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    Steph wiped the tears from the corners of her eyes, and turned for the exit. Who gave a flying fuck if she looked like a watercolour raccoon? Her heart had slipped down the escalator with Pete, and the looming darkness over the horizon mocked her with the knowledge of how alone she'd soon be—even if Pete had stayed.


    Why now? Why did her damn mental illness have to rear its fucking head now? Of course she knew the answer—stress. But accepting that as the answer, and letting her demons win again seemed like such a cop out. What did she learn from the first time, if not how to avoid falling into that same pit of despair? Was she so weak that she’d knowingly lead herself there without a fight?


    The thought of Pete returning to Ireland scared the living daylights out of her. He knowingly walked into a place filled with people who would rather see his mangled corpse six feet under than thriving a world away from their own. Why couldn't his parents let him go? Why couldn't they simply let him be?


    Why couldn’t he let it be?


    She drew her chin further to her chest, and walked through the automated doors into the rising heat of the day. The parking building sat before her—multiple levels of numerous cars. She cursed under her breath. The thought hadn't occurred to ask Pete which level he parked on. Her mind had been completely lost in the panic of letting him go.


    She slipped the ticket he’d given her into the pay-machine, and sorted the parking fare before turning for the walkway. With each step forward she took, her heart sunk further into the floor. Leaving the airport simply cemented the fact Pete was about to be a bazillion miles from her, on another continent entirely. But what else could she do? Camp out at the airport until he returned? That wouldn't stop him from going now, would it?


    Besides, she had a freaking funeral to attend tomorrow—wouldn't that be a joy? In her current state, how would she cope seeing Ivan? Everybody would expect them to be close, yet the sheer thought of being in the same room as him sent shivers down her spine.


    He had been her closest friend, and he threw it all away for a chance to be as screwed up as his brother. Who could have seen that curve ball coming? Despite how much she knew it wasn't her fault in the slightest, it still shattered the trust she had carefully reconstructed after Richard’s stunt. If Ivan turned on her, then who would be next? Who could she trust to have her back? To share her darkest secrets with?


    Such thoughts led her overbearing paranoia down a dark path, toward doors that should stay shut. Behind them lay her deepest fears—fears that the next person to rip her world apart would be the only one holding it together. What if Pete never came back? And worse, what if that was his choosing?


    By the time she reached the first level of vehicles, her heartrate had doubled, and a fine sheen of sweat coated her palms. All this time alone was already twisting her thoughts against her. How the fuck would she make it through a whole week if she couldn’t make it to the bloody car?


    Steph employed the only diversion tactic she knew worked when her thought patterns threatened to send her into a panic—she counted the colours of the cars. Level one brought twenty-eight blue, fourteen red, and seventeen white. Level two had accumulated nine black, twenty-one white, and seven blue before she came across the familiar back end of the rat-rod.


    Her heart came to a complete stop, seizing her lungs for the briefest of seconds while she fought to compose herself all over again. There it sat—something of his—and with the knowledge that he’d been in it mere hours before came the sadness that he wouldn’t be for a whole week.


    Pathetic? Maybe. But her heart shattered anew at the tangible connection she had before her. A last link.


    The last thing she needed was to think as though he wouldn’t return. Her state of mind already memorialised everything of his as though his fate was sealed. But in a way, it was. They were only two men—Pete and Trevor—going up against how many? How many others were on Murray’s pay roll? How many others had secret vendettas against the one that got away?


    Steph pressed the button on the keys, and watched with glazed eyes as the lights flashed twice. Her hand shook as she brought it to the handle, and opened the driver’s door. His scent immediately wafted out to greet her; cologne, mixed with stale smoke.


    Had he been smoking on the way over? He’d said he would quit, and it had been an age since she’d seen Pete with a cigarette between his lips. Perhaps that was an indicator of how nervous he was about returning to his hometown?


    God, could she die inside any more?


    Pity for herself, and her current situation soon morphed to anger at how unjust it was to suffer this condition yet again. Her entire teenage years she’d been the happy, outgoing kid, always up for a day out with her besties. And then that night happened. Richard didn’t just strip her of her virginity, but he ripped her confidence from her, her love of life, and her trust of the people close to her. Had he ever known how badly he’d ruined her life? Did the guy ever feel an ounce of remorse for what he’d done?


    Not likely.


    Fuck Richard. Fuck him and his twisted idea of control. He'd hit on her plenty before that night, but nothing could have told her how sick his desire truly was. How was she to know he planned every detail of how he would take her? How was she to know exactly what would happen if she agreed to go to a bonfire party with one of the people she was supposed to trust like family?


    The saddest part of it all, was she still ultimately blamed herself for everything that happened: that night, before, and in the months that followed.


    If the act of removing any trace of her dignity wasn't enough, Richard had systematically ripped her world apart lie by lie as the days dragged on. Six days it took for her to feel well enough to attend school—and then what had she found? A social structure, turned against her by the malicious lies of one boy, who given his father's social stature in the community, held the captive attention of the masses.


    What sheep teenagers could be. What easily manipulated souls they were, eager to be told the gossip that would sate their sick desire to feed on the misery of others. Because nothing props up a broken spirit like knowing another one is worse off.


    Steph dropped into the seat, and pulled the door shut behind her. The confines of the cabin, narrow windscreen, and bucket seat eased her need to feel hidden from view. The world could be a nasty place, and on days like today, she simply wanted to hide away until it was a better day. Dragging those memories up was counter-productive to her problems, but even after so many years, she couldn’t quite walk away from that part of who she was.


    Pretending it never happened. pretending she was okay was the ultimate lie.


    The key turned easily in her hand, and the engine shook to life with a glorious, throaty rumble. Steph sat in the idling rod for a moment, simply enjoying the soothing timbre of the V8.


    Pete would be okay—or so she would keep telling herself. Like he’d said, it wasn’t anything he hadn’t done a million times before. The thought of going up against another in a life or death situation was foreign to her, and therefore understandably frightening. But for a guy like Pete, was it frightening anymore, or did a person get conditioned to that kind of thing after so many years of it? What exactly had he seen as a kid that made him so indifferent to the pain of others?


    Too much for someone so young—that’s what.


    Despite her best efforts to reassure herself that the fear she harboured for Pete was purely substantiated from her own worries, she couldn't stop the barrage of 'if's' that assailed her every second her mind stood idle. What if she'd never met him? What if she'd stopped him from seeing his mother? What if she'd tried to get Derek to persuade him this wasn't a good idea? Why didn’t she beg Trevor to do something to stop him?


    Steph sighed, and slotted the rod into reverse.


    More to the point, was why did she feel the need to worry over the things she couldn't change?


    The thump of the engine echoed around the concrete structure as she backed into the narrow aisle. The gears sat close together, and it took her a few shifts while she drove out of the building to get used to the proximity. Her arm pumped as she wound the window down at the gate to slip the ticket into the machine. The barrier lifted, and Steph rumbled out into the sunshine, concealing her brewing storm deep inside.


