turned, and greeted the short girl with a smile.


    “Janie,” Pete nodded at the girl. “This is Steph.”


    “Hi, Janie.” She held out her hand, noting the wary way the girl eyed her.


    “I recognise you … I think.” Janie narrowed her gaze as she shook Steph’s hand. “You’ve been here before I suppose.”


    “Yeah, that’s probably all it is.” Please don’t remember the night I fought off the sleaze.


    “Steph’s going to be hangin’ out in here tonight while I’m on shift. If she asks for anythin’, I want ya to give it to her.”


    “Sure.” The girl opened a locker, and absently replied as she stuffed her bag into the narrow space.


    “Yes, Pete. Of course I will,” he mocked. “I don’t want any of the second-rate service ya dish to the patrons, you understand?” Pete scowled at the girl, who nodded.


    “Good. Now get on it. There’s racks to be emptied out front.”


    Steph bounced her eyes between the two of them. The tension was palpable. “Christ, Pete.” She crossed her arms in defence. “I’m not royalty. Take it easy on her.”


    “She knows her place around here.” He growled as he stalked past Janie who looked fit to burst into tears.


    “I’m sorry,” Steph offered as she rushed after Pete. She shut the staffroom door behind her, and moved next to him at the bar. “What the hell was that?”


    He turned from his position at the till to glare at her. “She’s that fuckin’ useless that perhaps if she treats ya like royalty, she might get at least half of it right.”


    “I don’t need waiting on, you know.”


    “Fine. Suit yourself.” He glanced to the counter, and shoved a stack of coasters aside on a sigh. “I’m sorry, Love. I guess I’m still on edge thinking about what would happen if me mother did get to ya.”


    “That’s no reason to take your frustrations out on Janie.”


    He laughed. “Agh, I would’ve done that anyway. She really is useless.”


    Steph chose to ignore his constant degrading of the girl. “Are you truly that worried about your mum?”


    He nodded, and picked up a bottle opener. “Aye.”


    She closed the space between them, and laid a hand on his chest. “You can’t live a ‘what-if’ life, Pete. I’m not going to have you wrap me up in cotton wool, just in case.”


    He shook his head. “And I wouldn’t. But you can’t stop me doing my best to keep ya safe.”


    She cringed at the pure pain scrawled into his features while he spoke. The thought of her coming to harm quite literally tore him in two, and she could only guess it related back to emotions linked to his brother.


    “I won’t put myself at risk, Pete. Try to relax. We’re at the bar. What could happen?”


    “Everything.”


    


    ***


    


    Pete had finished set-up in silence, brooding over things that hadn’t happened, and rather than try to flog a dead horse, she had thought it best to leave him be. The sound of music, and rowdy patrons now filtered through the door every time Pete or Janie whipped through to gather supplies for the bar. She’d spent the first few hours browsing the channels on a small TV that sat at the far end of the kitchenette counter. But there were only so many re-runs of the same infomercial she could take before she lost the plot.


    Steph found a stack of old magazines buried under a couple of boxes of Styrofoam cups in the staffroom, and picked out half a dozen less dog-eared, and stained copies. Nestled into the short, slightly torn couch, she flicked through the pages; equal parts amused, and shocked at the tabloid gossip from years gone by. The door swung open, and the tail-end of a heated argument pulled her from a best-dressed list of celebrities. She looked across the room to catch Janie slump against the lockers.


    “Busy night?”


    The young girl glanced her way, and nodded. “Yeah. There’s a bus load of league boys being a pain in the ass.”


    Steph laughed. “Living up to their stereotype, huh?”


    “That they are.” Janie moved to a chair, and sat with her elbow propped on the tabletop.


    “Was he being rude again?” Steph nodded toward the door.


    “What do you mean?”


    She cocked her head to the side, and gave the girl a ‘don’t-try-me’ look. “I heard the commotion as you came through.”


    “Must’ve been the league boys.” Janie shrugged as she inspected her nails.


    “They Irish too?”


    The girl’s head whipped about.


    “Come on,” Steph urged, sitting forward. “Tell me. Is he always this hard on you?”


    “I guess I deserve it most of the time. I mean, I constantly spill drinks, mix orders. Shit, the other night I served an underage kid.”


    “We all make mistakes.”


    “Yeah, but I make so many.”


    “Do you think that you’d be better if he didn’t have you so nervous?”


    The girl eyed her carefully, deciding if she could trust the hand that fed her. “I guess. But what can you do about it?”


    “Ah, you underestimate the power of a woman.” She winked.


    Truthfully? She didn’t have a clue what she could do, but if Pete picked on the girl for no known reason, she’d be sure to dig out the source of the problem. It had never been her place to walk away when a person was in need. Isn’t that the truth? Why else would she be here, waiting on a self-confessed murderer to get off work?


    “Well, good luck with that,” Janie scoffed.


    She opened her mouth to ask about the girl’s family, how she got the job, get her to open up, and hopefully relax. It snapped shut with a smack of the lips as Pete stuck his head through the door.


    “If ya over ya little hissy-fit, I need a pair of hands out here, no matter how useless they are.”


    Janie’s lips twitched, and a look of utter resignation drowned her otherwise soft features.


    “I’ll do it.”


    Both faces turned her way.


    “What? You said you didn’t care how useless they were. Besides, I’m bored reading this stuff.” Steph ruffled the magazines at her side.


    Pete drew a heavy sigh, and looked in turn between the women. “I don’t have time to argue this shite. Sort it out between yourselves—I’ve got people who need a drink.”


    He promptly disappeared, the sound of the rowdy bar dulling as the door pressed shut.


    “How did you meet Pete?” Janie asked.


    “Why do you ask?” Steph’s curiosity got the better of her.


    Janie shrugged. “You just don’t seem his type, is all.”


    “Aren’t I? What is his type?” She rose from the couch, and headed for a mirror tacked to the lockers.


    “Easy, loud, pretty. Not that you aren’t pretty, I mean, you’re stunning, I meant—” She waved a dismissive hand. “—never mind.”


    “I guess I should be glad I don’t look easy.” Steph glanced at Janie in the reflection, and smiled.


    “Yeah, sorry. I speak before I think sometimes. It’s just, you seem real nice and Pete, well he’s …”


    “An asshole at times?”


    “Exactly.” The girls face lit up with the joy of finding somebody who finally understood. “He’s so bossy, so demanding.”


    “I know.”


    “How do you manage with it?”


    Steph looked to her hands as she wound circles in her hair. “I guess the way he’s bossy with me is a little different, if you catch my drift.”


    “Right.” Janie drew out the word. “Sometimes I simply wish I knew what I did to make him hate me.”


    “Maybe you should ask him?”


    The girl stared wide-eyed at Steph as she blotted the smudged makeup under her eyes. “Are you kidding?”


    Steph shrugged.


    “Oh my god, you’re not. He’d have a go at me if I asked him something like that.” She drew a stern face, and put on her best Irish accent. “Ya mean to say you don’t know why you’re such a fuckin’ idiot? Why I can’t stand the sight of ya?”


    Steph giggled at her poor impersonation, but her heart ached a little for the girl. She couldn’t have been in the game for long, and it seemed Pete was expecting more of her than her years allowed. “He’s not the most tolerant person, so I guess it makes him a pretty hard to be around sometimes.” Janie nodded at her observation. “But you have to remember,” Steph continued, “that he’s got good reasons for what he does. He only pushes so hard because he wants you to learn your potential.”


    “He goes a pretty backward way about doing it.”


    “That he does.”


    


    ***


    


    


    He could feel who came through the staff-only door before he looked around. Her presence licked the length of him like an adoring puppy, waiting to be petted. And sweet Jesus, the ways he would pet her if they weren’t in such a crowded place.


    “Where do I start?” Steph asked, edging her hip into the work-top.


    He grunted, and looked about the place as his hands stuffed short straws in drinks on autopilot. What the hell was Cutie playing at? Did she think Janie needed saving? Was the girl that incompetent? Or was it Steph knew what he’d do if he lost his shit again tonight?


    “I guess you know the difference between a shot glass, and a schooner?”


    She smirked, one-sided and sexy. “What do you think?”


    “You’ve just surpassed Janie at level one.”


    “She can’t be that bad?”


    He gave her a raised brow as he shoved the drinks over the counter to a couple of giggling women.


    “Right. Conversation for later,” Steph remarked flatly. “Show me where to go, Boss.”


    Pete took a moment to look at the kind-hearted, selfless woman before him. How did he ever get so lucky to find a girl who’d do anything for a stranger? She didn’t know Janie from the next short blonde on the street, so why did she feel so compelled to step in?


    “Ya weren’t actually that bored, were ya?”


    She shrugged. “A little. Also couldn’t be assed watching you berate the poor girl again.”


    He scowled at her assumption that the grilling he gave Janie was purely from spite, and nothing to do with the continual lack-lustre job she did. “Well, since you don’t have a licence, I’ll have to get you to do the cash, and odd jobs.”


    “I’m all yours.” She stood to attention, waiting for him to speak.


    All he could do was eyeball her, stuck on ‘all yours’.


    He managed to turn from Steph’s expectant stare, and leant over the counter for the next order. A bearded guy shouted a list of drinks in his ear, and immediately he dissected the menu into those Steph could prepare, and those he had to handle. The effortless way she picked up his instructions and ran with them left him seriously impressed—and a little turned on. A dozen orders later she had memorised where each of the glasses were kept, how the till worked, and which order he liked to pour his spirits. The woman exceled at everything she touched.


    Even him.


    “How am I doing?” she quizzed between influxes of thirsty drunks.


    “Legendary.” He ran a knuckle along the length of her jaw. “What’s Janie doing?”


    “She was doing inventory when I went in a moment ago.”


    He nodded, fully aware Janie had run a full stock-take only two nights ago. The girl was slacking … and playing Steph for a fool.


    “So,” Steph smirked, leaning a hip into the low fridges. “You got any flashy cocktail moves you can show me?”


    “Ya askin’ me if I can sling a bottle, Love?”


    She nodded, pure amusement making her eyes sparkle.


    “Take a seat—” He nodded toward the empty stools at the bar-top. “—and I’ll show ya a thing or two.”


    Steph rounded the bar in record time, slipping in on a stool with her hands clasped before her, a huge grin over her face. His gaze lingered a second on her cleavage which had gained a healthy boost from her position, and he picked up a cocktail glass.


    “Fruity? Sweet? Tart?”


    “Are you calling me a tart, Mr O’Malley?”


    “I’m only statin’ the obvious.”


    He willed the rush of blood back to the rest of his body as she leant over the top to smack him on the arm. Her blouse bunched as she moved, giving him clear view of the girls.


    “Fruity it is then.” He smirked.


    She laughed as he prepared the drink, tossing the bottle every which way, showing his finesse as he poured the liquids into the vessel. He added the final touch right as Gary fell onto the stool next to Steph.


    “Getting quiet, Boss.”


    “Thank fuck. My wrists are killin’ me.”


    “Old man,” Gary teased as Pete slid the drink to Steph.


    She clapped with delight, and drew a long pull of the colourful beverage. “Mmm,” she moaned. “That is divine. What is it?”


    Pete shrugged. “Don’t know if it has a name. I made it up for you.”


    Appreciation showed in the casual slouch of her shoulder, and the lazy smile she threw his way. “Thank you. It’s lovely.”


    “Where’s Janie?”


    Pete glanced at Gary. “Where do ya think?”


    “Hiding out back?”


    He nodded.


    “Does she do this a lot?” Steph twirled the straw in her drink, looking between the two of them.


    “Near on every night,” Gary filled in. “She doesn’t handle stress well; can’t take the pressure when the numbers get high.”


    “What did she do before to make you have a go at her?”


    Pete looked at Steph, staring so sweetly innocent at him. So now she wanted to know what the argument was about? “She was handing out free drinks to anybody who paid her a fuckin’ compliment.”


    “I’m sure you’ve done the same.”


    Gary snorted at Steph’s statement. He laid the man with a glare. Not now, mate.


    “They were footy boys, Love. They only way they know how to talk to women is by using lame one-liners.”


    “So, how many drinks are we talking about?”


    He paused while her lips wrapped about the straw, wishing it were something else she had in her mouth. Pull it together. “Eleven.”


    Candy coloured liquid dribbled from Steph’s nose as she choked on the drink. “Excuse me?” She swiped at the drops with the back of her hand.


    “See ma point?”


    “Yeah, I guess so.”


    “You should give her a final warning, bro.” Gary frowned at the latest.


    “Ya know I can’t.” He’d lost count of the warnings she’d earned, but as much as he despised the woman, it didn’t mean those who were dependant on her needed to suffer.


    “It’s not your problem, Pete.”


    He narrowed his gaze on the big guy, shooting warning flares his way. Now wasn’t the time to be talking about his proclivity to get too involved. “She needs the income.”


    “You can’t keep covering the losses in the till with your own money, man. Sooner or later Phil’s going to find out.”


    “Who’s Phil?” Steph asked around the straw.


    “My boss.”


    “Why are you hiding what she’s doing then if it’s so bad? Am I missing something here?”


    “Only the real reason why he can’t sack Janie,” Gary ribbed. “He’s too soft.”


    “For good reason,” he felt compelled to add.


    Steph looked between the two of them, waiting on an explanation. Gary glanced over, and lifted a thick eyebrow. “You going to tell her?”


    He sighed, rubbing his temples. “She has a kid; she’s a single mother. This job is all she can get.”


    “Oh.” He could make out the cogs working in Steph’s head as she aligned the facts. “So you don’t want to fire her in case she can’t get more work, and her child suffers for it.”


    He nodded. No way would he be the reason a kid starved.


    “Gary’s right, Babe. It’s not your problem.”


    He shook his head side-to-side. “Still don’t want it on my conscience.”


    “You can’t fix everyone’s issues,” she soothed.


    He locked his gaze with those beautiful eyes, willing her to realise what she’d said. “No. Ya can’t.”


    


    ***


    


    Steph watched Pete as he walked to the far end of the bar to serve a group of newcomers. She’d realised the faux pas the minute the damn words left her mouth, but it was too late to fix it now. In that moment she’d voiced the exact thing that had underpinned what they’d been through the last few weeks—she was still trying to solve his problems for him.


    Time to admit when you can’t do it, Steph.


    She didn’t want to give up on him though, not yet. He had too much going on with his mother, and she could put money on the fact he would crack sooner rather than later. Nobody was impenetrable when it came to the betrayal of your family. Didn’t matter how angry blood relations made a person, it still hurt like a bitch when they spat on your trust.


    “Cass talks about you a lot.”


    She turned to find Gary studying her in her moment of reflection. “That’s nice.”


    He sighed, and shook his head. “It’s none of my business—“


    “You’re right, it’s not,” she interjected.


    “But,” he stared her down. “Cass is torn up about it. She realises she was pushing her opinions on you.”


    “So why hasn’t she bothered to say sorry, Gary? Tell me that. Because so far all I have is a never-ending list of reasons why she doesn’t like Pete.”


    He curled the corner of his lips. “She has a reason to, don’t you think?”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Wasn’t this guy meant to be his friend? Knives came out in record time around here.


    “Put yourself in her shoes, Steph. Pete is a dangerous guy—if you’re on his wrong side. She doesn’t see what you and I do because he doesn’t let many people close to the real Pete. All she sees is the danger, and she’s worried about you.”


    Steph swallowed a thick gulp of the not-so-sweet tasting drink. The turn of conversation had soured her taste buds … along with her mood. “I’d still like an apology from her first. She didn’t exactly go about showing her concern with the greatest tact.”


    Gary smiled. “She’s never been one for sparing others feelings.” He stared off at nothing in particular with a whimsical vacancy.


    “How do you guys know each other?”


    He chuckled. “I’m not going to be crucified for telling you before her.” The big guy spun on his stool so he sat facing her, his knees brushing the side of her thigh. “What you girls need is a locked room, with you two in it.”


    Steph snorted. “Sounds life threatening for at least one of us.”


    “At least you women would get past your damn egos, and sort shit out.”


    He slid from the seat, and walked with a casual swagger towards the entrance. Steph eyed him from her seat, feeling remarkably smaller than she had a few minutes ago.


    “Ya look like you’ve sucked a lemon, woman. What did the mug say to ya?”


    She shook her head at Pete’s concern. “Nothing I didn’t need to hear.”


    


    

  


  
    



    [image: ]


    Pistol opened the door for Steph, and stood back to give her enough room to swing her legs from the low ride-height of the rod. He held out his hand, feeling that familiar rush of endorphins as she took hold and lifted herself to stand. She caught his gaze, and gave a slow smirk.


    “What would you be thinking, Mr. O’Malley?”


    He hummed as his eyes ran the length of her; delicious in her blouse, skirt, and oh-so enticing heels. “That takin’ ya to work with me is going to be the slowest, yet sweetest torture.”


    “Whatever do you mean?” she taunted, turning back to the rod, and purposefully bending at the waist to grab her bag.


    He laid a flat palm on her backside, relishing the squeal he earned in response.


    “Pete!”


    “Sir,” he growled.


    She squeaked in surprise when he bent at the knees to scoop her over his shoulder, and carry the delicious length of her body toward the front door. He turned his head to look down at his hand as he dug around on the ring for the key. A glint off the hood of a charcoal sedan caught his eye.


    That same car.


    He pretended to struggle with the keys to buy time, and by the noise Steph made she completely bought his act. Pistol’s gaze roamed over the car parked across the street, four houses down, but not far enough away to avoid detection.


    Too familiar.


    Sure, there were a hundred cars of the same model in this area, but what were the odds of more than one, with the same scratch in the front left, being in two areas he’d been tonight? His knotted gut told him what his brain wanted to say, but failed.


    They were followed.


    Fuckin’ mother. The bitch wouldn’t live to see another sunset if this was to do with her. He placed Steph down with a pat on the ass, and ushered her inside. “Go get ready to get sweaty, Love. I’ll be in shortly.”


    “Where are you going?” she asked, understandably confused.


    “Left something in the car.” He nodded toward the rod.


    “I can wait,” she purred, fingers trailing a blaze down his front.


    He grabbed her wrist before she found the waist of his denim, and kissed her knuckles. “I’d rather you saved me the time of undressing ya.”


    Her eyes sparked, and he mentally sagged with relief. Steph turned, and headed through the house as he quietly pulled the door shut behind her. One last job before he sunk himself into all that was pure.


    The cars headlights switched on as he rounded the end of the driveway. A vain attempt to disguise whoever was inside. Pistol increased his pace across the road to a jog, and opened the passenger door as the engine turned over. “Going somewhere?” he asked as he dropped into the seat, and shut the door.


    “Fuck you, O’Malley.”


    He sat in stunned silence. A face he never thought he’d see again stared back.


    


    ***


    


    Steph faltered at the click of the lock. If he was only popping out to the car, then why did he feel the need to close the door? Surely he’d only be a minute at most. She spun repeatedly on the spot like an agitating washer, trying to decide if she should carry-on to the bedroom as he asked, or go after him.


    Decisions, decisions.


    Her hands flew into the air as she sighed, and landed at her sides with a thud. Why did the guy have to be such a freaking mystery? One night. One night without complications. Was it too much to ask?


    Apparently so.


    She slumped onto the couch, still caught between her options still, and decided that going nowhere would be as best bet as any. If Pete didn’t show his frustrating face through that door in the next few minutes she’d be sure to grill him the minute he did walk in.


    Steph crossed her legs; her foot tapped an impatient rhythm as she sat and waited on him like a disappointed parent. If they were to move forward together with all the shit going down in his life, then no more secrets.


    None.


    Nada.


    Zip.


    


    ***


    


    “Where the fuck did you drag yerself from?”


    Trevor eyed him with a look that read ‘how the hell do you not know?’


    “Last I heard you were taken down in a bad deal.”


    “Being dead has its advantages.”


    No shit. He looked the brute over head-to-toe, and laughed. “Fuck brother, you got bigger when you died.”


    Trevor smiled, and then quickly drew his scowl back into place. “Yeah. Gotta stay tip-top in this line of work, Son.”