    Pete was gone, and there wasn’t a single thing she could do about it.
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    Pistol yawned, and shifted his cramped legs for the umpteenth time. Cattle class was such a squeeze. A midget would find it uncomfortable. He glanced across at Trevor who sat two rows up on the opposite side of the plane. The big guy slept—his head lolled into the aisle. The attendants kept shimmying past sideways rather than disturb him. Such a spectacle could have been pretty darn funny if it weren’t for the gravity of where they headed.


    He’d assured Steph everything would be okay, but truth be told he was scared shitless. He hadn’t been so unsure of his survival since those ingrained memories of his childhood, hiding out in the pantry with Colin while his father yelled the house down. His father. It disgusted him to realize he still thought of Murray as that—his father. It enraged him more to think again of how he’d never get the chance to know his true father better. Never have a chance to learn what he could have turned out like if he had been given another path in life.


    Was it only that? Was it only his upbringing that made him who he was now? The argument could be made that blaming a persons surroundings for their choices in life was a pathetic excuse for the actions of an individual. Yes, he should be held accountable for his decisions, but he couldn’t shirk the thought that the lack of love, and interest in his development as a child at least contributed to the man he was today.


    A person hardly saw many prep-school educated, Sunday churchgoers committing base crimes, did they?


    Nope. That kind of scummy behaviour was usually reserved for the people in the world who thought they had no other option. People who thought they wouldn’t be given a second chance no matter how hard they clawed at the sides of their dirty hole. People who had tried to do right by the world, and simply had their intentions shat back in their face.


    People like him.


    His mother sure took a huge portion of the blame for the angry man he was now. Colin’s death at her hand sure extinguished any flicker of love he may have had for the woman. Maternal ties be damned—he wished she were dead. He would make sure she was dead by the time he returned to Australia.


    But he couldn’t overlook the influence Murray had on his attitude to life. Criminal activities aside, the man never once took the side of his children. He knew what Pistol’s mother did to her boys, and yet he chose to turn his back on them, and leave their fate in the hands of a woman driven mad in her need for another hit. Pistol had told Steph he was afraid of being his father—if only he’d known he was afraid of being Murray.


    Going back to Ireland only showed how much of the man ran through his veins. Revenge was the kind of thing Murray was deep into. Many a time as a kid he’d seen the wrath of his ‘father’. He’d learnt how long it took a man to bleed out at the age of nine. He’d learnt how quickly pigs could dispose of a body at age eleven.


    Those things were chump change compared to what Murray could do with the inside of a person’s head. The asshole’s greatest weapon was his ability to drive a person crazy. He was the master puppeteer, and over the years he had manipulated many a person in doing what he wanted of them, for little or no pay-off for the sucker. Men had killed for Murray, and been killed in return. Women had whored themselves to him, and been ostracized from their families in return. Children had run drugs, and money for the man, and been traded into slavery in return.


    The guy was the devil himself.


    And here he sat, on a plane intending to confront the man.


    Pistol drew a sigh, and ran the makeshift plans through his head once more. He’d go to Murray first, and hear the reasons for his parents betrayal straight from the horse’s mouth. Getting sense out of his mother was like asking a toddler to tell you how to complete a thousand piece puzzle; you’d get there in the end, but the process would be long, and torturous. He simply wanted to hear why the assholes hadn’t let him live with his real father. The thought it was Alex’s choice to leave him with such neglectful parents scared him a little. The man was his only fantasy of parental love. He wasn’t sure if that was a fallacy he wanted shattered yet.


    After Murray would come the second half of the plan—Mickey.


    Pistol wasn’t an idiot. He could admit it had been too many years that he’d been out of the game. Richard had been the first kill he’d made in ages. Going up against a career criminal like Mickey was akin to the mouse fighting the lion; he could only hope he could scare the guy into submission before having to use force. Even with Trevor, they would be hard matched against a guy like Mickey.


    Murray, and Mickey.


    M & M’s.


    He chuckled to himself, and drew the curious glance of the young girl in the seat next to him. She looked up from her movie player, and smiled. He returned the gesture, noting the Disney movie she watched, full of princes, and princesses. The choice showed such innocence, and such a naive belief that fairy tales could happen. His heart ached for the kid. Her mother flitted her gaze between the two of them, interested in what interaction her child had with the trouble-looking man in the end seat. He wasn’t blind to the judgment the woman passed the minute he took his seat before take-off. She hadn’t responded when he’d offered a ‘hello’ for Christ’s sake.


    Time was, he’d never cared what anybody thought about the first impression he made. But now, something had shifted, and he was fucked if he could work out what, exactly. Why did he care so much what others thought of him, yet still harbour the same hate that drew him home once more? Was Pete finally learning to get along with Pistol? He sure hoped so. Any luck at a future with Cutie would depend on him learning to mesh the two halves of his personality.


    What kind of future did he want? Kids were a definite, but he hadn’t broached the subject with Steph. Did she want kids? Could she help him to adjust to being a father? His desire to have a spin-off of himself was matched only by the fear he’d screw the child up from the get-go. No doubt if kids were in the picture, then Steph would want to get married first. Steph O’Malley. He sounded it out in his head, and chuckled again. Fuck’s sake, would he be drawing their initials on his arm next?


    The food trolley pushed through the curtain separating first-class, and their section. He watched the slender attendant while she poured coffee, and tea—unable to stop comparing her movements to Steph. He pitted everything about the woman against Cutie: the rise of her cheekbone, the length of her hair. The way she held the coffee pot. Shit, he had it bad when he needed to break every woman down into what it was about them that set Steph apart from the crowd.


    He closed his eyes, blocking out the sounds of clinking dishes, and seat-back trays locking into place. For a few blissful moments he managed to take himself back to the last time they’d been together. He ran his imaginary hands over her sides one last time, feeling the soft skin where her hipbone jutted out. His thumbs traced a line toward her centre, and the scent of her arousal tickled his nostrils.


    “Coffee, Sir?”


    Mmm, Sir.


    His eyes snapped open on the curious attendant who flicked her gaze away from his crotch. Shit. The little fella was hard. He whipped the tray down, and hoped like hell the girl next door was too involved in her movie to notice anything she shouldn’t know about at such a tender age.


    “Aye. Black thanks.”


    He glanced over at the blonde girl, and sighed at the sight of her engrossed in the singing candelabra.


    “Ma’am?” the attendant asked the child’s mother as she poured Pistol’s cup.


    “Tea, please.”


    He lifted his gaze to the woman, and a foreign flush swamped his cheeks when she scowled in return. Jesus, did everybody feel it necessary to look at his dick around here? He shifted in the seat, and took the cup the attendant offered. “Thanks.”