    The cockney hard-ass was known to be a scraggy fighter in their younger days, and although he had carried hardly any size, the man was a killer bare-knuckle boxer. One thing led to another, and before long young Trevor had been dragged into the underground boxing circuit along with the promises of cash, and women.


    But as with anything illegal, sooner or later shit caught up with those involved, and last Pistol heard, Trevor had been shot in a raid. The copper’s had set the lot of them up with a false deal, and three kingpins had been taken in for questioning. Supposedly two came back out, and one died—Trevor.


    “What do ya do? Lift a car on ya days off?”


    The big guy chuckled. “Something like that. I see you’re a scrawny little sparrow still.”


    “Hey,” he laughed, doing an over-exaggerated flex. “It’s not the size of the muscles, but the damage you can do with ‘em.”


    “Fancy a wrestle?”


    “As if. You’d bloody well wear me for a sock after a minute.”


    Trevor winked. “Glad ya know your limits, son.”


    “So,” Pistol slouched into the door. “How about you get to tellin’ me why ya here, because I’ve got urgent matters to attend to.”


    “That doll you carried inside?” Trevor asked, looking over at Pistol’s house.


    “My doll, so keep ya filthy mitts to yerself.”


    “Easy on. Only yanking ya chain.” He met Pistol’s scowl with a smile.


    “Out with it, then. Why ya here?”


    Trevor looked out the windscreen again, and stretched his hands over the steering wheel. “Your old man sent me.”


    “Murray? He’s not me Da.”


    “You know about that, then?”


    “Aye.” His knuckles cracked under the pressure of his fisted hands.


    Trevor looked his way, searching his face for any signs of Pistol’s intentions. “He wants ya dead.”


    “Doesn’t everyone.” He held what he hoped was an impassive stare.


    Silence rent the air about them as each man worked through the predicament.


    “Why haven’t ya done it yet?” Pistol kept his line of sight firmly on the streetlight outside his house, while Trevor sighed.


    “Call it a turn of conscience.”


    He scoffed. “That so?”


    “Yeah. I don’t feel right with it. The old bastard hasn’t let me know what it’s all about, but my gut says it can’t be for anything honest.”


    He shook his head. “Nah, it ain’t.”


    “Why does he want your ass then?”


    Good question. In the event Murray managed to take him out, then surely the inheritance would default to another family member … unless that was his mother? “I’m guessin’ it’s got something to do with an inheritance I’ve been told I’m owed.”


    “Been told?”


    “Uh-huh. I persuaded me mother to tell me why she was here.”


    “Yeah … about that.”


    He glanced across at the guy. Tight features portrayed his struggle to find the appropriate words.


    “She’s on the bill, too.”


    Pistol chuckled. He caught Trevor stare at him, confused, and lost it. The full laugh started low in his belly, infecting his very being until he literally shook the car with his humour.


    “What’s so funny? I mean, I know you don’t like her, but she’s still your mother.”


    “Aye, she is. But fuck man, you’ll have to beat me to the head of the queue if you want to win that bounty.”


    Trevor smirked. “That so?” An eyebrow quirked.


    “That so.”
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    Steph startled at the rattle of the door handle, lost in an intense scrutiny of the state of her cuticles. She checked the time—twenty minutes he’d been gone. Twenty times he could have gone to the car and back. Whatever he had to say better be good if he fancied sleeping in the same bed.


    “… matter for another day.”


    She eyed Pete as he wandered through the door, head turned while he spoke to someone else. Who the hell came visiting at this ungodly hour of the morning? Her heart skipped a beat, hell, make that several beats as her thoughts flitted past the possibility of it being another woman. After all, they’d never had that conversation about their past; the one which listed the number, and frequency of previous conquests.


    He met her gaze as he headed for the living room, and she understood the meaning behind the intensity with which he watched her reaction. He was worried. About what though? Her breath caught as a huge guy stepped through the door, and shut it carefully.


    “Love, this is an old friend, Trevor.”


    “’Ello.”


    The accent was thick, but a singular word left her struggling to place it. An old friend. Did that mean he was from that part of Pete’s past? Was he a murderer too? An unwanted chill seared her skin with a vicious intensity. She could trust Pete, but not anybody else. Who was to say this guy would be as restrained? Maybe if he had the urge for blood, she’d be far too tempting of an offer? She rubbed a hand up her opposite arm, and smiled weakly.


    “Hi.”


    Pete rounded the sofa, and tucked her to his side. She felt a slight reprieve, but one look at the sheer muscle this other guy packed left her wondering how well Pete would stand in a fight against him.


    “What brings you here?” Hopefully her question didn’t sound as forward to him as it had to her.


    “Work.” He smiled, and she shook against Pete’s side.


    “Trevor is a contractor,” Pete added with a lilt of amusement.


    “Contractor, huh? Like you were?” She pulled free of his hold to scrutinise his expression as he answered.


    “Aye.”


    The room blurred between reality, and some two-dimensional canvas as her eyes glazed over. The guy was a killer, and Pete had brought him in here without a care in the world. Maybe he felt comfortable in the guy’s presence, but she preferred to keep herself off any possible hit-lists, thank you very much. What if the guy came back later to silence her? What if by meeting him, she already knew too much?


    “What’s the matter love? I said he’s an old friend. You’re fine.”


    Pete took hold of her by the elbows, bending his neck down to come eye-to-eye with her. She shook his words away with a few curt whips of her head. “Pete, friends who do that kind of thing don’t just drop by for a coffee at this hour.”


    He stood straight, dropping his hold of her. “No. They don’t.”


    “So how about you two level with me, and tell me what’s really going on?” Her knees buckled when her calves hit the armchair. The cushions let out a whoompf as she hit.


    Trevor glanced to Pete, who casually shrugged his shoulders. “You sure about this?” he asked.


    Something English. So he wasn’t Irish. How far did this bloody network of criminals go?


    “She can be trusted,” Pete replied.


    “Fair enough, but we’ve got some heavy shit to discuss tonight.”


    “Half of it she already knows.”


    “Only half, what about the other bit?”


    “What about it?”


    “What if the knowledge puts her at risk?”


    “She’s already at risk.”


    “Fuck.”


    “Yeah. I sure as fuck ain’t goin’ to say I was happy to find out.”


    Am I bloody invisible? “Um, excuse me?” Steph waved her hand around. “Over here?”


    Both men looked her way like they only now remembered she was in the room.


    “Can you try to talk to me, and not about me?”


    “Love, it’s complicated.” Pete knelt before her, placing a gentle hand on her leg.


    “Yeah, and if I’m involved, then I think you should stuffing well tell me why.”


    “Pistol,” Trevor interjected. “I think we should talk about this first—in private.”


    If it wasn’t for what he’d said, the man’s baritone voice may have actually been a little soothing. But the thought they would discuss matters that involved her, shit, were probably about her, somewhere she couldn’t hear sent her nuclear.


    “What the fuck?” She stood, throwing Pete’s hand from her leg. “You’re going to talk about me like I don’t exist? Do you have any idea how demeaning that is? How fucking insensitive it is to talk about a person like they aren’t there? I have a goddam right to know.” She stamped her foot. “So you assholes are going to fucking well tell me!”


    Trevor reeled back as though the verbal onslaught physically socked him in the nose. “Shit, fella. You’ve got a live one here.”


    Steph jabbed a finger his way. “And don’t you forget it.”


    The sound of her heaving breaths subsided, and she realised that behind her, Pete was laughing to himself.


    “What’s so fucking funny?” She whirled on him, hands firmly on hips.


    “It’s the liveliest I’ve seen ya,” he snickered. “Even after everything I’ve done.”


    Her jaw fell slack, and he brought a hand to cover the smirk that refused to budge from his face. “You asshole,” she whispered. “It’s all a joke to you, isn’t it?”


    “Love…”


    “Love fucking nothing,” she screeched. “This is my goddam life you’re talking about, and not only do you not have the decency to include me in the conversation, but you think it’s a fucking joke.”


    “Hey,” his face fell. “Your life is not a bloody joke. That isn’t what I was laughing about, and you know it.”


    “You know what,” she said, throwing her palms up. “I don’t care. I couldn’t give a fuck about whatever lame excuse you’re going to give me this time. I’m sick of this shit, Pete. I thought we were over keeping secrets. But hey, all fool me, eh?”


    “I’m not keeping secrets, Love.”


    “You mean to tell me, going into another room so I can’t hear what you’re saying, isn’t keeping secrets?”


    He pressed his lips firmly together, and scowled. She’d got him. Rage pumped a thick bass beat through her veins as she stooped to snatch up her bag. Every passing second that he didn’t reply, didn’t try to resolve the problem, ticked her off more. The bastard couldn’t care enough to stop her going. Well fuck him. This time she’d go, and this time she wouldn’t cave in at the first visit, the first time he touched her, the first whispered promise… Shit. One step at a time.


    Steph forced herself to look the other way, to avoid seeing his reaction, the truth in his eyes. She kept her focus downcast as she beat a hasty exit, concentrating her focus on keeping the tears at bay, and pretending she was the stronger person in all of this.


    Ah, who was she kidding? It hurt like a bastard, but like ripping off a Band-Aid, it had to be done.


    “Steph.” Pete’s choice of name at such a time showed his distress. But still, the asshole didn’t make a single move to stop her.


    She glanced around at his feet, confirming he hadn’t moved. Her heart ached too much to face him square in the eye. “Bye, Pete.”


    The handle shook in her grasp as she opened the front door, and stepped through to the early morning air. If she wasn’t mistaken, the whoosh of the door shutting was accompanied by a sigh—yet from Pete, or Trevor, she’d never know.


    


    ***


    


    Trevor looked at him with disappointment from across the room. What the fuck would he know? He’d been here all of five minutes, and already his appearance had fucked it all up.


    “What are ya lookin’ at?” Pistol snapped.


    Trevor shook his head; his shoulder length black hair swung with the movement. “You can be an ass, you know that?”


    “Tell me somethin’ I don’t know.”


    The big guy sauntered over to the now vacant armchair, and dropped into it. “What are you going to do about it?”


    “Nothing.” He turned away, hoping the guy got the hint, and cut the conversation.


    “Ya such a bloody mug.”


    “Excuse me?”


    Trevor pointed to the front door. “That woman loves you, and you bloody shat all over her like she wasn’t worth an ounce of your respect.”


    “Just you mind what you’re saying, boy.”


    “What’s the matter?” He leered. “Truth hurting you?”


    “Fuck you, asshole. If ya goin’ to kill me. Then fuckin’ well do it. Don’t bloody well torture me to death with heartfelt bullshite.”


    “Why won’t you admit it?”


    “Admit what?”


    “You love her too.”


    Pistol eyed Trevor from his position at the end of the kitchen counter. He didn’t know what he was doing there, other than being torn between feigning indifference by pouring himself a drink, or going after Steph. Did he truly love her? He thought he did, but to him love had always been made out to be some sort of enigma; that once you had it you’d know, because you’d simply suffocate if you couldn’t breathe the same air. Yet, here she was walking away, and he was … standing there.


    “It can’t be love,” he muttered.


    “Why not?”


    “We haven’t even been together for a month.”


    Trevor shrugged. “So?”


    “So, I can’t believe I’m having this conversation with you. Ya can’t tell me, you flew ‘alf way around the world to be me agony aunt.”


    “Son, you ain’t got the half of it. The two of us may have grown up over these past years, but one thing is for sure—you’re still the same old insecure little kid I knew all those moons ago. Why can’t you swallow your pride and admit it? Drop the bravado, Pistol—we all know the truth. The only person you’re fooling is yourself.”


    The truth did hurt. If Trevor could see right through his charade after so many years, then sure as fuck Steph knew. Why did he try to deny how much his chest hurt at that moment? Why couldn’t he suck it up and tell her that every morning he woke without her by his side, he mourned the loss of another day alone he’d never get to do-over? Was it really that bad if a hard-ass like himself opened up to one person—especially one so fucking important to him?


    “I guess I should … you know.” He thumbed toward the door.


    Trevor nodded, and picked up the TV remote. “Don’t worry about me, Son. I’ve got some jet-lag to catch up on.”


    He hid his smile as he snatched the keys to the rod from where they lay on the counter. The Pistol that he knew resided deep inside wasn’t going anywhere, but for once, he needed to let Pete out of the dark cage he pushed him into. If a future with Steph was going to work, he had to learn how to knit the two halves together. Pistol had to trust Steph with the details of what went on behind the lines of the law, and Pete had to accept the fact she was willing to make herself a part of that world.


    The woman was a grown-up for fucks sake. If she chose to involve herself in his mess, then she would have come to that conclusion on her own.


    At least he hoped she had.
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    This is totally the last time you walk home at dawn.


    What the hell had she been thinking? Just because a slip of sun peeked over the horizon, sure as shit didn’t mean it was warm out. Steph increased her pace in an effort at raising her body-temperature, but the early morning air whipped harder against her exposed skin, sending chills into every inch of her being.


    Damn idiot.


    Buses didn’t run for another hour, and there was no way in hell she was going to sit around on the side of the road and risk being mistaken for a hooker. No, she’d keep walking until she found something with caffeine, and an ‘open’ sign on the door.


    Her phone vibrated in the recesses of her bag. Great. One guess as to who that would be. She ground to a halt all the same, and fished the thing out. Sure enough—one missed call from Pete. With the offending piece of technology wrapped in her fist, she pushed on, knowing damn well he would ring again. Whoever thought it was a smart idea for people to become so dependent on something that made them accessible no matter where they were, should be shot. Of course, she could ignore the calls, but that led to the next problem—he’d probably stalk her again.


    Would that be so bad?


    At least then she’d know that he gave two hoots about her. The phone vibrated again, and she flicked the screen over to see his name lit up with misplaced enthusiasm. Ugh. Her thumb slid the bar across, and she lifted the phone to her ear.


    “I’m listening.”


    “Love, where are ya?”


    “Not with you.”


    He growled down the line, and even with such a physical distance between them, her skin warmed. Damn you. “No games, Steph. Tell me which way ya went.”


    “Or what, you’ll hunt me down?”


    “If I fuckin’ have to.”


    Such a caveman. “I’m angry, Pete. And I’d like some time to think things through.”


    “What things?” His agitation at the direction of the conversation had her looking around … just in case.


    “Us, where we’re headed, if it’ll work.”


    He sighed. “You think it won’t?”


    “We can’t go twenty-four hours without arguing.”


    “Only because you’re as bull-headed as I am.”


    She snorted. “Am I? Am I really, Pete?”


    “Ahh, maybe not. But ya still stubborn.”


    “About what? Not killing people willy-nilly?”


    He groaned. “I don’t do it ‘willy-nilly’. There’s method to me madness, ya know.”


    “Some days I wonder.”


    Steph powered on down the road, holding the silent phone to her ear. It seemed neither of them knew what to say next, but ending the call didn’t quite feel right.


    “What do ya want me to do?” His question was barely above a whisper—resigned.


    She shrugged, despite the fact he couldn’t see. “I don’t know.” Steph stalled, and sat on a low, block fence. “I struggle with all of this, you know. You might have grown up in this kind of world, where drugs, murders, and illegal activity were normal, but I didn’t. Every time I think I’ve got a handle on my place in all of it, something like this happens, and I wonder what on earth I was thinking.”


    “I do the same.”


    “Struggle? Pfft.”


    “No, Love. Wonder what I was thinking. Wonder why I’m dragging ya into this shite.”


    “You’re not dragging me, Pete.” She rubbed her brow, frowning at the way he so easily blamed himself. “I’ve done everything willingly.”


    “Can ya be sure, though? How do you know?” He huffed. “Perhaps ya do need the time away from me; it might help ya find clarity.”


    Steph straightened her back like a ramrod, her jaw falling slack. Thinking it on her terms was one thing, but for him actually say it … “Okay.” She bit her lip to fight the tears. “I’ll give us time.”


    “Love …”


    Steph pulled the phone to her chest, burying the receiver so he didn’t hear the sob escape. Why the hell was she so cut up over Pete suggesting the same thing she’d mentioned mere minutes ago? Her hand shook as she brought the phone to her ear. “… remember that, eh?”


    “Yeah, I will.” She didn’t have the foggiest what he’d said, but a part of her deep inside said it would have hurt more to know. He sounded so … desolate. Was this as hard for him?


    “Bye, Love.”


    “Bye.” She slammed the end button before the rush of air from her chest broke free with a loud wail. She had to be strong. You’ve been through worse. Sure, but it never made it easier each time around.


    The pain at losing him, losing the chance to see him, to touch him, to feel him every day, burned. Panic rose, and her hands throbbed with the need to call him back, to undo what they’d said. But that would be wrong—at least she could see that. Running back to him because of the immediate pain would leave her at square one; being unable to distinguish any reason other than lust for her attraction to him, for her addiction.


    The sun rose over the bank of trees opposite her position, and early morning traffic thickened as the early commuters hit the streets. Steph stayed in the same spot, her mind a mess of what-ifs, until the blaring of a horn snapped her out of the daze. She looked at the middle-aged man in his SUV swear at the car he swerved around, and smiled.


    You’re not the only one having a bad day.


    The time on her phone read 6.40. If she hustled, she could make it to the bus stop before the first connection to her work arrived. At least the staffroom had full facilities for her to get ready. She’d be pushing it to shower, and get dressed before everyone else arrived. Still, she had no other option. Totally don’t need people asking why I’m getting ready at work. They could ask all they liked, but she wasn’t under any obligation to tell.


    She gathered her bag from her feet, and set a quick pace along the sidewalk. Her feet ached, but the pain was nothing compared to how her chest felt. Her heart had been squeezed through an old-fashioned wringer, and her lungs were as though somebody had lined them with cement. Every inch of her body seemed drawn, tired. The events of the past few weeks had finally caught up on her.


    At least now, she had all the uninterrupted time she wanted to rest up. Every situation had a silver lining. Don’t kid yourself—you’re dying at the thought of so much time alone.


    Ugh. What to do.


    


    ***


    


    Trevor looked up from his position slouched in the armchair as Pete closed the door.


    “I’m fucked, aren’t I?”


    The big guy straightened up. “She wasn’t interested in what you had to say?”


    He shook his head. “Opposite. I was so fuckin’ interested in her point-of-view, I bloody well agreed to time apart.”


    “Maybe it’ll be for the best.”


    “You’re such an optimist, it’s filthy.”


    “Someone’s gotta be the yin to your yang.”


    Pete slumped into the couch, and kicked his legs up on the opposite end. “What ya tryin’ to say?”


    “You always find the worst in a situation.”


    “Ever occur to ya that maybe some people only get dealt the worst?”


    Trevor snorted. “Such a fuckin’ pussy.”


    “Eh?” He threw his legs down—his boots hitting the floor with a whack.


    “Man up, boy. If she’s yours, she’ll come back. Stop crying like a fucking wuss, and use the time to sort out your mummy issues.”


    “Who said I wouldn’t?”


    The big guy shook his head. “You, walking around like she cut ya dick off said your mind wasn’t on task.”


    “I’m on task. Don’t ya worry about that, Brother.”


    Trevor pushed out of the armchair, and swiped his keys from the counter. “Fancy a ride, then?”


    “Bit forward for a first date, ain’t it?” Pete chuckled.


    “Dream on Nancy-boy. You coming, or what?”


    “Where ya headed?”


    “To a fucking bake sale. Enough with the questions. I’m going, and if you want to sit here, wallowing in your self-pity, be my guest.”


    “All right, son. Keep ya tighty-whities on.” Pete launched himself from the sofa, and crossed to the front door. “I call shotgun.”


    Trevor laughed. “You mickey. Just get in the damn car.”


    


    ***


    


    “What’s up, Sis?”


    Steph shut the door behind Ben as he walked into her house. The day at work had dragged, in most part thanks to her rampant thoughts about Pete. She gave up on trying to ease her mind on her own, and after Marcus did his best to cheer her up at lunch, and failed, she enlisted the services of the only person left who knew her well enough to be able to help—Ben.


    “I need an outside perspective. But from someone who understands me.”


    “I can try. Is it to do with that Pete guy?” He dropped onto a stool as she headed for the jug.