    She smiled, and poured the tea while he sipped the hot brew. The mother’s arm extended across her daughter, and met the outstretched hold of the attendant. He averted his gaze, feeling the damn flush intensify as the attendant’s uniformed bust moved into his personal space.


    He had to give these women credit. It couldn’t be easy working in such tight confines with so many strange people. He could imagine they’d had to contend with the unwelcome advances of a few perverts in their time. Pistol looked up as she unlocked the brakes on the cart, and caught an apologetic smile. He offered what he hoped was one in response, and busied himself with the coffee once more.


    How would Steph have handled the same situation if she’d been in this seat? His dick hardened anew at the thought of another woman’s breasts pressed into Cutie’s face, and he shifted in his narrow seat.


    This was going to be a long fucking flight.
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    She could make out every word they said. It wasn’t as though being in another room meant she had magically vanished into a soundproof enclosure. Steph drew her knees to her chest, and burrowed her chin into the peak of her knees while she listened to the chaos unfold next door.


    “I told you this would happen.”


    “Save it, Debra. You knew squat. None of us knew she would have another episode.”


    “Least of all you. You let her get around, doing as she pleases, without a single thought of the consequence. What did you think would happen when Derek said she was involved with that boy?”


    “None of us could have predicted it. And second of all, they aren’t kids, in case you hadn’t noticed. Our daughter is a grown woman, capable of making her own decisions.”


    “Well she obviously can’t be trusted to make the right ones.”


    “Would it bloody well kill you to show her an ounce of support for once?”


    “I tried that, Cliff. And she paid no attention to me. Too ungrateful for what she has.”


    “She was a bloody teenager. Not to mention things were a little hard at the time. Would you want somebody telling you what to do with the rest of your life when the one you had was ripped from under your feet?”


    “Excuse me for having a vision.”


    “For who, Debra? Stop trying to live your wasted life through hers.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “You’ve always been jealous of our children’s independence. Stop making her suffer for your oppressive father, for fucks sake!”


    When Steph’s father swore, things were indeed serious.


    She cringed into her legs, burying her face from the light of day. The sweetly, stale aroma of Pete drifted up from the over-sized T-shirt she wore. All she’d stopped for was a coffee on the way to her parents, but two hours after returning to the car with her drink, and plenty of crying fits later, she’d hunted around the rod to find something to wipe her nose with when she found it.


    Something of his.


    The Sex Pistols T-shirt had been over her head before she could say ‘obsessed much?’ The irony of the band’s name wasn’t lost on her, and she snickered into her knees for the second time. A short whoompf brought her attention back around, and she glanced up to see Ben drop a stack of sheets, and blankets on the floor.


    “Up,” he instructed, gesturing his head to the side.


    “Why?”


    “Just do it.”


    She complied, and moved aside to keep out of the way in the corner of the living room. He lumped the couch she had been holed up on around so it sat facing the other with a space of three feet in between. He stooped to pick up a sheet, and flicked it out over top of the furniture.


    “What are you doing?” She had an inkling, but it had been such a long time since they’d done this.


    “Making us a fort.”


    Tears bloomed as she watched him tuck, wedge, and pin the sheets so that in no time they had a not-so-secret hideaway in the centre of the room.


    “In.” He lifted the ‘door’ up for her to enter.


    Steph smiled to save herself from crying, and crawled through the opening. The sunlight cast a muted yellow glow through the material of the sheets. Ben’s feet padded around the couch, and a short time later returned, followed by a thud as he fell to his knees outside the makeshift door. A pillow poked between the sheets, followed by another, and another. Pretty soon, the small space between the sofas had become a cosy nook of soft oblivion—the perfect place for her to bury herself, and imagine a world where nothing mattered. Where nothing could hurt her.


    Where nothing could hurt him.


    Ben crawled through the opening, and nestled into the front of a couch. He held out an arm, and waved her in. Steph clambered over the pillows, and tucked herself into his side without hesitation. They reclined in silence; Steph staring at the patterns the sunlight made on the sheet, and Ben holding her tight, resting his stubbled cheek on the top of her head every so often.


    He didn’t need to say anything. Sometimes the best things in life were said without a singular word at all. All she needed was a safe place, and without having to be told, he’d known.


    “You’re the best brother a girl could have, you know that?”


    “I try.”


    “That’s what makes you so perfect.”


    He gave her shoulder a squeeze, and laid his chin on top of her head. “It’ll be okay, Sis. This will pass.”


    “I know. Just doesn’t make it any easier in the now.”


    He sighed, and gave another squeeze. “That’s why you have your family. For when nobody else understands your crazy ass.”


    She gave him a playful swat across the chest, and wriggled in further to his hold.


    She’d be okay.


    Some day.


    Just not today.


    ***


    The aroma of roasting meat wafted in through the gap made by her dad’s head as he surveyed their hideout. Steph rubbed her eyes, and pulled herself upright waking Ben in the process.


    “You guys know how many years it’s been since I’ve seen that?” their dad asked with an amused smile.


    “I’m placing odds on twenty,” Ben croaked through sleep-worn vocal chords.


    “At least.” He laughed. “Just wanted to let my kiddies know dinner isn’t far off.”


    “Thanks, Dad.” Steph crawled toward the opening while her father held the sheet back. “How long were we out?”


    “A couple of hours.”


    She hmphed in answer, and brought both hands above her head to stretch out the kinks. Ben emerged from the fort, and mirrored her actions.


    “At least I caught up on some sleep.” He ran the backs of his fingers under his nose, and slumped into an armchair.


    “Out all night again, were we?” Such light banter didn’t feel natural, but it seemed the best option to try and keep her thoughts at bay. Images of Pete leaving hung around the edges of the conversation like a dark cloud waiting to pass over.


    “Afraid so.” Ben yawned, earning an un-amused shake of their father’s head as he walked into the kitchen. “Peril’s of the single life.”


    “Yeah. I bet.” She perched on the arm of his chair, and gazed out the window.


    Early evening light cast an orange glow over her parent’s yard. The flowers in her mother’s immaculate garden started the slow close of their petals before the night set in—the blooms all turned inward. She longed to do the same—curl in on herself, and hide away from the cold that would soon set in.


    But humans weren’t afforded the same simple pleasures as a flower. Her only option would be to ride out the storm. And like a sailor faced with a wave taller than her crippled boat, she could only stand by, and watch as the force of the world weighed down on the little she had left.


    If she thought her head was in a bad place today—well, put it this way—she wouldn’t want to get out bed tomorrow.


    Ben’s fingers wove into her clenched fist. She glanced down at her brother, and gave a half-hearted smile. “I hate this part.”


    “The knowing?”


    She nodded. In the middle of a downer, she could bury herself in the roiling emotions as she fought to stay above water. At the end of the ride, she could rejoice in the relief of the climb. But at the start, during the on-set, she harboured the imminent fear of motorist stuck on the train tracks. It approached, it would hurt like hell, and there wasn’t a thing she could do to stop it.


    “At least you know how it goes.” He did his best to ease her mind, and for that, she loved him dearly.


    “I think that’s what scares me more. I know how bad I’ll get. When this happened last time, I think I assumed it would blow over relatively quickly, and that I’d simply feel a little down. But knowing makes it worse. Knowing how low I’m going to be makes me want to cry at the thought of crying.”


    He gave her hand a tug. “Then let’s keep your strength up. Come have dinner, and at least give your body the fuel to fight.”


    She nodded, and took a step back to let him out of the chair. The next few weeks would take a hell of a toll on her body, and the memories of how drained she’d been as a teenager were fresh as a daisy. Steph followed Ben to the dining room, and pulled out a chair.


    Her father placed a plate of carved beef onto the centre of the table, and tossed the tea towel he’d used to hold it over to the counter. “Dig in.”


    “Where’s Mum?” Ben slid a stack of meat onto his plate.


    Their father’s face grew impassive, and he busied himself scooping peas from a pot. “I sent her out.”


    Steph exchanged glances with Ben. Their dad hardly ever stood up to their mum. Most of the time he’d sit by, and pretend he didn’t hear the things she said in an effort at removing himself from her constant stirring. To have him physically send her away was a big deal.


    The three of them tucked into the meal in relative solitude. The occasional clang of a knife, or fork pierced the silence with an ear-shattering clarity.


    “I think I might put the radio on if that’s cool?” Ben crossed the room before anyone could reply.


    Monotonous advertising filled the space between over-played hits of yesteryear. The background noise appeared to help everybody’s appetite however, and dinner came to an end without feeling like another chore in her torturously slow day. The minute Pete disappeared from view, time had slowed to a grind. The stretch between each tick of the clock seemed enough to read a book in. The hours had passed painfully, taunting her as she counted them out.


    Pete said he’d call when they landed, and the first thing she had done once she’d returned to the rod with her coffee, was set an alarm on her phone to tell her when that would be. Seeing how many hours she had to wait set her off crying. Her eyes flitted to the clock, counting out the remaining hours until the plane would arrive in Dublin. A day could pass so quickly when life was good, but give your brain something to look forward to, and twenty-four hours soon became a lifetime.


    Steph scooped up the last of her gravy, and took her fathers empty plate from between his relaxed arms. “Thanks, Sweetheart.” He smiled. She gestured to Ben for his as he stuck the last forkful of meat in his mouth. He handed it over, and she stacked the plates, pushed out from the table, and carried them to the sink.


    “If you wanted to stay the night, your room is made up.”


    Steph turned to face her dad, and shrugged. “I think I’d kind of like to go home—be amongst my own things. No offense.”


    “None taken.” He nodded swiftly, and rose from his seat. “I’m sure you’d rather the distance from your mother, anyway.”


    Ben passed her to grab a cool beer from the fridge. “Are you sure you’ll be okay on your own?”


    “Positive. I’ll call if I need anything.” She matched his stare. “What? I don’t need monitoring.”


    “No, but if you hit rock-bottom the last thing you’ll feel like doing is picking up the phone.”


    Damn him. She wouldn’t either. If she hit that slump, she could foresee a day in bed, hungry, and in denial.


    “I’ll come hang out for a bit,” he insisted.


    Steph sighed, and crossed her arms over herself. “Fine. If it makes you feel better.”


    “It makes me feel better,” her dad admitted. “I’ll sleep happier knowing you aren’t alone with this mess.” He tapped the side of her head.


    “How am I meant to fix this?” she asked him.


    He opened his arms, and let her in for a snuggle. “Who said there’s anything to fix? Once Pete’s issues blow over, I think you’ll do fine.”


    “I hope so.”
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    “How we going to do this, then?” Trevor swung his duffle over his shoulder, and headed for the exit with Pistol.


    He looked over at the big guy as they walked, and sighed. “I thought we could start with Murray.”


    “You sure that’s a good idea? Heading straight to the source of the hit? What if he decides to save a bit of dosh, and take you out himself?”


    “I get the feelin’ he won’t.”


    Trevor’s eyebrows shot up, and he huffed his surrender on the subject. “If you’re sure.”


    Pistol shrugged his jacket closer, and tugged the zipper to the top. The cool Dublin air bit into his exposed flesh, and he grimaced at the sting of the cold. There was a reason he hadn’t missed this place other than his family.


    “I want to know a few things before I cut off my nose to spite me face, so I figure it’s best to ask before I stir the hornet’s nest, ya know?”


    “Yeah, I get you.” Trevor waved down a taxi, and headed for the ranks. “Where do you think he’ll be?”


    “Only one place that bastard is, if not at home.”


    “Yeah?”


    “The track.”


    Trevor chuckled, and opened the door to toss his duffle in the taxi. “Best be at it then, huh?”


    “Yeah.” He let Trevor get in while he took a moment to case out their surroundings. People passed by, oblivious to who these two men were that had stepped foot into the country. Nobody knew his reason to visit, and nobody likely cared.


    Why did he then feel like he should be wary of one of the many people who seemingly went about their business without a second look in his direction?


    “You coming, or what?” Trevor called.


    Pistol ducked into the waiting taxi, and settled into the seat as the driver pulled away from the curb. “Do you get the feelin’ we were watched?”


    “I’d be naïve to think we hadn’t been.” Trevor chuckled. “Eye’s everywhere, Son.”


    The car sped through the streets, and out to his hometown, a short drive from the bustling madness of the city. He let his head fall against the cool glass of the window, and watched the average value of the houses slowly depreciate the further they got from the airport. Before long, they were in the hauntingly familiar run-down streets of where he grew up.


    Landmarks passed by, bringing painful memories with them: the park he had his first and last swing with Colin in, the shop he stole his first pouch of tobacco from, the alley Murray made him commit his first mugging in. What would Steph think if she came here? What would she think of him? Would the esteem she held him in dissipate, and leave in its wake the same lost cause that he believed himself to be?


    The driver pulled up outside the local racetrack, and Trevor sorted the fare while Pistol stepped out to stretch his legs. Dark clouds marred the sky, but unlike in Australia, it wasn’t a definite indication of rain. The only thing it heralded was how dark he was about being back in the place.


    Pistol pulled his phone from the pocket of his jacket, and flicked through the address book while Trevor stepped from the cab. He hovered over Steph’s number; debating if now was in all truth the best time to call. He needed to be cold, calculating, and removed from the situation. Talking with Cutie would only warm his soul, and make him pine for home—his real home.


    He had promised he’d call when they landed though, and if he didn’t do it she’d be out of her mind with worry. As painful as his departure had been on her, he couldn’t inflict more pain when a selfless call would solve the problem.


    Trevor stepped up in front of him as he tapped her number, and lifted the phone to his ear. The rings sounded, long and hollow, before her voicemail clicked in. Not having her answer hadn’t crossed his mind, and a short second passed before he managed to snap his focus to the task at hand, and leave her a message. He pocketed the phone, a frown in place as he considered what she might be doing.