    “Yeah. It is.”


    “What’s he done?”


    She laughed at Ben’s threatening tone. If only he knew what Ivan had done. “Nothing too serious … yet.”


    “So, start with why you’re not talking to him about this.”


    She pulled two mugs from the cupboard, and stilled with her fingers on the handle. “I have, and that’s the problem—we go round in circles.”


    “Why?”


    Steph laid him with a scowl. “Isn’t that why you’re here? If I knew, I wouldn’t need the help.”


    Ben shook his head. “How am I going to know what’s up between you, and your boyfriend? He is your boyfriend right? We are talking about more than a bed-warmer?”


    Steph rolled her eyes. “Yes, Ben. We’re in some form of a relationship … at least until this morning.” She spun to the jug to hide the tears that slipped free.


    The stool scraped across the tiles, and Ben’s shoes scuffed toward her. “Start with telling me why you split up, then.” His arms encircled her, and she found solace in his worn work-shirt.


    “Because I can’t handle the stuff he does when I’m not around.”


    “What does he do? Is he a gambler?”


    “No.” She shook her head.


    “Womaniser?”


    “Not that I know of.”


    “Drunk? Help me out here.” He gave her a gentle squeeze.


    “He’s a crim, Ben.”


    “Oh. I wondered if it was that Pete.”


    “Yeah, oh.”


    “Kinda complicates things then, eh Sis?”


    “Just a little.” She chuckled.


    He pulled back, and gave her space to prepare the drinks. “Does it put you at risk?”


    She shuffled the coffee container around and scooped two teaspoons into the mugs. “He says it does, but I haven’t seen any evidence of it.”


    “I’m sure he knows what he’s talking about.”


    “That’s what worries me. What if he’s right, Ben?” Her guilt surged at the concerned expression on her brother’s face.


    “I can only offer advice as a brother, and that would be to stay the hell away from the guy if he puts you at risk. But –” he crossed his arms over his chest, “—I’ve done stuff that was stupid in my time, too, and I know that if you want something bad enough, nobody can advise you against it.”


    “Am I suicidal for wanting to be involved in his life?”


    Ben smiled. “No, Steph. You just care too much.”


    “So why do I keep walking out on him?”


    “Because you’re scared.”


    Was she? Probably. “I guess.”


    Ben sighed, and retrieved the milk from the fridge. “Do you remember what you said to me the day you got your first tattoo?”


    Steph shook her head. The day was a typical memory—vivid in parts, but equally foggy in others.


    “You said you didn’t want to live in fear anymore.”


    She smiled. Ben was right; she had said exactly that.


    “So what are you doing now?”


    He held her stare, raised eyebrows and all as the reality sunk in. She was letting fear get the upper hand yet again. All of this: Pete, Cass, Ivan—she withdrew from all of them out of fear of what would come. “You’re so right. I can’t believe I let myself slide back into that.”


    “Sometimes it’s hardest to see the fault in ourselves, Sis.”


    Steph handed him his cup, and held hers between her hands. “I guess I’ve got some grovelling to do.”


    “I don’t think you need to grovel.” Ben led them across to the living area. “Maybe just explain what it is you want out of this. If his connections make you feel uneasy—tell him.”


    “Yeah, but what’s the point in that? I can’t expect him to change overnight. So why complain about something he can’t help?”


    “It’s not complaining, it’s being open. If you’re going to find a common ground with him, you won’t be able to do it if you don’t talk about the shitty stuff.”


    “True.” She took a sip from the mug, and stared at nothing in particular as silence fell between them.


    She’d been angry at Pete for not including her in his discussions with Trevor, but as much as he needed to open up to her about that kind of thing, she would need to learn when to leave it alone. Knowledge wasn’t always power. There would be times when it ate at her not to know what he was doing, but isn’t that what trust was all about? Steph needed to learn to trust him. She had to get her head around the fact he knew what he was talking about, and that anything she thought she knew about his kind of lifestyle was probably no more than a fabricated storyline for some TV show.


    Pete wasn’t kidding around when he warned her of the trouble his mother could cause. The woman had killed her son for Christ’s sake. Of course she should take her as a real threat. But damned if it didn’t mean she could stand by Pete’s side while he closed that particular chapter of his life.


    “What are you stewing over, Sis?”


    She lifted her eyes to Ben’s, and smiled. “I think I’ve decided what I need to do, and nobody’s going to make me change my mind this time.”


    “Good.”
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    “Hang there, I won’t be long.”


    Pistol watched Trevor exit the car, and round the hood to walk up the driveway of the dilapidated house. He recognised the place the instant they pulled up. Every rotting weatherboard, and misplaced paver belonged to none-other than Bruno, the small-arms dealer.


    Trevor wanted a gun then, hey?


    Brother definitely meant business.


    He came out ten minutes later with a red duffle bag, and slung it in the boot of the rental car. “All sorted,” he remarked as he dropped into the driver’s seat.


    “What’d ya get?” Pistol asked.


    “Glock, and a sawn-off. Nothing flashy.”


    “Bitch doesn’t deserve the money spent on her as it is.”


    Trevor chuckled. “Last I heard she was still in the hospital for observation. Since we’ve got some time up our sleeve, I was hoping you could show me where you found your doll.”


    “Got an itch?”


    “And it needs scratching.” Trevor grabbed the crotch of his jeans, and made several thrusts of his hips.


    Pistol shook his head, and laughed. “You won’t find one as good as her, I promise ya.”


    “Son, anything with a heartbeat would do with the case of blue-balls I’ve garnered coming over here to sort you out.”


    “Anything, huh? I’ve been told there’s a toothless bitch in the hospital that’ll do anythin’ for a fix.”


    Trevor socked him in the shoulder. “I ain’t perverted, you muppet. Besides, I’m not into bestiality.”


    The two of them laughed.


    “Seriously. Where did you find her?”


    His eyes glazed over as he indulged in the memory of that night. “She just walked into my work, like an angel sent from heaven.”


    Trevor clutched at his throat, making gagging sounds.


    “Oh fuck off, ya asshole. I can guarantee you’ll sound like as much of a girl as I do when ya find the one.”


    The big guy shrugged. “Maybe. Got to find her first.”


    “Stop looking.”


    Trevor turned the engine. “That what you did?” He pulled out into the street.


    “Aye. Given up ever finding somebody who’d see past my bullshit.”


    “Did it ever occur to you, that perhaps if you stopped dishing the bullshit you wouldn’t have to worry about that?”


    He looked the guy over as he drove. Trevor was serious. “Kinda hard to drop it when it’s been a part of ya life for so long.”


    “That it is, son. That it is.”


    Trevor had been in the game as long as Pistol. He knew more than anyone how hard it was to shirk a part of yourself when it had been ingrained from near-on birth. All they’d ever known was how to get things the easiest way. It wasn’t always legal, and it sure-as-shit most times wasn’t moral, but they’d been taught from a young age, that if your heart was set on something, you risked it all to get it.


    And look where they’d ended up: one hit man, and a petty thief and part-time murderer.


    Definitely learnt the ways of the world from their elders. Maybe he should have paid more mind to Bert and Ernie in the mornings as a kid? Maybe then he would have become a better adult?


    “We’ve been out all day, Trev. How about a pint?”


    “You’re talking my language, Son. Point the way.”


    Pistol chuckled. “I’ve got to be at the bar in a couple, so if ya want to hang about for dinner, I’ll give you a lift in.”


    “Dinner, and a date? A man could get used to this lifestyle.”


    “Steady on,” he chuckled. “I aint got eyes for ya, Princess.”


    “Why not?” Trevor laughed as he roamed his free hand over his chest.


    “Always the clown,” Pistol scoffed.


    “Gotta keep my head up in the business somehow.” Trevor’s features flattened.


    He eyed the guy as he negotiated the traffic back home. The man oozed loneliness, but on the other hand, Pistol could also recognise the same stubborn behaviour he’d sported before Steph. The guy didn’t want to admit that the lifestyle they led didn’t hold much benefit for their twilight years. There was a reason why most hit men executed one last job the day after they retired. Most couldn’t stomach the idea of not having a purpose to get up in the morning. Life didn’t seem so rosy when nobody wanted you anymore—professional or otherwise.


    “Never fear, fella. We’ll find you a girl to keep ya busy.”


    


    ***


    


    Steph twirled side-to-side in front of the full-length mirror on her wardrobe door. Everything had to be perfect. She wanted Pete to know that the reason for her visit meant the world to her, and she wasn’t simply attracted back to him like a helpless magnet. Her hair was immaculate—each curl in perfect symmetry. Her make-up took the better part of an hour, but like hell she’d cut corners tonight. It meant too much.


    The shrill tone of her phone rang out as it vibrated on the bedspread. She swiped it up, and frowned as she took the call.


    “Hi, Derek. What’s up?” She couldn’t shake the fact that it had to be bad news for him to be calling her directly.


    “Hi, Steph. How are you sweetheart?”


    “Fine.” Her word wavered as she took a seat on the edge of the bed.


    “Good. That’s good. I, ah, asked Ivan to call, but he said you two weren’t on speaking terms.”


    “No. Sorry.”


    “I hope it’s nothing too serious. You two have been buddies since childhood. It’d be a shame to waste that over something trivial.”


    “Trust me,” she bit out. “It’s not trivial.”


    He drew a deep breath. “Well, okay. But it’s not why I called, anyway.”


    “Oh?”


    “Are you sitting down, Steph?”


    Her heartbeat amped. “Yes.” Please, not her dad. Or Ben. Why hadn’t her parents called? What happened?


    “Richard was found dead in his apartment. Murdered. The police are investigating.”


    “Oh, Derek.” Her heart broke at the emptiness in his words. As though he’d practiced the speech a thousand times until he could say it without evoking emotion.


    “I’m sorry Steph. I know the boys have been like brothers to you.”


    If said family was into incestuous behaviour, sure. “Don’t apologise to me, Derek. I worry for you. How’s Martha?” Her pulse hammered in her skull, and she struggled to retain focus on his words.


    “Tired, distraught. As can be expected.”


    “And you?” Her fingers wound circles on her thigh.


    “Tired, but not surprised.”


    “Why not?”


    Derek heaved a sigh. “He was into some pretty bad stuff, Steph. Sooner or later it catches up on those involved.”


    “Yeah, I guess it does.” Could he also be meaning Pete when he said that? “My condolences all the same. No matter what he did, you don’t deserve this.”


    “Thanks, sweetheart. I’ll be in touch once we finalise the details of the funeral.”


    “Thanks, Derek. Give my love to Martha.”


    “I will.”


    The call disconnected, and Steph dropped the phone to the bed. The rushing waves crashing in her ears tripled in volume as she slid from the bed, and sat crumpled on the floor. She should be sad, mortified, upset in some way, shape or form.


    But after what Richard had done to her as a teenager, she felt nothing but sweet relief.


    Tears flowed as she broke into mad laughter.


    All she needed now was Pete to agree to her conditions, and it would be the best day of her life.


    


    ***


    


    Pistol laughed as Trevor approached the bar; a woman off each side. “Didn’t take ya long.”


    “What can I say?” He kissed the top of each woman’s head. “They love my accent.”


    “Same again?”


    The big guy nodded, his black hair pulled into a high ponytail showing the bulk he carried beneath his shirt. Yeah, like the accent is the only thing the vultures are after. Pistol drew another round of beer, and candy spirits for the girls. He slid them over the counter, when his eye caught a colourful distraction over Trevor’s shoulder.


    Fingers slid over his, and he jolted back to the task at hand. “Easy on,” one of the women drawled. “You nearly had that in my lap. If you want me undressed, ask.”


    “Yeah, right, whatever.” He muttered as he made his way to the end of the service area. “All yours Janie,” he called over his shoulder, and lifted the partition.


    Steph caught his eye, and smiled coyly as he approached. She wore a bright red, knee-length coat done up around her neck.


    “I thought ya wanted some space.”


    “I’ve had enough,” she purred. Her slender hands fisted in his shirt, and drew him close. “You and me? We need to talk.”


    “Jesus, Love. Are ya sure it’s only talking?”


    “For now.”


    He took hold of her hands, and led her toward the staffroom. If he had to block the door with every piece of furniture in there to stop interruptions, so be it. She smelt fucking divine as she passed him by to walk in first. He eyed the sway of her hips while Steph made her way to the centre of the room. With a last sweep of the bar, he shut the door behind them, well aware there were at least two people out there curious about what was going on.


    Lock.


    “What do ya want to discuss?”


    She stood with her back to him, head dropped. “Our future.”


    “I’m listenin’.”


    “I’m going to tell you how it is, and you’re not going to argue.”


    His dick perked up at the gruffness of her voice. “That so?”


    She spun, and he near melted at the determination in her eyes. “That’s so.” Steph stalked toward him, and he fought the unusual urge to back away. “I understand that your mother’s dangerous, okay? I mean, look at you, and she’s your mother.”


    “I’ll let ya away with that one.”


    “So, she needs sorting out. I understand that too. But this is the deal, Pistol.”


    The woman would have him blowing his load early if she kept up such a demanding tone.


    “I’m sticking around. I know you want me to, somewhere deep down in there—” She waggled a finger at him. “—but you’re too macho to let me risk being hurt. You keep trying to push me away, and I’m not having it anymore. I’m not made of china, Pete. I’ve been hurt before, and I survived. So, I’ll damn well do it again.”


    “Conditions?”


    “You share everything with me, and I mean everything. Otherwise you might wake up one day to find your nuts staring back at you from the bedside table.”


    “Love, do you have any idea how much this is turning me on?”


    “You’re a sick boy, Pete O’Malley.”


    “And don’t ya love it?”


    “Too much” Her hands found their way to the buttons of the coat she wore.


    He watched as she popped them one-by-one, revealing a little more of her flesh each time. The last dropped free, and she took each side of the coat in her hands, pulled it wide, and dropped it to the floor.


    “Fuck,” he whispered as she revealed her clear intentions.


    Steph stood in tattooed glory before him, not a scrap of clothing on her beautiful body other than her heels. She had chosen only to wear one accessory. And it was what she had chosen that had him clawing at his threads to join in her nudity. Around her neck was the most feminine purple, and pink collar. Little diamantes studded the sides, and a gleaning silver loop sat at her throat.


    He tossed his shirt aside, and closed the gap between them. “This,” he uttered, and tugged at the loop, “is the sexiest fucking thing I’ve seen.”


    She placed her hands on her hips, and dropped her head to the side. “I thought I was?”


    “It’s only the sexiest, because it’s on you, Love.”


    Her hands wrapped about the back of his neck, and pulled him into her frenzied kiss. “You—” she said between sucks of his lip-ring, “—never stop amazing me.”


    He returned the kiss, fumbling with his belt. His jeans dropped to the ground, and her eyes followed.


    “You’re commando again.”


    “So I am,” he chuckled.


    Sparks of ecstasy pinged through his limbs at the feel of her fingers on his strained erection. She slid her grasp the length of him, before swiping the pad of her thumb over the tip. He shuddered, and felt the moistness of his arousal as she spread it over the head.


    They stumbled together under her guidance, until his back hit the door. “Remember the first time we did this?” she asked.


    He moaned his response as Steph dropped to her knees, and wrapped her sweet lips around his member. “Fuck, Love.”


    She bobbed over him, building the tension in his balls until he thought they’d explode. He drew his eyes shut, savouring the sensation of her warm mouth wrapped around him like it was her only source of air. The tightness became too much, and immediately before his balls lifted, she pulled free. Not this again.


    “Remember how last time I stopped?”


    “Aye.”


    She palmed his package, and licked her lips. “This time I won’t.”


    He groaned as she dropped her mouth onto his length again, and worked her magic pace. Pistol wrapped her hair around his fist, driving himself deep enough to have her gag. The sensation of her throat closing tight catapulted him toward the finish line, and he withdrew, jerking her head back with his fistful. “Stand.”


    She did as instructed, licking the glistening moisture from her lips.


    With a hand cupped under each buttock, he lifted her from the floor, and crossed to the sofa. Steph giggled when he placed her on the arm—perfect height for his pleasure. She moaned into his mouth as he captured hers, and drove home with a single, swift stroke. Pistol pumped until she clawed at his shoulders, rocking her hips beneath him.


    “How does it feel to have me fuck ya, right where anyone could walk in and see?”


    “Oh my God,” she cried. “So fucking dirty.”


    He nuzzled her neck, and whispered in her ear as he pounded harder. “Would you like that? Knowing someone watched?”


    “Oh, fuck Pete!”


    The tightening of her core around him told him the answer to that question. Jesus, I can’t wait to explore this side of her. She tossed her head back, showing him that glorious collar, and he looped the ring over his fingers.


    “Harder. Pull on it harder.”


    He used the collar as an anchor point, giving her more depth with every stroke, and she fell apart.


    “Oh, God. Don’t stop.”


    “I wouldn’t stop if the fuckin’ police walked in, Love.”


    She quivered, and cried out, grinding harder into his hips as her orgasm drained her body of strength. He scooped her to his chest, and helped her sit upright—still impaled on his cock. Steph burrowed her face into his shoulder, and sighed.


    “I love you, Pete.”


    “I love you too, Steph.”
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    Steph sat cramped in the back seat of Pete’s rod. She’d been offered the front, but flatly declined knowing full well if she was squashed, Trevor wouldn’t stand a chance. She’d parked herself on a stool for the remainder of Pete’s shift, and watched as the big guy worked his way through the bevvy of willing ladies in the bar. He didn’t seem to have a shortage of interested parties, but he’d ditched them as quickly as they’d arrived. Part of her wondered if it was true what they said about bodybuilders like him—they were fussy about their women.


    “No luck then?” Pete glanced at Trevor as he sat quietly in the passenger seat.


    “Not particularly, Son.”


    “What’s the matter? Did they have too much body fat for your likin’?” Steph snickered at Pete’s contagious grin.


    “I’m not that conceited, you wanker.”


    “What then?”


    “Let’s say I don’t like going for a test-drive knowing half the dealership has used the same seat. No dis-respect there, Steph.”


    “None taken.”


    Pete scoffed. “If you want brand new, unused goods, then maybe you should try looking for a girl who doesn’t display herself on the showroom floor.”


    “In case you hadn’t noticed, this kind of physique doesn’t exactly attract the more modest, quiet types.”


    “Why not?” she asked. Why wasn’t a ‘modest’ girl allowed to be attracted to a good-looking guy like Trevor?


    Both men threw a look her way. Pete resumed his watch of the road as he drove, while Trevor twisted in the seat to talk directly to her. “You saying, if you were a shy, nice girl, that you’d approach this?” He gestured to the length of himself.


    She had to admit he did cut an intimidating figure. “If you didn’t come off as an arrogant tool, sure.”


    Trevor laughed, and looked to Pete. “I like this one.”


    “Maybe it’s not the girls with the problem, but the way you’re presenting yourself?” she offered.


    “Women secretly love that cheesy shit. What’s wrong with a good pick-up line?”


    “Really?” She laughed. “You believe that?”


    “I bet you’ve had a guy whistle at you as he drove past, and loved every second of it.”


    Steph snorted. “Hardly. What the hell do you men think we’re going to do? Run after the car? If you’ve got balls, pull over and show a bit of respect.”


    Pete snickered while Trevor whined like a wounded dog. “You’re not playing fair, precious.”


    “Simply telling it like it is.”


    “Come on then.” He tipped his chin up. “How would you do it?”


    “Pick up a ‘nice’ girl?”


    “Exactly.”


    She shrugged. Picking up girls wasn’t exactly her forte. She could only say what she’d like. “I guess I’d pay her a bit of attention first: ask her name, about what she does, that kind of thing.”


    Pete choked.


    “What?”


    “Because that is so how I picked you up, Love.”


    “I never said I was a nice girl.”


    She smiled as Trevor burst into a fit of laughter. He screwed himself around in the seat to face the road again as Pete shook his head. “You’ve gotta keep this one, Son.”


    “I plan to.”