    “Ready?” Trevor asked.


    He nodded, and smacked his open palms against his temples. The sharp burst of pain worked as intended to switch him over from being caring to cruel, and he nodded at the big guy. “As I’ll ever be.”


    The two of them started for the gates. “How long has it been?” Trevor asked.


    “Since I’ve seen the bastard?”


    Trevor nodded.


    “Shite, I don’t know. Too long.”


    They passed through the tall, wrought iron structures, and headed for the stands. True to form, he recognized the leather jacket Murray had worn for the last twenty years, second row from the bottom. A lump formed in his throat, and he forced back his desire to choke.


    Go time.


    Trevor placed a hand on his shoulder, and let Pistol lead the way. The familiar heat of anger grew in his chest the closer he got to the aging thug. He walked casually along the row of seats until he stopped shoulder to shoulder with Murray. Trevor hung back in the row behind, hands in pockets.


    “Took ya fuckin’ time,” Murray sneered.


    “Had to convince myself it was worth the effort, old man.”


    “How was the flight?” He lifted a small set of binoculars to watch half a dozen greyhounds that flew over the dirt on the far side.


    “Long, and unnecessary.”


    “Why would that be?” Murray turned to face him.


    He sucked in a breath at how fast the old prick had aged. Grey laced his hair, and the harsh weather had taken its toll on the man’s face. But most shocking was the vulnerability he’d never seen before. “Why do you think?” he responded. “Don’t ya think a civil conversation could have sorted any issue you had with me?”


    Murray shrugged, and curled his lip up on one side. “Possibly, but not as effectively.”


    “Going to share what’s been goin’ on while I’ve been away from this shithole?”


    Murray grimaced as the race finished, crumpling a slip of paper in his hand, and tossing it at the nearest bin. The litter fell to the ground, and he turned his back on it. “Let’s go for a walk, hey boy?”


    “Lovely day for it,” Pistol scathed, shrugging his shoulders up to stop the wind biting at his throat.


    “Still a fuckin’ soft one, I see.” Murray led them from the stands, and along a service road that ran parallel to the racetrack.


    “Still don’t know a fuckin’ thing about me, I see.” Pistol exchanged glances with Trevor who shadowed the pair at a polite distance.


    Murray nodded back in the big guy's direction. “Is it necessary to bring ya dog?”


    “What can I say? He likes to go for a walk.”


    Murray chuckled, and shook his head. He punched his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket, and stared straight ahead. “What do ya want to know then?”


    “Why? Why can’t ya leave me be?”


    Murray glanced across. “You know of the inheritance, right?”


    Pistol nodded.


    “Guess the old mole didn’t share why she was so concerned about it.”


    “Figure she’s jealous she didn’t get to shoot it all in her arm.”


    The old man sighed. “Aye. You’d be partially right there.”


    “What’s the rest?”


    “She cut me a deal. I get fifty-five per cent if I sort you out so that she naturally becomes the next in line.”


    “You sold me life, for what? A few thousand?”


    Murray’s lips lifted in a cruel smile. “Try a few hundred thousand.”


    Pistol stared down the road, all the while his mind screamed in shock. Alex was that loaded? And he left it all to the son he abandoned? “Why did Alex leave me with ya’s if he knew I was his son?”


    “Agh, slow down hey? One thing at a time.” Murray slipped an arm around Pistol’s shoulder, and tugged him in for a brief clinch. He let go, pushing him back with a subtle flick of the wrist. “You grew into a man with me, boy. You know how this world works. You take what ya can get, and ya leave what ya can’t fix behind.”


    “Thought that’s what I did.”


    “Aye, but some of us back ‘ere have to do the same. I need that dough to start a legit business for me retirement. An old dog like me can’t keep up the thuggery for life. Me joints ain’t what they used to be, and me hearts had one too many a scare over the years.”


    “Glad I could be of service to ya.” Pistol scuffed the gravel underfoot, and flicked the ring in his lip. “Ya asked Trevor to take the old bag out, though. Why?”


    “Why have half the pie, when the whole one’s there for the takin’?”


    “You were goin’ to cut her out, too.”


    Murray nodded. “It burns a little when ya own brother would leave his wealth to a drug-addled bitch like ya mother over his own flesh and blood.”


    “I bet,” Pistol scoffed. “If ya that desperate for it all, then why pay someone to take me out? Why not do it yourself?”


    Murray licked his bottom lip, and ran his teeth over the cracked flesh. “Agh, Jesus boy. I know I ain’t been a father to ya, and truth be told, it was hard when I knew whose you were. As much as we’ve never connected, and there sure as shit ain’t no love lost between us, I can’t do it to ya. You remind me of what I was like as a youngster; so full of hope that the world would change, and I’d get out of this life. It would be like killin’ me only dream.”


    He scoffed at the old man’s admission. “I guess that’s about as close to heartfelt as I’ll ever get from ya, then.”


    “You’d be right.” Murray stopped walking, and turned to face him. “This life never lets ya go, boy. I know what ya want to do, and let me tell ya now—killin’ us all won’t stop the dark blood that runs through ya veins.” He prodded Pistol in the chest with a thick finger. “You can’t hide what’s in here. Ignore it for too long, and the beast gets hungry. Just pray to the Lord above that it ain’t the wrong person who’s about ya when the beast gets free.”


    “All I can say, is I learnt from the best.” Pistol held his hand out for Murray. He took it, and gave it a firm shake. “May the best man win.”


    “I could have sworn you were me own, but given the circumstances, it was never meant to be.”


    Murray dropped the handshake, and turned away. He watched as the old guy wandered over to a side gate, and slipped through into the streets.


    “That was a lot less violent than I thought it would be.” Trevor stood beside him, hands on hips.


    “Aye. He’s never what you expect.”
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    Sunlight burnt a path through Steph’s eyelids as she battled to hold on to those last remnants of sleep. The rest had been so damn refreshing, so free. When she slept, the nightmares weren’t real, when she woke … well.


    She dozed off again, sliding into a deep bliss for a few stolen moments longer. The golden hue of the sunlight seeped back into her conscious, and she rolled to her back, ready to admit defeat.


    Sleeping in the heat of the day asked for a thumping headache anyway.


    Steph opened her eyes, and groaned. Did she have to get out of bed? It’s not as though she had to go to work, or anything. Maybe she could stay in the cloud-like confines of her bedding for a moment longer?


    Yeah, and then what sort of slob would you be?


    Her hand flopped out of the covers to swat at the top of the nightstand. Her fingers found the phone, and with a skilled flick of her index finger, she unplugged the charger, and brought the display into her line of sight.


    11.20am.


    Breakfast, or straight into lunch? Such trivial choices for such trying times. If she stood any chance at making the most of the day she’d need to get out of the house. Which in turn required showering. Which in turn meant she had to get out of bed.


    Steph moaned at her lame predicament.


    Too drained to move from her bed. Who was this person? Certainly not the ‘let’s spring out of bed’ girl she usually was when things upstairs were all in order. The red light on the base of her phone flashed, and she lifted the device up into her line of sight once more to make sure she wasn’t imagining things. The light blinked again, and her heart sunk back into its foxhole.


    The alarm!


    Why the hell didn’t she wake up for it? Steph scrambled from the bed, and flopped unceremoniously onto the floor as she fumbled to wake the screen of her phone. The icon for a missed call glared at her like an angry red eye on the top bar. Even her phone seemed to chastise her for sleeping through Pete’s call.


    The little envelope beside it at least showed she had voicemail. Her back hit the wall with a dull thump, and she drew a long breath to psyche herself up for what he might have to say. Had they hit trouble already? Was he okay? What if he had tried to call her to say goodbye because the shit hit the fan the minute they touched down?


    Calm yourself, Steph.


    She shook her head at the paranoid thoughts flocking in like seagulls to a dropped French fry. Only, the French fry was her last strand of sanity, and the seagulls were her inner demons. There was one way to know for sure what the message said, and that was to listen to the damn thing.


    She thumbed through to the voicemail number, and lifted the phone to her ear as the mechanical voice went through the motions. Her heart skipped when Pete’s voice cut in.


    “Hey, Love. I don’t know exactly what time it is there, but I guess it’s early, and ya sleepin’. Trevor and me got in fine. We’re gettin’ a bite to eat before we see the sights. I, ah … fuck, Love, I wish you’d answered. I miss ya already. I’ll call ya again later.”


    Her chin quivered as the automated voice cut back in to give her the options. She hit the number to listen again, and again. Four rounds later she brought the phone to her lap, and hit the end button with a pained finger. It physically hurt to end the call—to cut the connection to him, as small and worthless as it was.


    The front door slammed, and footsteps tracked their way into the kitchen. Brief panic engulfed her skin in a blanket of fire before she remembered who had followed her home. Steph tugged a plain jumper on over her pyjama set, and made her way through to the living area.


    “Morning, Sleeping Beauty.” Ben placed two bags of groceries on the counter, and proceeded to unload fresh fruit and vegetables into the fridge. “What the hell have you been eating lately?”


    “Food?”


    “Not much at home I’m guessing.”


    She shook her head, and slid onto a chair at the table. “I thought you’d be at work?”


    “Changing jobs soon, so I’ve got a few days they’d rather I took off than have them pay out.”


    “Fair enough.”


    “What are you going to do today?” He leant his elbows onto the counter, and watched her while he peeled an orange.


    “Not sure. But I know I need to get out of the house.”


    He nodded, and tossed the peel into the bin. “Do something that’ll make you feel better. See a movie or something.”


    She could, but then she knew the time would be a waste of money since she’d walk out unable to recall a single thing that happened because she was away in la-la land the whole time.


    “I might see what Cass is doing for lunch.”


    “Ready to explain everything to her? ‘Cause you know she’ll want to know why you’re here, and not on holiday.”


    “Going to have to do it sooner or later.” Beside, who better to understand life with a man like Pete, than Cass? “She usually knows what to say.”


    “She always has something to say,” Ben scoffed. “I’ll be surprised if she finds a guy who can put up with the way she runs her mouth off all the time.”


    “I think she already has.” Gary.


    “Wow. Wonders never cease.” He popped the last segments into his mouth, and downed them after a few short chews. “Anyway, if you’re going to be okay, I’ve got a few things I need to do. You cool if I shoot off?”


    “Fine. Thanks for the groceries.”


    “Any time.” Ben rounded the counter, and gave her a small peck on the forehead. “I’ll see you at the funeral anyway. Do you need a ride?”


    “Nah. Dad’s taking me.”


    “Cool. Go out and do something fun.”


    She watched him duck out the front door as quickly as he’d come in. The guy could be a whirlwind when he was on a mission. Her feet scuffed as she ambled over to the fridge to check out what he’d bought for her. An array of colourful, fresh produce filled her fridge to over-flowing. As much as she wanted to dine on the stuff before it spoiled, her appetite had left the room about the same time Pete did. That meal at her parents last night should surely last her until she picked something up with Cass.


    Steph returned to her bedroom, and picked up her phone, quickly typing out a text to Cass. She tossed it on the bed before her desire to listen to the message once more got the better of her. He’d call again when he was able to.


    He said he would.


    ***


    Cass twiddled the straw in her glass of Coke while they waited on the muffins they’d ordered. Steph watched her, plying her brain for something to say to strike up a conversation. How did she start it? ‘Oh, Pete’s gone back to Ireland to kill his family’? Not likely.


    “You’re hiding something from me. What is it?” Cass narrowed her gaze.


    Called out. “I’m not ‘hiding’ anything.”


    “Fine, you’re withholding information.” Cass smirked.


    “I guess you’re wondering why I’m still here if I booked holidays at work.”


    “Not particularly.” Cass shrugged. “I figured you wanted to lay low, that’s why you hadn’t said anything. But now I am.”


    Steph shook her head, pondering if she should nip the conversation in the bud while she had a chance.


    “Why do you have Pete’s car, though. That I want to know.”


    “He loaned it to me.” Wasn’t a complete lie.


    “Suddenly taken up walking everywhere, has he?”


    Yeah, her skills at fabricating an involved lie were next to hopeless. “He’s in Ireland.”


    “What?” Cass wailed. The people at the table beside them scowled.


    “He’s gone back to try and iron out some issues his family are going through.”


    “Babe, you are such a lame liar. That family are like the damn mafia; they’d top their spouse without a second thought let alone direct blood relatives. I hardly think they’re sitting around a table, sipping tea while they ‘iron out’ their problems.”


    Steph leant back in her seat, and frowned. “What do you know about his family?”


    “Gary and I have been talking a bit at night, and well, you guys came up in conversation.”


    “Great,” she murmured.


    “Nothing bad, babe. He wanted me to understand why Pete is the way he is, you know, so I give him a fair chance with you.”


    Steph’s love of Gary doubled. The guy seemed utterly selfless given what he’d done for everybody—Cass mostly. “How did you do it?”


    “Do what?”


    “Live with that mongrel you ran from? Deal with the kind of world it was?” Steph leant in to the table as she spoke, her voice shrinking to a whisper.


    “No choice in the matter. Sometimes you can’t choose your surroundings, hon, just the path out of there.”


    “But you seem so strong now, and here I am—“ she gestured to herself, “—falling apart at the seams like a damn wimp.”


    “Steph, you’re not a wimp. So what if I seem strong now? I was a fucking mess when Gary carried me out of there. You know how he found me?”


    Steph shook her head.