    Steph turned to the window to hide her idiotic grin. Although they’d literally declared their love for one another during their ‘interlude’ in the staffroom, she’d been a little wary of the possibility it all been said in the heat of the moment. Hearing Pete say what he had, cemented the last block in the road to their future together. He wanted her around for the long haul. He was as determined as she was to make it work—no matter what. Now all they had to do was get past another murder, and everything would be A-Okay.


    Made it sound so easy when she put it like that, didn’t it?


    


    ***


    


    Pistol eyed Steph’s ass as she walked into the house before them, and automatically licked his lips. Knowing she was stark naked under that coat did all sorts of things to his libido. Knowing that Trevor had no idea only made him wilder with the need to rip it off her again.


    He ushered her toward the bedroom. “Ya better get to bed, Love. I’d hate for you to be fallin’ asleep at ya computer in the morning.”


    “It is the morning, Pete.”


    Trevor laughed from his position at the couch, arranging his blankets. “Admit it, Son. You just want to get her into the bedroom so you can have your way with her. Don’t beat around the bush on my account.” He held up a hand, still laughing.


    “I was simply tryin’ to spare the ladies feelings.” He glared at Trevor, and placed a hand on the small of Steph’s back. She eased into his hold as he brought his lips to her ear to whisper. “Bet it makes ya hot to know he’ll be able to hear me make ya scream.”


    She replied with nothing more than a tight sigh, and stepped from his embrace to enter the bedroom. He looked over his shoulder at Trevor, and winked. The big guy shook his head, lay down, and promptly inserted the ear-buds for his iPhone. Pistol stepped in after Steph, and shut the door.


    “You teasing prick,” she snickered. “I’ll never be able to look him in the eye again.”


    “I wouldn’t worry about it, Love. He’ll probably have sweet dreams tonight because of you.”


    “Eww!” Her fingers worked the buttons on the coat while he stepped from his uniform.


    “You have any idea how hard it’s been to look at you all night, knowing you don’t have a scrap on underneath?”


    “I imagine ‘it’s’ been pretty damn hard.” Her eyes dropped to his rapidly rising erection.


    “What you goin’ to do by way of apology, then?” He crossed his arms, waiting on her to complain, call him every name under the sun for being such a prick.


    Instead, she curled a deliciously manicured finger toward herself.


    He positioned himself centre of the bed, and laced his hands behind his head. “This what ya want?”


    “Insanely so.” Her hooded gaze sent pleasant shivers the length of him.


    Steph crawled across the foot of the bed, until she sat astride his hips—her hair cascaded over one shoulder like a waterfall. So beautiful, it seemed a shame to have to ever look away. “What made you think of doing something so bold?” He wasn’t complaining by any stretch of the imagination, but after the mood she left in last time he’d seen her, he didn’t expect that kind of reunion.


    She shrugged—her glorious cleavage boosting as she did. “I wanted to do something to show you that I’m comfortable with the way we are together, and that was the first thing that came to mind.”


    “Jesus, Love. You can do it any time ya like, as long as you give me little fella time to recover in between.”


    “You like, then?”


    “What do you think?” He flexed his rigid length into the warm apex of her thighs. Her eyes darted down to the point they connected, and she giggled.


    “I guess you did.”


    “We goin’ to talk all night, or what?”


    Steph ran her tongue across her sweet lips, and shifted down his body to hover above his borderline painful erection. “What,” she breathed over the length of him, and slipped a hand around the base.


    He closed his eyes, and let the basic sensations take over as her wet, warm mouth enveloped the length of him. She worked her tongue around the head, along the shaft, and flicked the tip for good measure. He groaned—her mouth sweet ecstasy. So what if Trevor could hear? Let the brute be jealous. Because by fuck, if his mate had a girl as sweet, and sexy as this giving head, he sure-as-shit would be.


    Steph drew him close to climax, until his hips bucked of their own accord, trying to find that perfect depth where he could feel her tight throat. He crept a hand down to her head, and wrapped her magnificent hair around his fist like an anchor rope. She drew off him, and his cock slapped onto his stomach.


    “What?”


    She grinned at him, and prowled over his body until she sat astride once more. “Who was Trevor going to hear screaming?”


    “Screamin’ is for girls,” he complained.


    “Show me what you do then.” Steph rocked her hips a couple of times to pick up the end of his still raging hard-on hands-free, and slip it into her luscious heat. He moaned, and drew his lip-ring between his teeth.


    She spied what he was doing; tugging the ring in intervals so it pulled at his flesh. His mouth flew open on a moan as she gripped his nipples, and twisted. “Fuck, Love.”


    Her rocking motion picked up pace, and she slipped her hands onto his pecs. The sweet feeling of nails biting into flesh had his cock fit to burst. Steph threw her head back, and whimpered. Her core tightened the choke-hold it had on him as she fell apart around him. He gripped her backside, and lifted her off enough to give himself he room he needed to move. Wet slapping echoed around the room, mixed with the frantic moans of two people lost in the bliss their bodies could create together. He drove into her in a frenzy, desperately seeking out the finishing line while her centre still had a tight hold on him.


    The pressure welled, and at last he fell over the cliff. Two solid thrusts, and a healthy dose of Steph’s teeth in the side of his neck were all he needed. He groaned as he pulsed inside her. She collapsed onto the bed beside him, and looked across with a silly grin on her face.


    “What?”


    She prodded his neck, and he flinched. “I gave you a hickey.”


    He sat up so he could catch his reflection in the mirror. So she has.


    “Finally!” Trevor yelled from the living room. “I can get to fucking sleep!”


    He looked at Steph who lay stunned beside him. A grin curled her lips, and when she met his gaze he couldn’t help but erupt into a fit of laughter with her.


    For once, he was actually happy.


    


    ***


    


    Pete watched Steph laugh at an old joke Trevor shared with her over breakfast. Once she’d got past her initial fear of the guy, they got on like a house on fire. If it hadn’t been for those three words she’d said to him at the bar last night, he would have been all kinds of jealous. But she’d said she loved him, and he believed it. Because he loved her, too.


    Steph sat at the table, idly swirling her coffee as she spoke, stunning as ever. Aren’t women supposed to look like they’d been dragged through a bush backwards first thing in the morning? Not Steph. A couple of flicks of the wrist, and her hair sat back in place—probably helped by the copious amounts of hair-spray he’d seen her apply once before.


    Again, he found himself wondering how he’d happened across such a perfect match for himself. Would he ever stop doubting his luck? All he knew was, they had a connection—something strangely intimate despite the limited information they’d given each other about their pasts. One more thing he planned to rectify in the following days.


    His phone rung next to his hand, startling him from the daydream that was fast heading toward white picket fences, and babies. Steady on. He glanced down, and read Derek’s name on the display.


    “Mornin’.”


    “That it is. I wanted to call and give you the details for Richards funeral.”


    “Ah, sure.”


    “This Friday at Saint Pauls, 2pm. Is Steph with you?”


    “How did you know that?” He glanced back at her as she waved her hands about with great animation.


    “Educated guess. Can you pass her the information for me? Saves me a call.”


    “Sure thing. Does she know what happened?” Her upbeat spirits suggested otherwise, and he wasn’t sure if he wanted to be the one to share the news. He knew how close the families were.


    “Yeah. I told her last night.”


    Sure didn’t seem upset, then. “Not a problem. I’ll let her know.”


    “Thanks, Pete.”


    He disconnected the call, and watched her again with a new interest. Nothing about her gave away she’d recently learned of a family friends death. Her eyes were lively, carefree, and content. A little too much so.


    “Love?”


    “Yeah?” She paused in her conversation with Trevor, who continued to shovel copious amounts of scrambled egg whites into his mouth.


    “Can I have a word?”


    “Sure?” Her brow knitted as she crossed the room to him. “What’s up?”


    “Derek called, asked me to pass on the details of Richard’s funeral.”


    “Oh, okay.”


    “Friday, at 2pm.” He eyed her unaffected response, waiting for any sign of remorse, regret, sadness. Nothing. “He said he’d told you about Richard’s death last night.”


    “Yeah. And?”


    “Ya don’t seem overly upset.”


    “Because I’m not,” she snapped.


    He cocked an eyebrow, and folded his arms across his chest. “Why? Aren’t they like a second family to ya?”


    “Richard, and I didn’t get along, okay.”


    “Care to elaborate?”


    “Not really.”


    They knew each other and had fallen out. Nothing unusual there. So, why did it bother him so much? Was it because the guy had shown himself to be a nark? A traitor? Surely he didn’t think Steph could have … “When did ya fall out?”


    “Why?” She narrowed her stare.


    “When, Steph.”


    “Years ago, okay. A long fucking time ago. What’s it got to do with you?” She scowled at him as the pieces sunk into place. The frown disappeared, replaced with wide-eyed shock. “Hang on. Why would Derek be telling you about Richard? I thought you had a purely business relationship with him?”


    He shrugged. What could he say?


    “You knew him, outside of your dealings with Derek, didn’t you?”


    “Yeah, what of it?”


    Her hands flew to her hips. “He was murdered.” She nodded, lips firmly together.


    “Aye.”


    “Know anything about that?”


    “Don’t know what you mean, Love.”


    “Cut the bullshit, Pete. No more lies, remember.”


    Dam woman had his nuts on that one. “Fine. I did it, yeah. You off to the coppers now?”


    She shook her head. “Why? Why did you do it?”


    “Because he was selling Ma information on me schedule; my whereabouts day-to-day. He was plottin’ with her.”


    “He was going to help her get to you?”


    “Smart cookie, aren’t ya?” He stepped past her, and held a finger up at Trevor’s curious glance. “Don’t.”


    “I was only going to say your mother’s been discharged,” he said, waving his phone before him.


    “How the fuck do you know that before anyone else?”


    Trevor grinned. “When a nurse works too long, and too often, she becomes rather sex-starved.”


    “See,” Steph called out. “That’s why you pick the wrong girls.”


    “Pot, kettle, ‘aint it Love?”


    She glared at him. “Why?”


    “You haven’t had the best run with men either.”


    “None of that was my fault.” She threw her arms across her chest.


    “I know Ivan wasn’t, but what about the scumbag you had before me?”


    “Dave?”


    He nodded. “Whatever his name was.”


    “Fine. Point made. I seem to attract the wrong types.” She pointedly glared at him.


    “And I’m taking relationship advice from this woman,” Trevor scoffed. “I better check your references darling.”


    “Well, if my advice is so unreliable, you two see if you can work things out then. I need to get to work.” She took the final swig of her coffee, and dumped the cup. “I’ll catch the train.”


    He soured at the rapid descent the morning mood had taken. One minute they were all lively chatter, the next … eggshells. “Don’t be like that, Love.” One argument, and everything was back to defcon one. “I’ll drive ya.”


    “No.” She held out a hand. “You need to sort out how you’re going to deal with your mother if she’s out and about again—speaking of which you never told me why she was in hospital. I’m assuming that’s where she was?”


    “Overdose.”


    “Charming,” she remarked flatly.


    He hadn’t exactly lied about that one—simply omitted the details of how. Don’t ask, don’t tell.


    “I’ll see you after work though if you’ll still pick me up?” She curled her lip up in what appeared to be an apology.


    “Of course.”


    Steph crossed the living room, collected her bag, and stopped before him. “Love you,” she said, and gave him a peck on the cheek. “Play nice.”


    His eyes weren’t the only set on her as she left the room; he didn’t have to look at Trevor to know the big man watched her as well.


    “Honestly, son. Where the fuck do I get one?”


    


    ***


    


    Steph drew her bag into her lap as the train jostled along the track. She turned her head to look at the suburbs blazing by; apartments jammed in every space between older Queenslander homes, which patriotically held their ground amongst the newer development. A stark reminder that things were always changing, and everything around it had to either adapt, or lose out in the battle to survive.


    She had changed. She could feel it deep inside; the shift in her morals, her standards. A mere month ago she would have shied from a person such as Pete—afraid of that which she didn’t understand. But he had awakened a part of her she’d lost over the years, the part that fuelled her desire to be a survivor, not a victim. Somewhere along the rocky path of her life, she dropped the will to be herself, to do what made her happy. Sure she dabbled with the odd thing here or there: a tattoo, a new piece of clothing, a piercing. But she hadn’t fought for what made her smile, made her heart swell in the moment. Her mother had ensured she felt out of place each time she had strayed too far from the path of what the middle-class executive considered to be ‘the norm’.


    Steph smiled at the memory of the night she had dropped in to see her parents, excited at the opportunity to open her own store. Her mother had grilled her, wanting to know if she had a business plan, did she research the market, had she run the costs over a twelve-month scenario? Her dad simply sat back and watched as mother, and daughter debated every detail down to what she would name the place.


    Her mother asked what it was she wanted to sell, and when Steph had cited a gap in the market for eclectic, and one-off Rockabilly inspired pieces, her mother had laughed. Dear Mrs Drake couldn’t fathom why anybody would want to buy things that they’d ‘grow out of’. She told Steph to finish her degree, to get a ‘solid grounding for when things don’t work out’, and like the dutiful daughter she was, she’d returned to college to finish her studies.


    Where would she be now if she’d held onto that spark within? Would she be running the store? Onto greater things? Or would it have crashed and left her with nothing? Whatever the outcome, she could bet the alternative wouldn’t have her sitting on a morning train lamenting over time lost.


    Pete had given new life to that fire inside. Her passion burnt bright once more, and when she could see things with renewed vigour, a world of opportunities lay before her. The issue with Ivan had proven the point; she was strong, a fighter. As a teenager, a similar experience had brought her world crashing down about her like the Hindenburg. She’d hidden away, tried to disguise herself in the camouflage of social trend. Steph had looked like every other kid on the block, a sheep, trying not to be noticed in the flock. All she had to do was as Ben said—stop living in fear.


    This time, she hadn’t let Ivan win. He’d caused enough damage through his actions alone, so why should she have let him have the last laugh each and every day? No, she’d stuck it up the bastard by carrying on, happy. Because she was happy. Steph was finally content, and comfortable in her own skin. Pete’s mother posed a huge problem, but she was ready to stand hand-in-hand with him, come what may.


    The train pulled to a stop at her station, and she disembarked to start the short walk to the office.


    “Steph!”


    She roused from her philosophical pep talk, and looked toward the source of the voice. Marcus jogged across the street; take-away coffee cup in hand. “Morning.”


    “How you doing?”


    “I’m good. It’s actually a little unsettling how happy I am.”


    He smirked. “Unsettling?”


    “Yeah. I’m not usually this optimistic about everything. You’ll have to excuse me if I start coughing up rainbows.”


    He chuckled, and drew a sip from the cup as they walked. “Maybe a change of view is a good thing? People do change, you know.”


    “That’s what I was thinking about on the train; how quickly things change.”


    “How’s your boyfriend?” He waggled his eyebrows.


    “Would you like me to tell you what we got up to last night?” She smiled.


    “Urgh.” He waved her off. “No thanks. A simple ‘fine’ would have sufficed.”


    “You’re boring,” she teased.


    “Far from it.”


    “Tell me if I’m being too personal, but you’re single right?”


    “Indeedy.” He brought the cup to his lips again.


    “Why? I mean you’re so approachable, and fun. I don’t get it? Do you have bodies buried under your floor-boards or something?”


    He glanced across. “I could tell you, but then you’d have to join them.”


    Steph laughed, and socked him in the arm.


    “Hey! Watch the goods.”


    “Shit, I forgot about your coffee. Sorry”


    He smiled, and winked. “I wasn’t talking about the coffee, Baby.”


    “You’re unstoppable.”


    “Like an Energiser bunny.” His grin widened.


    “It’s not normal, you know.”


    He made a big deal out of looking her up, and down. “And you would be the judge of that?”


    She frowned. “I hate that label, you know—normal. It’s so limiting. Who wrote the rulebook that described normal anyway? Isn’t being who you truly are normal? Otherwise you’re just another fake if you blindly follow the crowd.”


    “Deep, Steph. Too much for my head to take in so early in the morning.”


    They turned in the driveway of the offices. “I know. I amaze myself sometimes with the shit that runs through my head.”


    He laughed, and held the door open for them to pass through. “So, I take it by your stellar mood that Mr Take-out-your-kneecaps-if-you-look-at-him-wrong is good for you?”


    “Certainly appears so.”


    “And that other person? The one who phoned? Everything cool there?”


    Steph sighed, and tossed her bag under her desk. “I guess so. I haven’t heard from him, or seen him since.”


    Marcus leant on the partition, resting his chin on his crossed forearms. “That’s a good thing, right?”


    “Yeah, but he’s a friend of the family, so we’re bound to cross paths again.”


    “Doesn’t mean you can’t treat him like a stranger if you feel uncomfortable talking to him.”


    “I guess you’re right.”


    Marcus smiled, and dropped behind the wall to his seat. Steph lost herself, staring into space while she thought about what would happen when she bumped into Ivan at the funeral. How would she feel? Could she even do it? Would people be able to tell? Her eyes drew back into focus, and as she turned to take her seat, her heart froze. Talk about uncomfortable.


    “How’s this going to go down?” Cass twitched the corner of her lip as she came to a stop next to Steph. “You going to ignore me the whole day? Or are we going to talk about it like adults?”


    Steph drew a lungful of resolve before she replied. “Depends if you’re going to listen to what I have to say?”


    Cass’s gaze dropped to the floor. “Yeah. I know I was being pushy.”


    “And …” Steph wound her hand in the air.


    Cass shook her head. “What?”


    “I’m …”


    “Sorry. Fine, I’m sorry.”


    She heaved a sigh of relief. Granted she hadn’t been happy to see Cass, but she couldn’t hide from the fact they had been good friends once. “That’s all I wanted to hear, Cass.” An awkward pause ensued. They both looked at everything but each other. “Do you want to talk over lunch? We could go out. Are you here on assignment?” The words spilled from her mouth in a hurried attempt at normal conversation.


    “Yeah, I am.” Cass glanced to the meeting room. “They’ve got a new client they’re trying to impress, so Greg put together a ‘task-force’ to handle them. I think he’s trying to feel important.” She rolled her eyes.


    “Sound’s like Greg.”


    “Uh-huh. And, get this—apparently he’s on the chopping block if he doesn’t shape up.”


    “Really?”


    And just like that, things between them were back to normal. Steph wasn’t blind to the undercurrent of tension in the conversation, but at the same time, a relief washed through her that one more thing on her list of troubles had been cleared. The weight that lifted from her shoulders was slight, but she could feel the difference already.


    Things were going to be okay.


    


    ***


    


    “How we going to do this?”


    Pistol glanced at Trevor as he rifled through another rack of t-shirts, trying to find one big enough for his bulk. “Don’t know yet. But as long as she’s gone, and Cutie’s okay, I’m fine with whatever shit goes down.”


    Trevor twisted the corners of his mouth down as he nodded in contemplation. “Leaves things open for interpretation. What about this one?”


    He laughed at the goofy print on the shirt, which read ‘I give free hugs’. “They’d be falling at ya feet, then.”


    Trevor laughed, and slotted it back in the rack. “Seriously, though. This has been your dream, Son. What’s been going through that twisted head of yours?” He accented his words with a flick to Pistols skull.


    “All sorts,” he replied, rubbing the spot. “It can’t be easy, though. She doesn’t get that privilege.”


    “Understood.”


    “What’s your preference? I don’t even know how ya operate.”


    Trevor held out a new shirt, and hummed. “I’m not adverse to a bit of the old tactics, but I prefer clean shots. Can’t say I’m a fan of getting blood out of my stuff.’


    “You are so soft.”


    Trevor shrugged. “What? I don’t have a woman to clean my clothes for me yet.”


    “And you wonder why they don’t stick around, ya chauvinist.”


    “I’m not chauvinistic,” he stated. “I’m old-fashioned.”


    Pistol snorted. “Hurry up and buy ya fuckin’ t-shirt.”


    


    ***


    


    “Ready?” Cass stood in the walkway with her bag slung over one shoulder.


    “Yeah, just let me save this.” Steph made the necessary clicks, and swiped her bag from its spot at her feet. “What do you feel like having?”


    “Something where I don’t feel like the whole place is listening to us would be nice.”


    She nodded. “I get you. There’s a café up the way that’s got outdoor tables.”


    “Sounds nice.”


    Steph led Cass out the front door, and onto the street. The sun beat a mild heat onto her skin, but she could guarantee half of her sweating was related to nerves, not UV rays. They walked side-by-side in silence for the majority of the way—the only sound their heels tapping in unison on the sidewalk.


    “So,” Cass started. “You’re still with him?”


    “Yep.”


    “And you’re happy?”


    “More than I have been in a long time.”


    More silence.


    “I was only worried about what he’d do to you. I mean, he kind of does what he wants, and I didn’t know if he’d listen to you if you protested against … you know … anything he tried.”


    Well, he hadn’t listened to some degree. “He respects my boundaries, unlike some.”


    “Was that comment aimed at me?” Cass drew her arms over her chest.


    “No.” Steph shook her head. “Not you.”


    A nod, then more silence.


    They reached the door to the café, and she led them inside. The alluring smell of savouries filled the air, and her stomach let out an involuntary growl. Steph swiped two menus as they passed through the main dining area to the al fresco section. She gestured to a quiet spot, and Cass nodded. Steph drew a wrought iron seat, and sat opposite Cass at an intimate table in the corner of the courtyard. Their old friend silence drew an invisible seat, and settled in.


    “Ivan told me you two don’t talk anymore.”


    Her head shot up from the list of lunch meals at the sudden statement. “Did he?”


    “Said it was his fault, but won’t tell me more than that.”


    “I bet he won’t,” she muttered to herself.


    “Pardon?”


    “Nothing. The lamb salad looks good.”


    Cass dropped her gaze to the card spread out on the table before her. Awkward silence flowed back in like the tide as they looked over their choices. A cricket wouldn’t have felt out of place.


    “Can I get you ladies a drink? Perhaps a selection of house breads?” A young waiter stood with pen poised over pad.


    Steph exchanged looks with Cass, who nodded. “Some water will be fine.”


    “Okay. I’ll be back soon for your order.” The guy swept away with far too much finesse to be attracted to the opposite sex.


    “At least some things are the same,” Steph commented, alluding to their preference to stick to water at meals.


    “Yeah, I guess.”


    “So, how’s things with Gary?”


    Cass’s face lit up like somebody had finally found a power outlet for her. “Great, actually. He’s being real sweet, doing the whole date thing. He hasn’t stayed over yet.”


    Steph eyed her as she spoke. Was that supposed to be a jibe at how things started with her, and Pete? “Cool. He won’t tell me how you two know each other. Said I should ask you.”


    “He’s good like that.” Cass leant back as the waiter placed the water on the table. “Keeps things to himself.” She looked around the outdoor area. “What’s the new office like?”


    “Fine.”


    “Seems to be nice enough people.”


    “Yeah, they are.”


    “Any new friends, yet?” A hint of jealousy burnt like a torch in the dark.


    “Yeah. I’ve talked a bit with Marcus. He’s the IT guy. Seems really nice.”


    “Oh yeah, I saw him. Another alternate type.”


    “And there’s a problem with that?” Steph paused with her hand on the water jug to wait on the answer.


    “No, I didn’t mean it like that. Don’t look for criticisms that aren’t there.”


    She twitched an eyebrow as she poured their drinks. “Hard not to sometimes.”


    “I know I haven’t told you anything about my past, Steph. But half the reason why I was—sort of still am—so against Pete, is he reminds me of a guy I knew once.”


    “That so.” Here came the mother-hen routine. Why couldn’t Steph be left to make her own mistakes?


    Cass sighed, and spun the salt shaker. “When I met Gary for the first time, we were both caught up in a gang.”


    “Like Bloods, Crypts kind of thing?”


    Cass laughed. “No. That’s so stereotyped. I mean like a bikie gang.”


    “Oh. What changed?”


    “I woke up one day, pregnant, with a black-eye, and no idea who the kid belonged to. I new then, that I’d rather die trying to escape then let the asshole beat me until I miscarried.”


    “Shit, Cass.”


    She shrugged. “I miscarried anyway. Probably for the best.”


    “Why didn’t you share this? It’s a hell of a lot to carry on your own.”


    “I had Gary, so I wasn’t alone. Plus, I hate people thinking I only share that kind of stuff to get the sympathy vote, you know?”


    Steph nodded. “Yeah, I know.” Did she what? Still got a few secrets of your own. “How did you get away?”


    “With a lot of help from Gary. I owe him my life, I guess.”


    Explained the mutual respect the two of them had, then. “And the guy? He’s not after you now?” Surely an abusive biker wouldn’t let a woman simply up and leave.


    “He’s tried to get to me, but he lost the trail when I changed my name.”


    Steph stared, at a loss of what to say. And she thought she had issues? “And Gary?”


    “That’s why he fell off the face of the earth for a while—lose the scent and all that.”


    “Wow.”


    “Yeah.” Cass threw her arms across her chest. “We didn’t all grow up with sunshine and rainbows in our back-yard.”


    Steph levelled her with a glare as the waiter returned. “I would’ve thought you’d be the last person to judge a book by its cover.”


    “Are we prepared to order?” The poor guy looked ready to wet himself.


    “Fish of the day for me, thanks.” Cass glanced at the guy, giving him the sweetest grin.


    “Lamb salad,” Steph ordered, and passed the menu over.


    The waiter scarpered, and the two of them resumed the heated turn in conversation.


    “I wasn’t judging, Steph. You’ve hardly shared anything with me other than how nice your family is, and what great memories you have of holidays with Ivan’s family, blah, blah, blah.”


    “Maybe, like you, I didn’t want to be thought of as jumping on the pity-party train.”


    “Well come on, spill. I’ve given you my secrets. What happened to you that’s so bad?”


    Not even half an hour into the lunch, and the Cass she knew, and loathed had returned. Steph held half a mind to walk out and save the effort it took to get the self-absorbed idiot to understand she didn’t have to keep a brick wall around her weaknesses. So what if they’d both had shitty times in their past? Why make a damn ‘mine is worse’ competition out of it? Why not do what regular friends did, and enjoy the comfort they could give each other?


    “Why do you have to always be such a bitch to stop people caring about you? Is it so damn hard to have a friend who knows everything about you?”


    “What are you saying?”


    “That every time we get a glimpse at the real Cass, you whack a few more bricks on your damn fortress, and become a total bitch to deflect the attention. Am I that bad that you can’t trust me?”


    Cass dropped her head like a child scolded. “No. Truth is, I don’t know I’m doing it half the time.”


    “You didn’t know you were being a teensy bit mean just then?” Steph cocked an eyebrow, pinching her fingers together.


    “All right. I did. But I do it before I realise what I’ve done, and then I carry on because it’s easier than apologising.”


    “And you said Pete was fucked up.”


    “Thanks.”


    “Truth hurts.”


    “You still haven’t told me what it is I seem to need to know about you.” Cass twirled the pepper.


    “I never said you need to know. I only wanted you to realise we all have demons. You aren’t alone. You don’t have to carry on like the bloody Lone Ranger.”


    “Fine. I’ll try to be more open. But believe me when I say it’ll only be with you. I’m not quite ready to stand on my soap-box yet.”


    “That’s all I ask.” Steph stayed locked with Cass’s intense stare. “What?”


    “Fair’s fair. Tell me.”


    She heaved a sigh. “Fine.” If Cass could do it, then why not take her own advice and open up a little more as well. “When I was fifteen, I was betrayed by a friend.”


    “Nice and vague there, hon.”


    “I was drugged, and left to trip out with a bunch of people I didn’t know.”


    Cass kept on looking her way, expressionless. “Is that all? We’ve all had drunken, drugged nights we regret.”


    “I was made to strip while I danced around a bonfire, and then after I passed out, my so-called friend … you know.”


    “Left you to shack up with some other guy?”


    She shook her head. The whole conversation was such a bad idea. “No. The friend was a guy.”


    “So, he raped you?”


    “Exactly.”


    “Not that I don’t believe you—” Cass held her hands out. “—but how do you know for sure if you were unconscious?”


    “It was on film.”


    Cass’s face fell flatter than a pancake. “Sick.”


    “I know. And the worst part?”


    “What?”


    “Richard told everyone I asked for it. He had the whole school calling me slut, porno queen, skank, you name it. Even some of the teachers looked at me sideways.”


    “Who’s Richard?”


    “Ivan’s brother—correction—dead brother.”
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    Pistol flicked the stub into the gutter, and blew the last of the smoke out his nose. He’d dropped Trevor at a local gym on the way to get Steph, secretly glad at the opportunity for some alone time with her. Not that he minded having Trevor visit; it was good to see his mug doing so well, but three in a house wasn’t him.


    He watched with peaked curiosity as she stepped through the door with none other than Cass, and gave the blonde woman a brief hug before heading his way. The look on her face read ‘I know what you’re going to say’ as she pressed a kiss to his cheek, and stepped around him. He watched her casually get in the car, and skirted the hood to drop into the driver’s seat beside her. Steph feigned ignorance, examining her nails as he waited for an explanation.


    “Well?”


    “We cleared the air.”


    “Aye. I can see that.”


    Steph sat ready to roll; her bag at her feet, and hands in her lap. “Why are you waiting?”


    “How do two woman hell bent on the destruction of each other end up huggin’?”


    “We talked.” She drew the words out.


    “And? What did ya talk about?”


    “You; how big you are.”


    His mouth dropped open. So this is what mortified feels like.


    “Joking, Pete. Christ, calm down.”


    He shook his head, and turned the rod over. “What’s she doin’ at your office?”


    “On assignment.”


    “Assignment?”


    Her fingers drew circles over the fabric of her skirt. “Every now and then we might be sent on a special job. Usually it’s a team set up in one of our offices, but some of the bigger clients like us to do the audit on site.”


    “You’ve done that before?”


    “Yeah, it’s a bitch; being ass-holed from desk to desk while they try to fit you in around their staff. Everyone knows what you’re there for, and they all look at you like they’re about to drop at your feet and admit they fleeced the company’s money.”


    “Sounds fun.”


    “Hardly. Anyway, she was lucky enough to get an inter-office one, so they’re all camped out in the meeting room for the week.”


    Cass would be there for the week. He’d be lying if he said he wasn’t curious how long their reconciliation would last.


    “She told me how she met Gary.”


    “Bet she enjoyed doin’ that.” He laughed at the image in his head of Cass while she admitted she wasn’t perfect after all.


    “You knew?” He could see her eye him in his peripheral.


    “Uh-huh.”


    “Everybody bloody knew except me,” she muttered. “The way she said it though, it was like Cass thought it meant she was better than me, or some shit. Apparently I grew up in a ‘privileged’ house, so how could I know what it was like to rough it. I think she thought she was Wonder Woman, or something.”


    He glanced at her as she stared out the window, her jaw set. “Granted, you had a better upbringing than some of us.”


    “Great. Not you, too?” he sneered at him as though he’d started emitting the smell of a week-old corpse.


    “It’s the truth ain’t it, Love?”


    “Like I said to her—” He expected Steph to start waving a hand back-and-forth in time with her head, Jerry Springer styles. “—just because things look rosy on the surface, doesn’t mean I haven’t had crap to deal with too.”


    “When you were a teenager, right?”


    “How did you know that?” Her frown narrowed.


    “The pictures at ya house. They’re all so proper, until you magically sprout tattoos, and coloured hair. How many years between them?”


    “The pictures?”


    He nodded.


    “Three.”


    “What happened?” Truth be told, he didn’t want to know. It didn’t take a genius to work out which way his mood would plummet when she explained why there had been an obvious gap in the record of her life.


    She huffed, and crossed her arms over herself. “Richard tricked me into doing something that left me pretty self-conscious.”


    “That was when ya had your fallin’ out then?” The Rubik’s Cube aligned another colour.


    She nodded.


    “Love, it still sounds like the PG version. I’m a big boy; I can handle it. What truthfully happened?” He dropped a hand on her leg, and felt the instant tension.


    “He drugged me, and filmed me while he raped me.” She spat it out so flippantly, so detached. “He showed it to all his friends, and rumours spread pretty fast.”


    How could she drop that kind of shit on him, and not even bat a lash? The rod skidded to a stop with a dramatic squeal of rubber.


    “What the fuck, Pete?”


    He threw the door open, and proceeded to pace the length of the block. Movement didn’t help. The rage inside was at boiling point, and the outlet for the steam, as always, was his fists. He slammed knuckles into a block fence, a bus shelter, a mailbox. Yet, still the rage grew.


    He’d never been faced with this predicament before—the desire to kill someone who was already dead. If only he’d known the truth about the fucker before he topped him off. He would have kept the bastard breathing for a week while he tortured him.


    “Pete?” Steph’s shaky voice broke into his black fog.


    “Not now, Love,” he seethed through gritted teeth.


    “What can I do?”


    “Nothing,” he replied a little too brash. “I can’t think like this. I can’t, I don’t know, I … urgh!” He slammed a few more inanimate objects for good measure.


    Finally, the rage eased, chased hot on the tail by disgust. Disgusted at what he was, of what he became, of how easily his temper took over. He stumbled to the block fence, and crouched next to it—fists shaking with adrenaline.


    “It was a long time ago.” Steph slid down next to him.


    “It’s not right.” He threw an arm around her shoulders, and tugged her off balance toward him.


    She crashed into his side, throwing her hands up to brace herself and stop them both going over.


    “If I’d known …”


    “Then what? You can’t wind back the clock, Pete. I realised that a long time ago. All you can do is grow from the experience.”


    He frowned, and met her pleading eyes. “How? How can something that fuckin’ disgustin’ shape you for the better?”


    “It made me strong enough to be with you now, through this trouble with your mother.”


    “There’s other ways to be strong, Cutie.”


    She shook her head in the crook of his elbow. “Strong with resolve, or determination, sure. But to be strong like a survivor, a fighter, you have to go through the worst. You need to know why it is that you’ll never let yourself go back there.”


    “Is that what we are? Survivors?”


    “In our own way, yeah.”


    He pressed a kiss to her forehead, tugging her tighter to him. She chuckled within his grasp.


    “Pete, you’re cutting off my air,” she choked.


    “Shit, sorry Love.” He slackened his arm, but only a fraction. He wasn’t quite ready to give her up.


    “Let’s go home. I’ve been informed Trevor loves a good steak, so I thought we could stop by the butcher.”


    “That, to this. How do ya do it?” Minutes ago they’d been discussing a horrific piece of her past. Minutes ago he’d lost the plot, let his rage take over. And now she was talking about cooking for him, and his friend?


    “I don’t like to dwell on things, which—” She prodded him in the chest. “—is your problem.”


    “Aye. That it is.”


    “Come on.” She wriggled out from his hold, and stood before him with her hand out. “Let’s go.”


    He smiled, and took the time to look her over. Pure perfection in one colourful package. At the drop of a hat she’d managed to talk him through the situation, and bring his temper back to an even keel. Imagine what a great mother she’d be. Did he seriously think that? God, here came the wedding bells now.


    “What’s the matter?”


    He realised his expression must have soured with the thought. Not that it was entirely bad—just poorly timed.


    What a way to end an interlude that started with a woman being violated—weddings.


    


    ***


    


    “Is Trevor not home?” Steph tossed her bag on the armchair, and poked her head in a few doors for good measure. Nothing.


    “Cutie, if I wasn’t so sure ya loved me, I’d be a little jealous of Trevor right now.”


    “Why?” She rounded the corner to where Pete stood in the kitchen; one inked arm draped over the open door of the fridge.


    “Because you sure seem to talk about him a lot for a man ya haven’t known more than a couple of days.”


    She scoffed. Insecure much? “Hardly. I like the guy, that’s all. He’s like an oversized toddler; all full of energy, but no idea where to put it.”


    Pete laughed. “Yeah, he is.” He emerged from the fridge with two bottles of water.


    She accepted the one he held out, and twisted the top free. “How long have you known him?”


    Pete leant onto the counter with a faraway look. “Since we were eleven. He used to be an underground boxer, made heaps. But I guess hanging around the town we grew up in sucks ya into a life outside the law for good.”


    “How could you grow up in the same town? He’s not Irish?”


    “Not born there, no. Moved across with his parents when he was nine.”


    “Fighter, to hit-man. Seems a logical progression. He doesn’t come across as the kind of guy who kills people for pleasure, though.”


    “Just because it’s his job, Love, doesn’t mean he does it for fun. Do you do your job because ya love it?”


    She snickered. “Hardly. Point made.”


    “I’m sure if the opportunity came along he’d get out of the business.”


    “I hope he does. He’s a nice guy, deserves more.” The conversation only proved how much she’d been getting around in the world with a pair of Hollywood endorsed blinkers on. Before she met Trevor, she would have said a hit-man had to be some sort of brooding, blood-thirsty, border-line cannibal. Tall, scarred, and obsessed enough to sleep with his weapons.


    Didn’t that go to show how much she knew?


    “Did you do anything about your mother today?”


    Pete hesitated, clearly fighting with the urge to keep her out of the affairs. “Talked through a few things with Trevor.”


    “What’ll you do?” She couldn’t believe they were discussing a plot to murder his mother like a strategy to afford a new car.


    “Break her until she begs me for forgiveness.”


    “Do you think it’s possible?” From what she’d learnt so far, the woman was as heartless as an organ donor’s cadaver.


    “That’ll be the fun part.” He grinned in that special way that sent cool shivers down her spine. “Gettin’ her there.”


    “Lovlies!”


    She smiled at Trevor as he burst through the front door.


    “What did I interrupt?”


    “Nothing,” Pete answered. “Nothing you and I haven’t discussed already.”


    The big guy stopped next to her position on a stool, and drew her hand into a kiss. “Darling.”


    A deep huff sounded from Pete’s direction.


    Trevor winked at her. “So easily wound up.” He slapped Pete on the shoulder. “Settle down, tiger.”


    She laughed at the testosterone floating about the room while Trevor left to shower. “He’s such a clown.”


    “Yeah, well, I’ll be sure to give him a fuckin’ red nose if he keeps that shite up.”


    She snorted, and slid off the stool. “Help me get dinner on, would you?”
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    Trevor wandered into the room, dark hair wet on his shoulders. “Smells bloody brill.”


    “Of course—I made it.”


    Pistol grinned at Steph as she ribbed the big guy. He slid three plates onto the counter, and then fished knives, and forks from the top drawer.


    “Got some news from Stinky,” Trevor commented, pulling up a chair.


    “Yeah?” Stinky was the guy a person went to when they needed information … on anything. The man was a damn encyclopaedia on legs. Aptly named Stinky due to his fetish with aftershave. “What about?”


    “Paddy.”


    He glanced at Steph, but she carried on mashing the potato like nothing had been said. If the girl was curious about who these people were, and how they fitted into his life, she sure didn’t show it.


    “Apparently,” Trevor continued, “he’s none too happy about the amount of time your old lady’s been spending in the infirmary. Turns out the woman used the dosh she got for travel insurance on another bag of smack, and the old bastard’s been getting the bills for her stay.”


    Pistol chuckled. “That’d be her.”


    “He’s booked her a ticket back to Ireland.”


    “Shit!” Steph shook her hand as a pot clattered to the stovetop.


    “Ya right?”


    “Fine. Just being clumsy.” She gave him a smile that could melt volcanic rock. “Carry on.” She laughed, waving her hand at them.


    “Anywho,” Trevor started. “He couldn’t confirm when it was for. Still working on that apparently.”


    “No problem. Stinky’s good for his word. You and me, fella—” He pointed at Trevor. “—have to work out how we’re goin’ to find her before she leaves.”


    Trevor nodded. “On to it, Son. Cased out the place she’d been at, and they didn’t know where she was. Apparently she owed two nights on a failed credit card, so they were equally as interested to know as we were.”


    “How are you going to find out where she went before she leaves?” Steph slid the steaks on the plates, and switched to the pot with the potatoes. “I mean there are so many places to stay around the city. Surely you two aren’t going to doorknock every one?”


    “Love,” he smiled. “You don’t have a clue how this stuff works, do ya?”


    She socked him one in the arm. “Have I had occasion to find out? No.”