    “With a rope in my hand, headed for the back yard. I was going to hang myself in the tool shed so nobody would find me until I was past resuscitation.” Tears welled in Cass’s eyes. The weakness was so out of character, it made Steph’s eyes water in sympathy. “I argued with him, scratched him, fought him to try and go finish myself. The silly idiot wrapped his huge arms around me, and held me until I stopped fighting back, until I was a pathetic crying mess. He simply picked me up, and carried me out the gates.”


    “So how did they know it was him who helped you?”


    “It’s a biker clubhouse, Steph; cameras fucking everywhere. You couldn’t take a piss without someone watching.”


    “Worlds apart.” She waved a finger between them.


    “But so alike.” Cass raised an eyebrow. “Question is, what are you going to do about it?”


    “About how alike we are?” Steph was lost.


    “About who Pete is. You’ve gotta find a way to make peace with it, babe, otherwise you’ll never go anywhere but round in circles.”


    “I’ve made peace with his world,” Steph answered, averting her gaze to the table. “It’s how he fits into mine that I can’t work out.”


    “Why? I thought you two had some weird connection, or something?”


    “We do. It’s just, I don’t know, I feel awkward enough as it is when I go to anything that involves my family—you know how my Mum gets.”


    “So you’re embarrassed of him?”


    “No!”


    “Ashamed?”


    “Hardly.”


    “Then what?” Cass asked, clearly exasperated.


    “If this—“ she waved the length of herself, “—is what happens when I get stressed, then will I ever be giving him the best of me if all his history does is stress me out?”


    “Babe, you answered your own question.”


    Steph looked up at Cass, frowned, and curled the corners of her lips down as she slowly shook her head.


    “It’s his history. For fuck’s sake, he’s over in Ireland now, for you. I mean, that is why he’s there right? Otherwise wouldn’t he have done this years ago?”


    She shrugged. It sounded so ideal, but was it true? “I assumed he was doing it for himself.”


    “Not if you ask Gary. According to him, Pete only started worrying about the influence his family has on his life when you showed up.”


    “Really?” Did she honestly have that much influence over him?


    “Fact.”


    The waitress arrived with their muffins, and Cass indicated which belonged to whom. Steph slid the apple, and cinnamon delight toward her, but Steph’s head swirled with new waves of information. She stared at the muffin, lost in her thoughts.


    He went all that way, risking himself for only her? It couldn’t be true.


    “I can see the look of doubt on your face, woman. My last piece of advice before I stuff my mouth with this triple-chocolate goodness, is think hard about what life would be with him, and without him before you do anything rash.”


    True to her word, Cass took an enormous bite of the muffin, and proceeded to make her best ‘O’ face. Steph giggled at the clown, but deep down she itched to be able to speak to Pete.


    She had to let him know that if the only reason he was putting himself on the line was for her, then he was more useful to her alive, and at home.


    She needed to get him back to Australia.
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    “Just have a bloody drink, Son.” Trevor held the door open, and ushered him past.


    Pistol eyed the pub they’d walked into, and let a small chuckle slip. “The first place I took a real drink, eh?”


    “None other.”


    “Fuck, I forgot what it looked like from the outside, but now I’m back in here … Jesus.”


    Trevor laughed, and clapped him on the shoulder. “Come and get your de ja vu on then.” He led them over to the bar, and onto stools.


    “It doesn’t feel right, ya know?” Pistol leant his elbows onto the counter, and clasped his hands together. He watched two blondes work the other side. The bartender in him couldn’t help but pick comparisons between how he worked, and how they poured a drink. One of the two was definitely new.


    “You’ve gotta have a rest.” Trevor sighed. “When the shit hits the fan, it ain’t gonna stop raining until you’ve been well and truly showered in it. So rest up, and fucking look bright eyed when you take them on.”


    The more experienced of the girls bounced over to where they sat, and launched her huge chest onto the counter as she swamped Trevor with a hug. “Hey, you!”


    “Charlie! Great to see you girl.” Trevor thumbed at the beaming blonde. “My cousin.”


    “Nice to meet ya.” Pistol extended his hand, and noted the way her smile faded as she shook it. Good.


    “This over here—“ she pointed to the other blonde, who served a grease-faced, overall clad local, “—is Suzie.”


    “Heya!” Suzie waved. Her dark-lined eyes slid slowly over Trevor, then Pistol. He raised a hand to his face to block her view.


    “Just get me a bourbon, love.”


    Charlie nodded, and raised her brows at Trevor.


    “Same,” he nodded.


    She moved away to prepare the drinks, and Trevor turned on his stool to face him. “Mickey first, then?”


    “Aye.”


    “Plan?”


    “Smash, and grab.”


    “Simple.”


    “That’s how I like it.”


    Charlie returned with the bourbons, and some dark shot in two small glasses. “A wee extra from Suzie.”


    Pistol pushed the shot toward Trevor who downed both before raising the glasses at the smiling girl. She finished up her order, and made no bones about getting her ass down to their end.


    “You—” she raked her gaze over Trevor. “—Must be Trevor from what Charlie’s told me of you.”


    “And what’s that cheeky wench been saying?”


    “Well, she did say if ya weren’t her cousin she’d do ya. I can see why.” The girls tongue slid over her bottom lip before she sucked the plump flesh between her teeth.


    Pistol shook his head, and moved to another stool. The night was far too young to be on the sideline for that the whole time.


    “Yeah, not my scene either,” Charlie joked as she wiped the surfaces down. “You got someone?”


    “That obvious, eh?”


    She chuckled. “Yeah. The boys don’t usually do everything they can to avoid Suzie.”


    “Aye, well she’s not me type.”


    “And who would be then?”


    “Something a lot more respectful than that.” He nodded toward the spectacle Suzie made of Trevor, leaning across the bar and fondling his muscles.


    “At least he’s havin’ some fun, yeah?”


    “At least.”


    Charlie walked away to serve another customer, smacking Suzie on the ass as she passed by. The girl giggled, and promptly locked lips with Trevor. He couldn’t complain—the guy needed a break in his dry spell, and if this was the girl willing to quench his thirst, then so be it.


    Pistol pulled his phone from his pocket, and opened up the Google app. He searched through to the world clock, and did a quick calculation. A little after 8p.m. their time, so a little after 5a.m. for Steph. Not too early, but still, if she was resting, he didn’t want to disturb her.


    He pocketed his phone, and nursed the short glass of bourbon between his inked hands. Trevor had been right with his analogy about the rain. Nothing about this homecoming would go easy on him … hell, either of them. The guys they went up against were serious, career best. And what was he? A lost boy pretending he could push it with the big guns?


    Was this the step too far? Would he find himself lying in a pool of his blood, or staring down the barrel of his maker tomorrow? Would it be so bad to step out now, and find another way?


    But what else was there to do? Murray had said himself the motives for the hit were based on a shit-load of money, and that was one thing he didn’t have to offer. Hundreds of thousands. Fuck. What would it take to buy Murray off, and call an end to this stupid masquerade?