    “We’ve got people who can hack the credit card records for the guy we know is sponsorin’ her stay. Failin’ that, they’ll track the phone, see if there are any reoccurring numbers.”


    “Normally,” Trevor added, “we would troll their social media sites, but given Sharon—”


    “Is that her name?”


    Pistol nodded. “I hate hearin’ it. Makes her seem so … human.”


    Steph hummed an agreement, and handed out the plates.


    “Anyway. Given Sharon was in prison for so long, it seems she’s still accustomed to life without them. We can’t find a single account linked to her known addresses, or aliases.”


    “She gets around by more than one name?” Steph raised her eyebrow as she pulled a seat at the table.


    “She has three.”


    “I’ll have a word to Derek on Friday.” Pistol sliced into his steak, and avoided Steph’s pointed stare.


    “At his son’s funeral?”


    “So?” he asked around a mouthful.


    “So, don’t you think you’ve been enough of an ass to him?”


    Trevor flicked his gaze between the two of them. He hadn’t got as far as telling the big guy about that little side-job yet, but Cutie couldn’t be blamed for saying anything. She wasn’t to know. “I gave Derek’s youngest a final goodbye the other day,” he explained.


    “What for?” Trevor sliced off a hunk of meat, and groaned as he chewed. “Perfect, Steph. Perfect.”


    “He sold information to the old bag. Reckons he was in on the spoils of her little endeavour.”


    “Was it worth a life?” Steph quizzed. She remained still with her fork poised halfway to her mouth, waiting on his answer.


    He eyed her for a moment, shocked she would seriously question if it were appropriate to kill Richard—especially after what he’d done to her. “Love, he had a full schedule of what ya do every day.”


    “Me?”


    “Aye. At first I thought he wanted you as collateral damage, but when ya told me … you know … I guess it was his completely his own agenda.”


    “Why?” Unshed tears glistened in her eyes. Learning for the first time a person had an agenda to kill you was always hard.


    “Some people find it easier to literally bury the secrets of their past than live with a chance old mistakes may resurface.”


    She pushed her plate away, and flexed her fingers on the table top. “So he’d kill me, in case I ever said anything?”


    “Love, it made sense to him.” He felt like utter shit telling her the details, but they’d made a promise—everything in the open now.


    “Why wouldn’t he have tried sooner?”


    Trevor snuck glances between the two of them, making efforts to appear engrossed in his meal. Pistol swiped a forkful of potato, and promptly placed the utensil on the unfinished plate. No surprise that his appetite had also subsided somewhat.


    “He may have, Love. I don’t know what he was thinkin’. All I know is ya don’t need to worry about him anymore.”


    She nodded, lost in thought. He felt inclined to reach out, rub her arm, caress her face—anything to draw her from the dark memories that no doubt played through her pretty head.


    “I got to get to work. Trevor, mate, can ya stick around tonight?” He nodded his head toward Steph, who was still away with the fairies.


    “Sure thing.” Trevor gave an awkward smile. One that said he didn’t envy the position Pistol was in one little bit.


    Jesus, he pitied his predicament. Every damn day there seemed to be something new to contend with. All he asked is that he could keep all the balls in the air long enough to get a handle on the situation. If he dropped one, the whole lot came tumbling down. Slippery slope, and all that jazz.


    He leant down, and kissed Steph gently on the temple. “I’ll see you after, Love. Try not to think about it all night, eh?”


    She snapped out of her daze long enough to give a half-hearted smile. “I won’t.”


    Wouldn’t take a lie detector to pick that one.


    They’d made so much progress together in such a short time; moving on from a girl under the thumb of oppressive friends, to the woman who would stand by his side through tough times. But he couldn’t shake the thought the progression wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Steph thought she was stronger, more independent, and more herself.


    Was she? Or was she simply on her way down in a spiral that would end with dark days in a frightening black hole for her? Whenever the day came, he’d be there to pick her up, keep her going.


    Nobody could stay strong forever.


    


    ***


    


    Steph jumped as the front door closed with a thud. She registered Pete saying he was off to work, but everything after that had faded into the background as she replayed the last few years of her life. How long had Richard been watching her? Had he ever tried to get to her before now? The thoughts left her wary of the present, and unaccounted for, dangers in her life.


    After all, where was Pete’s mum?


    “Ahem.”


    She looked up to see Trevor regard her with something that mixed pity with concern.


    “You okay, Lovely?”


    Wondering if I’ll die in a drive-by tomorrow, but other than that, I’m great. “I’ll keep.”


    “I don’t want to upset you any more than you already are, but I had something I needed to talk to you about while it’s just us here.”


    She tipped her head to the side, and frowned. “Me?”


    He nodded. “I don’t want Pistol knowing in case he crosses over the fine line he dances with sanity.”


    Pete wasn’t that unstable was he? Duh, he’s murdered people, Steph. Case, and point. “Am I stupid for thinking I’m completely safe with him?”


    Trevor shook his head. “Not at all.” He rose from the table, and deposited his cleared plate into the dishwasher. “You want a mug?”


    “If you’re making. Coffee, white with one please.”


    “Coming up.” He moved about the kitchen with a finesse that betrayed his size. “There are two types of thugs in the world. Me and Pete? We’re the rare type. Your common garden variety doesn’t have a conscience. He’ll hurt people, kill, maim, whatever the ticket calls for without so much as losing an hour of sleep. He’d do it if money wasn’t on the table. I’ve seen men lose the battle with balancing their life outside the job, with the shit they have to do on it. It ain’t pretty—especially when there’s a family involved.”


    “I can imagine.”


    “Double that. A mind as untainted as yours can’t comprehend what one that’s lost the grasp of reality can conjure. Pete, and me? We have a heart. Neither of us have killed anyone for the sheer fun of it. We ain’t fucking hunters looking for the trophy—we’re purely doing a days work.”


    “Why do it though? If you don’t like it?”


    Trevor shrugged, and turned to face her while the water boiled. “I don’t like the dirty side, the execution of it. But I guess time in the cage got me conditioned to it, so it doesn’t affect me like it used to.”


    Cage? Was that some kind of slang for prison? “What do you mean by ‘time in the cage’?”


    “Boxing to the death, Lovely.”


    “Oh.”


    He chuckled. “Yeah. Not my finest moment, but it got me the money I needed to keep my parents out of trouble.”


    With his chocolaty deep voice, Trevor managed to make death via illegal activity sound so poetic. “I hope they appreciated what you did, your parents.”


    He snorted. “My mother would keel over where she stood if she knew how I did it.”


    “What did you tell them, then?”


    “That I was stripping.”


    Steph laughed. “Truly? That’s so much better?”


    He shrugged. “At least it didn’t involve the chance I might not come out of the cage one night. If my mother had to live with that hanging over her head, she’d be grey before she knew it. I wouldn’t have her worry for me like that.”


    “So what do they think you do now?”


    “Security.”


    “Explains the secrecy I guess”


    “Atta girl. Now you’re thinking.” He turned back to the mugs on the opposite counter. “Anyway, I wanted to tell you that I got more news from Stinky.”


    “What kind of news?”


    “Predictable news. I knew it would happen, when I failed to check in that was. You see, since I’ve fallen off the grid with Murray—”


    “Who’s Murray?”


    “Pete’s old man. Well, at least, who he thought was his old man.”


    “He thought?” Her head buzzed trying to keep up.


    “His ma told him the other day that his old man wasn’t his birth father.”


    Why hadn’t he mentioned anything to her? Had he been too worried for her after the crap with Ivan? Steph felt the butterflies in her gut spring to life on an acridly warm breeze. She’d been such a burden on him that he hadn’t had the gumption to come to her when he must have been hurt. Unless he didn’t care? “Was he upset? To find out?”


    Trevor shook his head, and placed her coffee before her. “He’s always hated Murray, so I guess it was sweet relief in some way.”


    “Who was his real dad?”


    The muscles in his shoulders heaved with the breath he drew. “A toff named Alex. He thought the guy was his Uncle.”


    “Were they close?” She’d never heard him mentioned, but then, they hadn’t really mentioned much, had they?


    “You’d have to ask him. I don’t know much about it all.”


    Looked like a conversation for when Pete got home, then. “You said before you hadn’t been in touch with Murray. Was he the one who sent you over?”


    Trevor nodded. “Yeah. Clipped Pete’s ticket, or so he thought. But since I haven’t reported back, I’ve lost the job. He’s given it to a guy named Mickey-Six.”


    “Do I want to know why he’s called that?” She braced her head in her hands. Going to need to find the Advil after this.


    “Six fingers. Lost four to debts owed.”


    “A hit man, who knows how things go down, can’t see to pay his debts?” She laughed. “Can’t be a clever guy.”


    “You don’t have to be clever to know how to stop the living from breathing.”


    “True.” She shrugged a shoulder to her head. “So, let me get this straight. You lost the job, and now a crazy dude is on his way to finish Pete?”


    “Bang on.”


    How would they get past that hurdle?


    “When does he get here?” Although, what difference did it make? Other than catapulting her already racing heart toward a new record, knowing wouldn’t help Pete. She couldn’t fight a man who killed for a living. What good was she going to be with this problem?


    “Two weeks.”


    “Why such a long time? I mean do you guys have a waiting list, or something?”


    He chuckled. “He’s got to stick around for his daughter’s birthday before he flies out.”


    Steph regarded him with a quizzical arch of her brow. “His daughter’s birthday?” she deadpanned.


    “Uh-huh. The thug’s got a family. Hard to believe, I know. I can’t see how any woman would tolerate the muppet.”


    “Must be a hard woman.”


    “I’d say.”


    They both reflected on the conversation with subdued sips from their cups. “How much longer are you here?” she asked.


    Trevor shuddered a sigh, and turned the cup between his hands. “I leave day after tomorrow.”


    “Shit.” Pete would need help if he had a man hell-bent on finishing the job after him, and last she checked, guys the size of Trevor weren’t exactly dropping from the sky. “What will Pete do? He has to know. You can’t leave him in the dark if his life is at risk.”


    “I’m hoping he’ll never need to know. I’ve got a plan up here—” He tapped his head. “—that I’m working on. Need to make a few calls to set it in motion.”


    “Tell me.” Whatever his answer, she knew there wouldn’t be a single night’s sleep until she had an infallible way of ensuring Pete’s safety. Not that she doubted he could take care of himself. The guy had done so for the last decade or two. But when a man like Trevor was the first option to do a job, followed by a guy called Mickey-Six, then she could bet money on the fact the next man—if there was one—would be worse. How many brutes could Pete fight off before his luck ran out?


    “Look, Lovely. I know Pete has this thing where he’s going to keep you included in all his business, but I think you need to learn when to keep your nose clean.”


    “Look, Trevor. I know you think I should be all ‘innocent’, and ‘virtuous’ or some shit, but I think you should tell me what you plan on doing to keep a dangerous man away from Pete, and consequentially, out of my life.”


    “Touché.” He grinned.


    “Start talking.” She braced her chin on a hand, giving him her undivided attention.


    Trevor sighed in false exasperation, and reclined in the chair. “I have a mate who owes me a car. If I get him jacked up for my arrival, I can drive to Mickey’s home by night-fall.”


    “Are you going to try and reach him first; before he gets here?”


    “That’s the plan.” He stretched his arms over his head, the mass of muscle on his arms flexing. “After his daughter’s birthday party, of course.”


    “How generous of you.”


    He chuckled. “I’m not all bad.”


    No, he wasn’t. “You’re still going to rid a family of a father, and husband though.”


    “Which is exactly what he’s done many a time before. Goes around, comes around.” Trevor leaned forward to rest his elbows on the table top. “You need to bear in mind, that despite whatever he may be to those he holds dear, I’ll also be ridding the world of one sick son-of-a-bitch.”


    Which led her to the next thought—was this the kind of thing that would keep Trevor in the cycle of death he lived? One more job … “Do you ever think about what you’ll do after this?”


    “After when? Mickey’s dealt to?”


    “Not just that.” She shook her head. “I meant after you’ve had enough tracking down your ‘jobs’. Had enough killing people. Can you retire? Is that even possible? Surely when you know as much as you do, they wouldn’t just—“


    “You think too much.” He smiled, and pushed from the chair. “Finished?”


    “Yeah.” She held out her empty mug, and he took it from her with great care not to let their fingers touch.


    “How about we have a change of activity? Something a little more … uplifting?”


    “What do you suggest?” This should be interesting. What exactly did hit-men do to relax?


    “Fan of rom-com’s?”
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    Steph shifted her legs to the far end of the couch to avoid Trevor who slumped further in his sleep. He’d got two-thirds of the way through the second movie before his yawning ceased, and the deep breaths took over. If she thought she had a shit-show of moving the massive guy, she might have hoisted him to bed. But he looked too peaceful to wake, so she’d simply spent the final scenes of the movie wriggling further to her left to give him room as he spread out in his slumber.


    The heroine, and hero in the film stood clinched, declaring their undying love for each other. The hero apologised for his stupid behaviour, and as predicted, the heroine forgave him without a second thought. If only life were that easy. How could the girl be so blind to the problems they’d face here on out? One apology didn’t wipe the slate, and send them running into the sunset through a field of sunflowers. The past had a funny way of catching up on people. Wasn’t Pete’s mother proof of that?


    Steph looked over at Trevor; his thick arms crossed over his chest, and a slight furrow in his brow making the task of sleeping appear to be such a chore for him. Was this how the future would be for her? Random visitors whose chosen line of profession wasn’t exactly the kind of thing she would want her kids to aspire to? Would you bring kids into this world? And if she did, would it be selfish of her to expect a kid to grow up in such a dangerous environment. Maybe not dangerous everyday, but when their father’s past came knocking, it would surely be more than their school-mates ever had to contend with.


    She shook her head at the enormity of the problems she faced. There were so many things to think about if she honestly thought a future with Pete was the way for her. Despite his complexities, there was an honest, big-hearted man inside of him. He was loyal, and always the first to help a friend; the kind of guy who’d give someone his last dollar before he saw them go hungry. But the little part of him that wasn’t so great—the polar opposite of what she loved about him—was the part that scared her. Could she trap that side of him without the risk of it breaking free? What would happen if he lost his hold on it? Especially if they did have a family by then …


    She’d had a lot of time to think while Trevor slept, and most of all, a lot of time to think about what they’d discussed after Pete left for work. Deep in her heart she trusted Trevor. After all, the guy had been allowed in the same house while they slept, and he hadn’t made a move to hurt either of them. He seemed utterly genuine when he said he didn’t want to harm Pete. But he was still a criminal. Steph’s gut argued with her head. Sure, the guy said he was heading back to Ireland to take care of Mickey, but why? He didn’t get anything out of it. So why would he risk himself to help Pete when he could just as easily walk away, and be done with it?


    She could only come to the same conclusion each time—somebody had to watch him. And when she was new to the game that only left one option. It’s not as though she had any other contact she could call on to do the job.


    The crack of the front door as it eased open broke her thoughts. Steph reached around Trevor, and grabbed the remote to turn the TV off. “Sshh.” She held a finger to her mouth, and nodded toward the sleeping giant.


    Pete placed his keys on the counter slowly to avoid making noise, and nodded. He smiled at the sight, and edged around the sofa to offer his hand. She took it, levering herself out of the seat slowly so as not to disturb Trevor.


    “How long has he been out?” Pete whispered in her ear.


    Her hands found their way to his chest, and she lost herself for a moment in the comfort that was his proximity. “About half an hour.”


    “He’ll find his way to bed when he’s ready. I’ll get him a blanket.”


    Steph nodded, and led the way through to Pete’s bedroom. He paused in the hall to fetch a black throw from the cupboard, and disappeared to see to Trevor. She moved to the bed, and perched on the end of it. A few hours had made a hell of a difference to her state of mind. When he’d left after dinner, her headspace had been firmly set in the what-the-fuck-am-I-doing-here mode. But after the time to relax, she’d seen the truth—she was still happy.


    “What ya thinking about?” Pete shirked his shirt, and tossed it on the floor.


    Still such a bachelor. “How strange it is to feel so happy, so content when there’s so much bad news.”


    “Ah, don’t worry ya pretty head. Me ma will be dealt to.”


    She nodded, acutely aware how close she’d been already to blabbing. “How was your night?”


    “Long.” He stalked toward where she sat, and leant down with his hands braced either side of her hips. “Better now I’m home.”


    “I’m tired.” She staged a yawn. “I think I might go straight to sleep.”


    “I’d like to see ya fuckin’ try,” he growled.


    She erupted in giggles, stifling a squeal as he scooped her up, and threw her further back on the bed.


    “Have you got any idea, Love, how much torture it was to be thinkin’ of you all night, back here, with another man?”


    “Gee, you really trust me, huh?”


    “This trusts you—” He tapped his head. “—but this guy,” he said tapping his taut jeans. “Is a jealous little bastard.”


    “You always listen to your dick?” she challenged.


    “When it’s remindin’ me what a fuckin’ beautiful woman I have waiting to be tasted, fucked, and pleasured at home … then yeah, I do.”


    “Sounds like quite a list you’ve got there. What are you waiting for?”


    He chuckled, low and promising. “For you to get ya clothes off.”


    Steph’s hips bounced on the mattress as she shredded her skirt. The top she wore went next, followed in quick succession by flying underwear. His room looked like an artists canvas; bright splashes of colour where her clothes had found their home.


    He stood at the foot of the bed, and had watched with keen interest as she writhed like a fish out of water in her haste. His lip ring popped from between his teeth over, and over. She’d come to recognise it as a method of distraction. For her or him though, she hadn’t decided. He crossed a hand to the opposite elbow, and propped it in the crook of his arm as he brought the free hand up to rest a finger on his bottom lip. “Where do I start?” he asked, tapping his finger against his luscious lips.


    “By doing the same.” She smirked.


    He chuckled, and undid his belt to let the jeans fall to the floor. Commando again. Damn.


    He gave a wicked grin at her clear admiration, and stepped from the denim. A gentle finger teased the tips of her toes. “Should I start here?” She watched in giddy anticipation as he prowled over her until their noses all but touched. “Or here?” His mouth took hers in a slow, and savoury kiss. Each stroke of his tongue, each sweep of his lips made with such satisfaction. She felt like an ice cream to a child; too good to have all at once, but too good to be spared.


    “Baby,” she uttered, tipping her chin upward to avoid his tempting assault.


    “Love?”


    “I don’t want to play games tonight.”


    He pushed back, and held himself over her. “No?”


    She shook her head. “I want to enjoy being here with you. That’s all.”


    He drew a lop-sided grin. “Cutie, I’ll always be here.”


    “I know,” she smiled, and reached out to wrap her arms around his neck. Steph applied a little pressure, and tugged him down until he buried his face in the dip of her shoulder. His breaths warmed her collarbone, and she wrapped her arms tighter around him.


    Keeping such a secret from Pete played torture on her. He didn’t get why she was so sentimental, because to him, everything was okay. In his mind he’d sort his mother out, and their lives would be theirs to have together--uninhibited. But when she looked into those piercing blue eyes of his, it ripped her heart to shreds to think of the sentence that hung over his head. How many more days with him would she get? How long did they have until the most confusing, but important part of her life got taken from her as quickly as it arrived?


    “Love, why are ya cryin’?”


    She cursed the tear that had snuck from her eye, and run over her cheek to land on his hand. “Happy tears, Baby.”


    He pressed a gentle kiss to her neck. “If you say so.” He clearly didn’t believe her, but thankfully he didn’t sully the moment by talking further about her misplaced tears.


    Pete’s hips slowly rocked into her, making her aware of the arousal that lay thick between them. Her fingers threaded into his hair, her desperation to feel every inch of him dire. Steph brought her legs over his, and used her shins to coax him harder toward her. He laid gentle kisses along her collarbone as he thrust, prying gentle moans from her. Steph’s hands remained fixed in his hair while he dropped kisses down her body, stopping at each peaked nipple for a nip as he passed by.


    Her arms stretched to full extension over her stomach to maintain her hold of him as Pete nudged her legs apart with his shoulders. He hummed like a man appreciating a fine car before he dove down and laid a single, wide sweep of his tongue over the length of her folds. She groaned, and squeezed her thighs against the sides of his head—her muscles twitched with the buzz that danced across her nerve-ends. He made a show of licking his lips—groaning at the taste—while he crawled up her body once again. Steph used her handle in his hair to draw him to her, and their mouths locked with a deep seated need to be inside one another. She swept her tongue over the tip of his—the taste of herself in his mouth insanely erotic. The reverberation of his respondent groan sent a shiver through her body, which finished with his single thrust inside of her starved centre. He lay full, and thick deep within her walls—simply filling every part of her with nothing but pure intimacy.


    “Stay there,” she pleaded. “Don’t move yet.”


    Pete kissed the length of her jaw, and she tasted herself again as his mouth brushed over her parted lips. “I’d stay right here every minute of the day if it were possible, Love. This right here, us so close, is my perfect escape.”


    She pressed her forehead to his, clasping his face in her hands. “I love you, Pete.”


    “I’ve only ever loved one girl, Steph. And I’m lookin’ right at her.”


    She captured him with a fervent kiss as her mind ran over his words. He’d only ever loved her. He hadn’t experienced love before, either. She’d thought before they met that she knew love, but with the emotions he could draw from her with a single look alone, it was a no-brainer to work out she had been grossly misinformed of what exactly love was.


    This was love. Not being able to enjoy another meal on your own was love. Not knowing what you’d do with your time if it were yours to have alone was love. The desire to spend endless hours with each other lost in a world built out of pillows, and bedding, was love.


    He drew a gentle tempo, letting her feel every change in pressure as he withdrew, and pushed inside once more. Her hips found a beat of their own, matching his pace, deepening the connection. Everything in that moment depicted her idea of perfection. The gentle tug of his fingers winding in her hair drew her further into the moment that was simply the two of them, together, entwined. She came close to forgetting there was anyone else in the house until Pete clamped a hand over her mouth to muffle the moans she made.


    His thrusts became harder, more frequent. She grasped at his back, his shoulders, his butt to urge him to do more, to push harder, to hit her hard enough to make their bodies one. The rhythmic slapping of their skin echoed about the room, and a singular groan shattered the relative quiet of the house as his hand slipped from her mouth.


    Steph lost herself in the rise and fall of her orgasm, relishing the feel of her body lose control beneath such a beautifully tragic man. Pete ran his fingers over the side of her face as she twisted her mouth into a silent scream. His fingertips dipped past her lips, over her jaw, and down to her chest where he rolled her nipple while she fought the urge to cry out.


    His pace grew frantic, and uneven as he reached his release. He clenched his jaw, screwing his eyes tight, and she felt him pulse deep within her. Every muscle in his torso contracted, and with a final shudder he fell in a spent heap on top of her. Murmured words were lost into her shoulder, and his fists in her hair bordered on painful. Steph stroked the back of his neck, and pressed kisses to his shoulder as it shook.


    “Are you okay?” She was a little afraid to know, but she could swear the damp feeling on her neck was more than perspiration.


    He gripped tighter around her, and knotted his legs around hers. His chest rose with a staggered breath, before the moisture on her skin chilled with his exhale. He slid off the top, and settled beside her. A hand stayed under her head, while the other moved to settle on the base of her throat. She turned her head to the side, and laid a kiss on the top of his head.


    This man was hers.


    Forever.


    And she was about to show him with the ultimate gesture.
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    Pistol sat in the viewing lounge with Trevor, staring at the huge Emirates plane as it taxied around the runway. They’d headed straight over after dropping Cutie at work, fresh on a lead that his ma may have been leaving that morning. A few sweeps of Trevor’s lashes later, and a willing young attendant at check-in had confirmed she had been booked on a red-eye.


    They’d missed her by less than an hour.


    Baggage handlers moved about under the bird like a swarm of ants, the little cart pulling the trailers appearing as useless as a child’s toy from such a distance. He tapped his lighter on a knee, itching to get outside for a smoke. But bloody Trevor had brought himself a thick shake, and the man could not be moved until it was finished.


    “Ya almost done?”


    “Look, I know you missed your opportunity, but it doesn’t mean you need to get all septic with me, Son.”


    “I know.” He huffed, and shook his head. “What’s the likelihood I’d get another chance, though? I should have finished her off proper at the motel.”


    “Logistics. I’m sure if you want it that bad you’ll find a way.”


    “I’m not leaving Steph on her own.”


    Trevor slurped the last of his drink. “Even if there’s no threat to her?”


    “Even if.”


    He’d be fucking naive to think there wasn’t. A fairy-tale wouldn’t end as easily as this. Of course there’d be more trouble. Of course he’d see further ghosts from his past. People like Murray didn’t drop something after one failed attempt. They hammered at the nail until it was buried one way or the other.


    Pistol glanced at Trevor as he walked back from a trashcan. At last. “When are you leaving our grace?”


    “Trying to get rid of me already?”


    He shrugged his head to a shoulder. “Never was one for polygamy.”


    Trevor snorted. “I’m sure Steph would love that idea.” He stared out at the baggage handlers. “I fly out tomorrow.”


    “Ah, I’ll be sorry to see ya go.”


    “It has been good to catch up.” Trevor nodded. “Oh, and just so you know, I told Steph about the cage-fighting.”


    “You two had a right heart-to-heart while I worked me ass off last night, huh?”


    The man’s black hair fell about his face as he shook his head. “Someone’s gotta keep the girl occupied. Her, and her bloody thoughts are going to be your biggest problem, Son.”


    “Tell me about it.”


    Such a short time, and even Trevor could see Steph’s propensity to overthink. Reason number one why he was more comfortable keeping her in the dark about some things.


    “What’ll ya do when you get back?”


    Trevor shrugged. “Take another job. I’ve been thinking about moving, keep my ass out of the limelight while they get over the fact I didn’t come through with the goods on you.”


    “I appreciate what you’ve done here, brother.”


    “I know. But don’t expect me to be here to save your ass every time.”


    He snorted. “Ya hardly saved my ass. There wasn’t even a sniff of trouble while you were here.”


    “I saved your ass by not putting a bullet in here—” he tapped in the centre of Pistol’s forehead, “—when I first saw you putting out the trash at the bar.”


    “Pervert.”


    “Hardly my fault you’re so pretty to watch.”


    He joined in laughing, a little saddened that he’d lose a friend he’d missed all these years. Trevor had picked up where the two of them left off all that time ago. True friends were able to do that—leave for over a decade, and turn up on your door like they’d simply popped out to get more beers.


    “I’m sure you’d turn up if ya sniffed another one of Steph’s steaks, anyway.”


    He chuckled. “She’s a mean cook, that woman.”


    “I still can’t believe I found her.” He stared out the window at the baggage cart as it zoomed back under the terminal.


    The two of them had come so far together in a few short weeks, but his greatest fear was of the trials they’d yet to face together. His mother was only a part of his history, and given time, Steph would learn it all. He felt the familiar pang of worry he’d had that first week they knew each other; would she be able to stick around for the long haul? He still couldn’t blame her if she chose to go, but after the moment they shared last night, he had an inkling she wouldn’t find it as easy to cut her losses.


    As much as he should worry for her, he couldn’t help but be a little happier knowing that.


    


    ***


    


    Steph stepped out into the gloomy afternoon to find the rod waiting for her as predicted. She crossed the car park, her stomach in her throat as she approached the vehicle. Pete stayed seated inside which made her nerves climb up several notches further. He always waited outside the car for her. Why not today?


    She reached out, and lifted the handle while she drew a final lungful of courage. The plan was in motion, and if she backed out now, she’d have explaining to do. “Afternoon.” She smiled.


    “How was your day?”


    “Same old, same old. Oh, except I’ve been signed up for an assignment.”


    “Yeah?” He started the engine, and kept his gaze trained out the windscreen as he drove.


    “Barbara said there’s a big client who wants an audit done on-site. Apparently they’re stretched since the team Cass is on has taken most of the regulars.”


    “So, you wouldn’t be doin’ it at the office?”


    “No. I’m sorry, Babe.” On the outside, she was all cool, calm, and blasé about the news. But inside, her blood raced through her veins at break-neck speed as her heart hammered like a thing possessed. Can he tell you’re lying? She sure hoped not. If he did, it was impossible to pick. “How about you?” Hopefully deflecting the conversation to him would hide the urge she had to blab the whole cover story at once to get it off her chest.


    “Complete, and utter shite.”


    “Why’s that?”


    He huffed an exasperated breath, and idly rubbed his temple while they waited at a red light. “Me ma flew out early this morning.”


    “Damn.”


    “Aye, damn.”


    “What now?” Her voice croaked out as the walls of her throat constricted.


    “If I want to finish what I started, I have to go back to Ireland.” He slotted through the gears as they took off.


    Shit, shit, shit. “Would you?”


    Another sigh. “I don’t think so, Love. I couldn’t risk leaving ya on your own.” His hand found a suitable resting place on her knee as they cruised in silence.


    “Do you think we’re still in danger?” Props for playing it dumb, Steph.


    His eyes flitted to her, before he resumed the intense stare he held on the road. “We’ll always be in danger.”


    He wasn’t stupid. Did she think after so many years in the game he wouldn’t be attuned to how things ran? These are his people, not yours. And she’d blindly made her plan forgetting the most crucial thing—it wouldn’t take him long to figure her out, no matter how quiet she kept about the plan.


    “I guess Trevor knows then?”


    He nodded. “He leaves tomorrow.”


    “Already? That sucks.” And the Emmy Award goes to …


    “You sound like you’ve developed a sweet spot for him, Love.” His hand squeezed her leg gently in two quick pulses. She relaxed a little. He was mocking her—not angry.


    “Like I said, he’s simply a big kid. But that’s not why I was gutted.”


    “Why then?” He glanced across the car as they stalled in the peak traffic.


    “Because I have to go away on my assignment tomorrow, too. I don’t want to leave you alone.”


    He smiled, that delicious way which curled the right side of his mouth so softly upward. “I’m a big boy, Love. I think I can handle a few days. That’s all it’ll be right? How far are ya goin’?”


    “Perth.”


    His face drew stern, and he averted his line of sight back to the waiting traffic. “Who else is going?”


    “My, my. Are you jealous, Pete?” She knew he wasn’t, but feigning ignorance was the best chance at getting him to believe her bullshit story.


    “No, Love. I want to be sure you’ll be looked after. Perth is a little far for me to get to in a hurry should anythin’ happen.”


    She tipped her head to the side, and pulled the most sweetly innocent face she could muster. “What’s going to happen to me all the way over there?”


    “That’s what bothers me. If I can’t predict it, it wouldn’t be good.”


    “You’re paranoid.”


    “With good reason.”


    Okay, so he had her on that one.


    They rode the rest of the way in relative silence, only breaking the monotony of rush hour with less than interesting observations about sights they passed. His tension was palpable, although the nearer they drew to his house, the more relaxed he became. Being out in public appeared to have him on edge, and she cringed at what her departure would do to him. If he couldn’t reassure himself that she was fine, what on earth would he be like by the time she got back?


    Pete pulled the rod to a stop in the drive, and turned to face her. The streetlight cast a soft glow over the right side of his face as they sat in silence. She reached out to offer him comfort, and he took her hand in his as he heaved a dejected sigh. “There’s goin’ to be times I’m shut off, Love. There’ll be times you wonder why the fuck you’re even here. I can’t promise you that I’ll always be a joy to be around, but what I can promise ya is I’ll always have your best interests above mine.” He dropped his chin, and rubbed his thumb over the back of her fingers. “What I should be sayin’, is I haven’t had to worry about anyone other than myself for such a long time; not since Colin. It’s hard to get used to again.”


    “I don’t want you to feel like I’m a burden though.”


    “I wouldn’t.” He tugged her hand to his chest, placing her splayed fingers over his heart. “This here aches every time I think of what you told me on the way home last night. It’s fuckin’ ridiculous to think it, but I wish I had known ya back then so I could have sorted the fuckers out, saved you the pain. But at the same time, you wouldn’t be who ya are now, just like ya said.”


    “So let it go,” she whispered. If the guy mentally flogged himself every day for things that were beyond his control, he’d be a mess in no time.


    “I can’t. It’s not how I’m wired, Love. Which is why I’ll never be able to let me mother be. There’ll come a day when I have to try again.”


    This was the part where she was supposed to start shaking in her boots at the psychotic behaviour he revealed. If their life was a movie, she’d be the ditsy girl everyone screamed at to ‘run’. But in that moment, she’d never felt more compelled to stay put. Call it the mother-complex, but wasn’t this what women were bred to do? Nurture, and support the people who were damaged? Besides, it was her with the crazed plan. He should be the one worried.


    ‘You can’t fix everyone …’


    Ivan’s words echoed through her mind. Yet, after his stunt, she could see the difference now. For sure, she couldn’t fix everyone, but there were two distinct types—those who deserved support, and those who should be left to battle alone.


    Pete was the former option, and Ivan fit into the latter.


    “I understand.” She smiled. “And I won’t ever question your reasons for it.”


    “Love, you’re too fuckin’ perfect.” He leant across the centre, and placed a quick kiss on her lips. “Let’s get inside, and spend the rest of the night in bed. Ya don’t need to eat do ya?” He chuckled.


    She giggled, and smacked his arm. “Yes, Pete, I do. Plus—” Her shoulders sagged. “I’ll need to go home to pack for tomorrow.”


    “When do ya leave?”


    “A few of us are catching a cab from the office mid-morning.”


    “So I won’t see ya before you go?”


    “Probably not.” She pouted.


    The rest of the story may have been make-believe, but the sinking in her stomach was oh-so real. She would miss him. All she needed to do was remind herself why it had to be done.


    There wasn’t any other way.


    


    ***


    


    Trevor stretched out on the motel bed, and flicked through the generously supplied four channels on the TV. Steph had been in touch during the day to tell him what she planned to do, and he was none too pleased about the implications. More-so, he wasn’t happy about having someone to baby-sit.


    He’d operated alone for the past eight years for good reason. His conscience couldn’t take another hit if somebody was hurt on his watch. Once was more than enough for a lifetime of regret, and twice would be sure to make him another statistic of the job.


    He’d mentioned to Steph what happened when contract killers such as himself crossed the thin line. What he hadn’t shared was how close he was to doing it. The signs were there, and he hadn’t ignored them as such, just chosen to file them in the ‘deal with later’ category.


    Trevor had plans for the rest of his life. He wanted a wife, a companion, and a brood of children at his feet. The lonely hours the job called for had never been his thing. Some blokes were happy to get the time alone, but not him. He’d always been a people person, and that trait was half the reason why he ended up in this line of work. Nothing proved the point like the fact he was now laid up in a scummy room, all in the name of being close to the airport for his early flight. Pete had offered a ride, but he’d declined. No way did he want the poor guy to have to get up only hours after getting home from his late-shift. No, he’d rather stay somewhere close to public transport, and sort himself out. Putting a friend out in the name of a comfy couch for one more night didn’t sit well with him. Besides, after the day he’d had with Pete, the poor mug looked like he needed the alone time with his girl.


    Always so eager to please …


    


    ***


    


    Her body shuddered with the much-needed release of tension. Steph stood with her back to the door as Pete drove away—the V8 rumbled until she couldn’t make out the sound any longer. They’d gone inside at his house after their conversation in his car … and spent the following three hours in bed exactly as he’d promised. Seemed he wanted to get his quota in before she left for ‘Perth’.


    Her stomach growled, and she dropped her handbag to the floor in search of food. Legs on autopilot, she turned into the kitchen, and opened the pantry.


    Nothing appealed.


    She shuffled to the fridge, and opened the door, simply to spend the next five minutes staring aimlessly at the items on the shelves. How could she eat when her head was a jumble or nerves, and guilt? It wasn’t in her nature to lie to such an extent, and to a degree she could see why. If this was how nauseous she felt every time, then she’d happily never lie again.


    Steph settled on a pottle of yoghurt over muesli, and set about putting the ingredients together. She absently stirred at the mixture while she ran an inventory of what she’d managed to organise at work. Her tickets were booked, insurances paid up, phone set to roaming, and leave approved. All she had to do now was pack her bag.


    Right after she found her suitcase.


    The damn thing shouldn’t be that hard to locate given her lack of belongings, but when her brain had trouble remembering which end of the spoon she should hold, she didn’t put much stock in locating her luggage. Trevor had been sceptical of her request when she phoned, and he had reason to. If she was in his position—a seasoned pro at the business of killing—she wouldn’t want a novice with only a shop-lifted candy-bar to her name hanging around either.


    She had to go, though. That inane niggle in her gut wouldn’t subside, and she had no other way of knowing how legitimate Trevor was about finishing things on Pete’s behalf. What if he turned on her though? Maybe he’d agreed to her plan simply so he could get her alone, and out of the way? Damn, she hadn’t thought of that. Somehow though, she knew that wouldn’t be the case. Despite the fact she couldn’t be sure Trevor wouldn’t walk away from a job that didn’t concern him, she knew he would never knowingly put an innocent person in danger.


    A contradiction given his profession, sure. Yet no less viable.


    Steph rinsed her bowl, and left it in the sink while she went to hunt out the grey non-descript suitcase her mother had given her when she left home. It still made her chuckle to think of that gift—so sensible, and typical of her mother. Grey, because heaven help her if she let Steph have anything that stood out.


    It had been a few weeks now since the Petersons party, and her mother hadn’t been in touch. Come to think of it, she hadn’t even had time to talk to her dad of late with all that was going on. She was a little surprised they hadn’t tried to coerce her into dinner for a catch-up, but then again, it may mean they were finally letting her have her space as an adult. Steph could happily go months without speaking to her mother. Those conversations always ended in her mum reigning victorious with her single-handed belittlement of what her daughter had been doing, and Steph feeling less than an inch high. But her dad—he’d never let her down. He was the one she felt most at ease with out of the two. He may not have necessarily approved of the things his daughter did, but he had never judged her for it.


    She pulled the case from where she found it, stuffed at the top of the hall cupboard, and carried it through to the bedroom. Tonight would be a good time to call her parents. Lord knows she didn’t want them trying to get hold of her while she was away, and smelling a rat. It would be hard enough to hide the truth from Pete without also having to battle their suspicions.


    Steph threw a collection of practical, warm items into the case. Given her wardrobe of vintage dresses, skirts, and heels—it wasn’t much. Surely, whatever she was short could be bought there? You’re not going on holiday. Who says you’ll have time to shop? Of course she’d get time to shop. What did her niggling inner voice think? They’d be holed up in gunfights and car chases the whole time? How brainwashed was she by Hollywood? It wasn’t as though she would step off the plane, and into a scene from Die-Hard.


    The zipper whipped around the case in record time thanks to her lack of clothing. She flopped the luggage on its base, and wheeled the suitcase out to sit next to the front door. All she needed to do in the morning was toss in her toiletries, and wa-la! Done.


    The time on the microwave indicated it would be far too late to call her dad now. Even though the man was retired, he still had a habit of hitting the hay early. Blamed it on a well-oiled body clock that refused to give up its routine. She made a mental note to call him in the morning before the flight departed, and wandered through to her bedroom to put the phone on charge.


    She undressed, and headed into the shower to stand under the warm jet. The firm flow of water massaged the knots from her shoulders, and her eyes slid shut. If it weren’t for the small inconvenience of draining her gas cylinder, she could have happily stood in the soothing flow until he water ran cold. Instead, she summoned the will to switch the water off, and get ready for bed.


    Several hours later, she still stared at the ceiling in the dark, running through all manner of scenarios in her head. So much could go wrong. She was way out of her depth, and really, would her presence be too off-putting to Trevor? What if she was the reason nothing went to plan? No way in hell could she live with herself if the whole thing went pear-shaped, and Mickey-Six arrived in Australia anyway.


    Maybe she should back out? After all, didn’t the unease in her stomach tell her everything she needed to know? Her dad always told her to listen to her gut reaction, and right now, it was screaming blue murder while hanging on to the roof of a car speeding down the highway of danger. But then there was her non-refundable deposit, and the accountant in her couldn’t justify the wasted expense.


    Steph pressed her lids shut in a final vain attempt at sleep. But the worries kept knocking about in her head like a thousand whispering voices, disturbing the otherwise quiet of the early morning. She flicked her legs out of bed, and got up to head for the kitchen. If she wasn’t going to be able to sleep, she may as well have a coffee, and laugh at some lame infomercials on TV. The digital clock happily advised her she had less than three hours until her alarm went off. Looked like it would be an all-nighter, then. Here’s hoping Trevor didn’t mind the rest of the plane staring at her sunken features while she drooled on his shoulder.


    She tried to focus on the cheery presenter flashing the latest in juicing technology, but still couldn’t shake the feeling she was being as suicidal as a trainee acrobat walking the high-wire without a net. What chances did a ‘nice’ girl from the ‘burbs have against a contract killer, and a woman hardened by life, and years spent in prison? Chances or not, she wanted to do this for Pete. Correction—she had to do this.


    She had to show him what he meant to her. Sweet words, and sexy outfits could only get a girl so far. But nothing said ‘I can’t live without you’ like taking out the people who threatened his life.
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    Pistol tossed the keys to the rod on the counter as he wandered past the kitchen to his bedroom. The night at work had been shit, all thanks to an unruly drunk who refused to leave, then promptly vomited over the bar, his stool, and a couple of patrons. Cleaning up somebody else’s sick wasn’t exactly on his list of highlights, but if hadn’t done it, he would have had two lots to clear given Janie’s weak stomach.


    Learned that lesson the hard way before, hadn’t he.


    Crawling into his cold bed, he snarled at the harsh reminder Steph was at home—alone. He tried to get her to stay over; offered to drive her to work as usual, but the woman was fiercely stubborn that she needed her rest before a big week on assignment, and he’d agreed like the pussy-whipped bitch he was.


    Seven days and she’d be home from Perth. Seven days and he would have dealt with his mother so they could spend the rest of their life together without any major complications.


    At least, he hoped.


    As clean as he’d been with his past—clearing out those who got on his bad side to save problems down the road, it seemed the latest complications came from sources he hadn’t foreseen. Who would have thought that Alex was his real da? Wasn’t that a blow to the gut? Even more of a kick in the ass to know the guy had carked it, and he’d never get a chance to hear straight from the horse’s mouth the reason he was left to suffer as a child in the care of two people who should never have been allowed children.


    The thought that had plagued him most over the course of the evening was his curiosity as to wether Colin was Murray’s? If he had been, that made Pistol less blood than the child his mother killed. Call him fickle, but wasn’t that more fucked up to kill her full-blood son, than her half-blood? Did it simply indicate how little she thought of him, that he was as good as invisible to her the whole time?


    He let his fingers slip over his arm where Colin’s tribute was etched. The grief he’d supressed for all these years took hold in his chest with unhinged ferocity. For such a long time he had pushed back the urge to let it out. He had turned it into fuel for his hate toward his mother. But lying alone in the dark, knowing his ma had got away, and that the only thing that mattered in his life was tucked up asleep at her house—he couldn’t stop the flow.


    The first salty traitor tested the front lines, creeping over his cheekbone alone. Safe in the shell of his ear, it signalled the rest of the army of misery to break free. Tears surged forth with the kind of intensity he could expect after having never cried since he was a child. Staunch until the last, he lay in the dark, stifling the sob that wanted to rip from his throat. He felt shit enough for crying like a wimp—no way was he going to admit how badly he lost control by sobbing like a sissy, too.


    His nostrils flared, and the surging of his chest with each supressed moan became too large to hold in. A ragged cry split the eerie quiet of the night as he admitted to himself that yeah, he was human after all. The outpouring had begun, and there was no stopping it until the last inch of his misery seeped from his soul like an oozing wound.


    The feeling of release was so foreign. Such an intensity of emotion that wasn’t coupled with rage was new. He didn’t quite know what to make of it. Truth be told, it scared him a little how out of control he felt. But at the same time he could recognise the necessity. For too long he’d held it in, and for too long he’d suffered because of it. When such misery was contained within, he could hardly be blamed for the cold-hearted, asshole he had been all these years.


    If only Steph were here to help him.


    


    ***


    


    Trevor woke with a start, sweat beading on his body. Fuck, I hope this isn’t one of those warning dreams. Steph had been tied to a chair, her hair a nest of dirt, and blood. He’d been on the far side of the room, trying to get to her, except his legs didn’t want to move when his knee-caps had been blown out.


    Bile rose in his throat at the vivid memory of his nightmare. He hadn’t dreamt for such a long time, and to have one now, like this? Fuck. He had to talk her out of it. Who cares what she’d forked out for her fare—he’d reimburse it five-fold just to know he wouldn’t be held responsible for anything that happened to her. He couldn’t go through that shit again. Never.


    The crumpled sheets wrestled with his feet as he tried to get up. Barely a slip of light broke the motel curtain; it was bound to be early still. At least he wouldn’t miss his flight. Trevor’s tired joints creaked, and cracked as he rose to carry his weight to the kitchenette. Coffee would shake him out of it. Nothing like a good brew early in the morning to kick his senses in the nuts.


    He stirred the pathetic portion of milk supplied in the fridge into the stale, instant blend. Reaching a tolerable shade of brown, he took a sniff of the cheap sachet coffee, and drew a grimace. Note to self—bring own coffee next time. He tipped the complimentary caffeine down the sink, and shrugged his jeans on. A fresh t-shirt lay on the back of the armchair from his preparations last night, and he pulled it over his head before toeing his boots on, and grabbing his wallet from the nightstand. Nothing seemed out of order in the room, and satisfied he had everything, he tossed the red duffle over his shoulder and headed for the door. The weapons he’d brought from Boris were stashed at Pete’s place, and he never got the chance to tell the mug where. Must give him a call. He dreaded the conversation, because as much of a skilled killer, and fighter he was, he was also a hopeless liar.


    A crisp morning breeze ruffled his hair as he stepped outside, and paused to decide how he’d get to the airport. Train? Or taxi? Train seemed less hassle, so he turned right at the sidewalk, and headed for the station. He ran a hand over his stubble, and sighed. It would be nice to get home, to his own comforts, his own things. Simply a pity he wouldn’t be staying long before he’d need to head off to see Mickey.


    His mate had come through with the car, which was good. All he had to hope was that it was something decent so he wouldn’t be left broken down on the side of the road, halfway there—as lovely as that would be. He couldn’t lie to himself and say that he didn’t dread the impending showdown. Last time he’d faced off against Mickey, he’d removed two of the thug’s fingers, but also received a broken arm in the process. Turned out the guy was no less feral, even when he was bleeding profusely from freshly amputated digits.


    Trevor scuffed a dry leaf along the pavement while he willed himself to carry on. All he wanted to do was fall into a crumpled heap on the side of the road, and refuse to move like a child having a tantrum. He was tired. He’d had enough. But he wasn’t ready to retire yet. He had things to organise before that was an option, namely finding the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his years with before he figured out where. But, with the way his headspace was at these days, he’d be luckier than Pete if he happened across such a woman.


    Even more reason why he felt shit knowing the risk Steph would be in over the next week.


    Pete deserved his future with her.


    He had to get her to stay in Australia.


    He couldn’t deal with the stress.
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    Steph glanced between the itinerary in her hand, and the departures board. How was it she managed to forget six simple digits every time she did? She should have had it memorised by now, but no. She located the line showing her flight third from the bottom, and noted the check-in was open. Being an international, she had a ridiculous amount of time to waste prior. At least she still had to call her dad. There would be a good half hour or more.


    Young back-packers mixed with wearied holiday-goers at the queue to get her luggage checked in. At least she didn’t stand out like a sore thumb in her plainly dressed, over-tired state. She’d managed to hunt out a pair of flat shoes in the wardrobe, but purchasing more comfortable kicks were definitely on the agenda when they touched down. Somehow five-inch heels didn’t seem like practical footwear for the kind of activities they would partake in.


    The middle-aged, brunette lady behind the desk smiled, and ushered her forward. Still hard to stomach how happy some people could be at this ungodly hour of the morning. Her suitcase went through without a hitch, well below the weight limit. She passed the documents over to the lady, who tapped furiously at her keyboard, whacked a stamp over the sheets, and slipped everything back to Steph inside her passport. She thanked the woman, and bagged the documents in search of a café, or the like. Anything that had enough espresso to wake up a small army would be adequate.


    One over-priced Styrofoam cup later, Steph stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows, watching the ground staff go about their business. The organised chaos that went on beneath the colossal planes was enough distraction to keep eighty per cent of her brain off the thoughts that had kept her up all night. How she was even standing, who knew?


    “Morning, Lovely.”


    She startled, and cursed as the lava-hot coffee sploshed over her hand.


    “On edge?” Trevor smiled.


    “Not at all.”


    He simply stared at her, with a half smile tweaking the corners of his lips.


    “Okay, yeah. I’m worried. Worried I’ll fuck it all up, worried I’ll get hurt, and worried I’ll get in your way. I feel as out of place as a pensioner at a One Direction concert.”


    He chuckled, and lifted his own million-dollar mug to his lips. “You sure you don’t want to gracefully exit while you still can?”


    “Positive.”


    He grumbled into the mug as he sipped.


    “Do you think I should?”


    “Without a doubt.”


    Steph stared pointlessly out the window. The fact she was being a reckless idiot wasn’t in question, more so if the benefits of her actions would be worth it. “What would you do?”


    “Protect those I loved.”


    “So why are you advising me against this?”


    Trevor sighed, his unshaven appearance ageing him a little. “You’re inexperienced. There’s too much at risk, and most of all, I don’t want to be the one explaining to Pete what happened.”


    “Then don’t.”


    He growled, and rubbed the side of his face. “You are the most stubborn woman I have met, and considering I’ve been graced with Sharon’s presence, I think that says something. Ask yourself this, Steph. Why are you doing it—really? Where will you be able to do the most for Pete? Here, or a million miles away? If you’re only out to prove something to yourself, then take a step back and see what a fucking idiot you’re being by placing yourself in such danger. Jesus, Joseph, and Mary woman—think of your family.” He huffed, and shook his head. “You’ve got options. People like me don’t. Some of us can do this kind of thing without being selfish, because we don’t have anything to leave behind.”


    He stalked away from her, tossing his coffee violently into a trashcan as he passed it by. She stood shocked by his honesty. He’d called her out, and the giddy nerves that told her she was about to do the wrong thing exploded into a full-blown anxiety attack.


    Steph stumbled to a near-by seat, and flopped into it. She pulled her phone from her bag, and dialled her dad. He would be able to clear her foggy thoughts. She needed a devil’s advocate, and who better than someone who wasn’t involved in any of this yet. The ringing dragged on, and she contemplated trying again later, when he picked up.


    “This is early for you, Sweetie.”


    “Dad.” Her voice cracked. Hearing his dulcet tones placed her back in the headspace of a scared teenage girl, huddled into her father’s chest.


    “What’s the matter, Steph? Are you safe?”


    “Yes, Dad. I’m safe. I need advice though.”


    “Of course.” Muffled sounds of him moving around scratched through the line. “Let me sit down.”


    “You have to promise not to judge, okay?”


    “Sounds ominous.”


    Steph drew a deep breath. Telling him everything without coming off as crazy would be hard, but maybe that was the kicker right there? If it sounds crazy, then you probably are crazy.


    She nestled her legs beside her on the seat, and recounted the past few weeks to her dad. His short breaths, and unimpressed grumbles punctuated her rambling every so often, but he kept quiet throughout, and let her finish with her recent conversation with Trevor.


    “I’m not passing judgement, Steph … but have you lost your goddamn mind!”


    His uncharacteristic yelling cut a fresh wound, and tears sprung forth. “I don’t want him to die, Dad,” she sobbed into the phone.


    “Can you hear how ludicrous this sounds? You’re telling me you decided that the best way to protect him—a goddam murderer—is to become one yourself.”


    “I realise it sounds worse than—”


    “Worse than it is? What could be worse, Steph?” He muttered a few incomprehensible words while she struggled to keep her sobs inside. “Honey, are you still on your medication?”


    How could he know? The thought she sounded crazy enough for her dad to even question if she had stopped taking her pills cut like a knife. Did she sound that nuts? “It’s been a week or so, but I’ve been so happy since Pete came along.”


    “Steph, baby. You know you can’t stop your anti-depressants without the doctors say.”


    “I thought I was fine.”


    “I know you did, but Sweetie, you’ve had so much stress lately. Look, I’m coming to get you”


    “No, I’m fine. I’ve got a lift home.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yeah.” She hiccupped a breath. “I’m sure.”


    Her dad let out a long sigh. “I expect you to call me when you get home. And I expect you to be over for dinner tonight. We haven’t finished talking through this, okay young lady?”


    “Yes Dad.”


    “I love you, Steph.”


    “Love you too, Dad.” She ended the call, and dropped her phone on top of her bag.


    Steph drew her knees up, and buried her face in her legs, letting the tears leak in intervals. Her dad knew she had stopped her meds. And of course he did. Why wouldn’t he? She’d madly hatched a plan to join a hit man on the other side of the world to kill her boyfriend’s mother. If that wasn’t a brief psychotic episode, then what the fuck was?


    And you told yourself this would never happen again.


    She startled when a heavy, yet gentle arm fell across her shoulders, and she was pulled to the left. Trevor sat beside her, and brought Steph to his side, giving her shoulder a squeeze. He avoided her eye contact when he spoke.


    “I’ve called Pete.”


    “What?”


    “When I didn’t think I could stop you myself, I pulled the big guns.”


    “Shit.”


    “Sweetheart, he’ll only be angry because he cares. To be honest, I think the thought of what you tried to do scared the shit out of him.”


    She chuckled. “I can’t imagine seeing him scared.”


    “Look a little harder. Most of the time, it’s all he is.”


    Steph settled into Trevor’s hold as her insomnia caught up. She drew her eyes shut, intending to rest for no more than a few minutes. Morning sun streamed in the windows, and she relished the warmth it brought to her legs where it touched her skin.


    Only a few minutes, and then I’ll head out front to wait for him….
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    Pistol crouched down in front of Steph, and shook his head. The woman was mad if she honestly thought her hair-brain plan to shadow Trevor had been the only way to see an end to the madness. He reached out, and stroked her hair from her face. His eyes cast right to find Trevor watching him with keen interest.


    “Look at her, Pete. She needs you here.”


    He closed his eyes, and pushed the thought of abandoning her away. She had family here, and friends who would support her. His skills were better utilised where it would make the most impact in the long run.


    “She’ll understand.”


    “I bloody hope so, Son. Especially since you need her to change the ticket.”


    He looked to the terminal clock. They had half an hour to sort the name-change out before he would need to enter customs. As much as it pained him to wake her from such a moment of peace, he laid a hand on her face, and stroked his thumb across her cheek. Steph’s eyes fluttered open, and she straightened the moment she realised she had her head on Trevor’s chest.


    “Pete. I’m sorry.”


    “Ssh, Love. We’ll have all the time in the world to talk it over when this is done. But right now, Cutie, I need you to come with me.”


    She looked across at Trevor, who smiled, and nodded. “Why?” she asked. “Where are we going?”


    “I need ya to authorise the change of name on the ticket.”


    She stared blankly, rubbed her eyes, and tipped her head to the side. “What?”


    “I need to change the name on your ticket to me own.”


    The moment he’d been dreading was as painful as he expected. Her chin quivered, and she looked to Trevor for support. The big guy nodded again, and her tears started anew from puffy, red-ringed eyes. “You can’t go, Pete. You can’t go,” she sobbed.


    He wrapped his arms around her shaking form, and stroked her hair. “I’ll be fine, Love. I won’t be doin’ nothin’ I haven’t done a dozen times before.”


    “You can’t go,” she repeated into his shirt.


    “Come on, Love. We haven’t got a lot of time. I need ya to be brave.”


    Her nostrils flared while she nodded. He shuffled back to give her space to stand, and hand-in-hand they walked to the check-in. They presented their details, and request to the lady at the desk, who spent the next ten minutes alternately tapping, and phoning people to arrange the swap. He drew Steph into his arms while they waited, laying kisses into her hair every so often. As usual, she smelt fucking divine.


    “Love, you’ll need these.” He pulled free, and fished his keys from the pocket of his jeans.


    Her skin was soft in his grasp as he pressed the keys into her palm. She simply stared at them like they were a piece of alien technology.


    “You need a way to get home, and I need me car taken care of.”


    She looked at the keys, then at him like he’d lost the plot. It dawned on him that he’d never actually seen her drive.


    “You do know how to drive, right? Ya have a licence?”


    She smiled, and his heart broke all over again. “Yes, Babe. I can drive.”


    The desk attendant interrupted, and passed the new boarding passes across inside his passport. Thank fuck he’d kept the thing up-to-date. Trevor greeted them as they moved to the side.


    “Hate to interrupt, my Lovelies, but I’ll see you on the other side of Customs, yeah?”


    He nodded.


    “Steph,” Trevor crooned. “You are one amazing woman. Yes, a little crazy, but amazing nonetheless. I’ll be sure to get this mug back to you in one piece. It’s been a pleasure.” He drew her hand, and kissed the back. “Later.”


    “See ya shortly.” Pistol watched his large frame disappear down the escalator, and turned back to the bundle of perfection in his arms. “I ain’t goin’ to say goodbye, because it’s not.”


    Her eyes glassed, and he cursed himself for causing her so much pain in one day. “Good. You’ll be back in seven days, because that’s when the return ticket is.”


    He nodded, stroking her hair over the top of her ear.


    “And I’ll be right here,” she stated indignantly as her voice cracked.


    “Love.” He drew her into his body one last time, and closed his eyes to memorise every inch of how she felt against him.


    He promised her the world, and he’d be sure to deliver. But truthfully he was as worried as she was that he wouldn’t be on that return flight. Mickey-Six was a callous bastard. Not to be mistaken by the fact he had a family. He might be a loving parent, and a supportive husband—but he was also one fucked up sicko when it came to killing.


    “I’ll call ya when we arrive.”


    “You better.”


    “And every night before ya go to sleep.”


    She nodded, as the tears ran down her face to drip from her jaw. He swept his sleeve along the soft edge, and collected the few yet to fall.


    “You have to understand why I’m doin’ this, Love. It’ll never stop. If I don’t take care of it, we’ll always be livin’ in fear of who’s next. Murray won’t stop, and neither will Ma. They’ll be after me, and they’ll be after you. I can’t have that. I can’t live on the run. It’s not what you deserve.”


    “Just come home,” she whispered.


    He sighed, and kissed her forehead, her nose, and then her sweet lips. The salt of her tears pricked on his tongue, but nothing could have stopped him. Her free hand wrapped around the back of his neck, and he gripped the side of her face in his palms. A kiss which had started out as a slow show of adoration, soon transitioned to a frenzied need for each other.


    He couldn’t give a fuck if the Pope was watching. His girl needed to know she was loved, and he needed to know, that she knew. He wouldn’t be able to board the plane without feeling satisfied she understood how much she meant to his world.


    Her breaths came staggered as he broke free, and pressed his forehead to hers. “I better go, Love.”


    She sniffed, and nodded. What he would do to split himself in two so he could be both places at once.


    “Just come back,” she mumbled as he mustered every ounce of will power to take the first step away from her.


    Pistol nodded curtly, and turned for the escalator Trevor had disappeared down moments before. The moving stairs crawled at an agonising pace. He turned back, and spied her over the top, watching him go. She blew him a kiss, and without a second thought, he lifted his hand to catch it, and stuffed it in his pocket.


    Her hands flew to her face, and she turned away as he dipped below her floor level.


    Pistol pressed his eyes shut as he turned, and took a long, deep breath. He bottled the remnants of his heartache, guilt, and despair at leaving Steph behind, and shoved them in the cage with what was left of Pete.


    His life was about to be catapulted back into one he tried so hard to get away from, and he would need every ounce of twisted, angry motherfucker he could summon to make it through.


    Trevor met him as he stepped through the customs checkpoint, and slapped him on the shoulder. “How you doing, Son?”


    “Ready to go fuck some people up, Brother.”


    “Atta boy.”
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