    No point straining his brain over it—not when it wasn’t anywhere near being on the cards.


    He glanced over to Trevor, who was mostly obscured by the curvy blonde who had made her way out from the bar, and now sat perched on his lap. What he would do to have Cutie in his hands, just like that. Fuck, he grew hard at the thought of her soft ass in his palms, pushing her harder into him.


    Pistol downed the last of the bourbon, and waved Charlie off when she gestured for another. He rearranged the problem in his jeans, slid off the stool, and made his way through the pub to the restrooms at the back. No shame in sorting the problem the best he could given the distance between them.


    An older gentleman gave him a curt nod as they passed in the doorway to the men’s, and he dropped a relieved sigh at the empty room before him. Nothing like company to ruin the mood. Picking the cleanest stall, he shut the door, put the lid down, and took a seat. Somewhere in the album on his phone were a few sneaky shots he’d taken of Steph while she had been sleeping.


    He brought an image of her up to full screen, and closed his eyes. In a way, reducing her memory to a basic wank in the bathroom seemed so degrading toward her. But at the same time, he needed to ease the ache in his balls, or sure as fuck, he’d slip up at the wrong moment because his mind lay elsewhere.


    Pistol propped the phone on top of the paper holder, and flicked the catch on his belt. He eased the zipper down, and pulled his still semi-erect fella out for a play. Steph’s milky skin, contrasted against the beautiful colour of her ink, shone from the illuminated display as he stroked himself to life.


    He pushed the image into the forefront of his mind, and closed his eyes, still rapidly pumping his hand in a steady beat. What had the woman done to him? She could twist his mind around in a singular heartbeat without being there. Nobody had ever affected him to the same degree, and sure as shit, nobody had ever made him want to burn the world down to give her paradise.


    The door to the bathroom slammed against the wall, and two noisy men came laughing, and joking into the area. Pistol looked down at his hard, but unsatisfied member, and sighed. He stuffed the dejected little guy away, and zipped himself up. Everything in order, and phone back in his pocket, he drew a deep breath and opened the stall. The two guys paid no mind whatsoever to him as he rounded them to leave the men’s room.


    Trevor remained in the same place as he’d left the big guy; glued to the stool by a blonde firecracker. He caught his eye as he returned to the bar, and Trevor’s face fell a fraction.


    Suzie looked over to where he’d settled on a stool, and smiled as Trevor spoke.


    “What’s up, son?”


    “Not in for it tonight.”


    “Perfect, because we were talking of getting out of here.”


    He looked over to the sexed up couple, and inwardly groaned. “I’m sure ya don’t need a chaperone.”


    “No, that’s true.” Trevor grinned. “But we only got the one motel key, and I can’t promise I’ll hear you knocking.”


    Suzie giggled, and placed both palms over Trevor’s chest, giving him a not so subtle rub.


    “Fuckin’ grand.” He met the apologetic, yet amused eye of Charlie, and shook his head. “Let’s go then.” He could let the pair in, and leave them be. No harm in that.


    Suzie slid from Trevor’s lap, and whispered in his ear before ducking out the back. She returned a short time later with her jacket, and bag. The big guy scooped her into his side, and led the three of them from the place.


    Fuckin’ cut me wrists now.


    Nothing gave a lonely heart pure Chinese water torture like having to escort a horny couple back to a motel room.


    He stuffed his hands in the pockets of his jacket, and shrugged it higher as the night air bit in. Trevor, and Suzie walked at an unsurprisingly brisk pace ahead of him. He grinned, and headed after them at an idling speed.


    If the fuckers wanted to mock him with turning the only place he had to sleep into a fucking boudoir, he’d bloody well torture them right back by taking forever to get to the motel.


    Pistol wound his fingers around the room key, and chuckled.


    Maybe he could have fun after all?
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    For the twentieth time that night Steph opened her eyes into black, and groaned. Why did she keep waking up? Wasn’t as though she hadn’t been exhausted when she hit the pillow the night before. She rolled to her side, and checked the time on her phone.


    5.10a.m.


    The sun would rise soon—doing nothing to warm the shittiest day of her life so far. Well, at least that was how it felt. Richard’s funeral. What a fake fucking affair that would be.


    She closed her eyes, and tossed about for a while, doing what she could to push her mind back to sleep. No such luck. Thoughts of Pete, of what he was up to, of who he was with, where he was right at that moment, all assailed her.


    Cass’s words joined the parade, reminding her to think hard about what it was she was scared of most. Why did it worry her so badly how he would fit in with her family? Did she think that poorly of her father, and Ben, that she thought they’d abandon her if they ever found out the truth about Pete’s past?


    Was that what she was freaking out about the most? If they ever knew it was him that took out Richard, and that it wasn’t his first kill, either?


    So what? He’d never shown an ounce of anger toward her that left her feeling scared, but no matter how many times she found herself in this same situation, thinking the same thoughts, she still worried too much.


    She’d said herself that a person's past didn’t define who they were today, but here she was, worrying the exact thing about Pete. So, why not turn it to a positive? Maybe it was a good thing that he was so dedicated to those he loved. She’d be certain that if the day came they had a family together, he would be the ultimate protector for them. But would she need to worry about him feeling the need to protect her if none of his past came with him?


    Hello pot? This is kettle.


    Look at her history. The things she fretted about were brought on by her past. Richard was part of the current problem, and whose history had he surfaced from—hers.


    Steph ceded to the insomnia, and opened her eyes yet again. She stared into the inky darkness at the ceiling for a while, and then committed herself fully to giving in.


    Her legs flopped from the bed with resignation, and she tugged her jeans back on—still where they’d been discarded on her floor. Leaving laundry lying about was completely out of character, but she couldn’t shirk the reason why she’d done it was because it would be something he did.


    She tugged a jumper over her head, and wandered through the house, collecting the set of keys from the hooks next to the fridge as she went. The front door opened silently, and her shoulders shuddered with the cold early-morning air as she closed the door, and turned for the driveway.


    There it sat, in eerily dark glory—the fading moonlight highlighting the few chrome parts on the otherwise hauntingly black body. Steph pressed the button on the key, and watched the flash of red. She placed her fingers on the handle, and stalled. Electricity fired through her at the thought that everything about Pete was real. Her mind had played the past month over and over to the point she had been left wondering if the good she saw in him was nothing but a delusional fantasy. But being outside, in the cool air, with her hand poised to open the door of the rod cemented the facts.


    Pete was as real as could get.


    Which meant his crazily obsessed love for her was real.


    And that in turn meant the intense cramping in her chest had a reason for being. Her love for him was real.


    They were like fucking Bonnie and Clyde.


    No matter where he went, what he did, she would stay by his side.


    In an instant, the worry she had fraught herself with over the entire night, had lost sleep over, had commiserated over, vanished. She had solved the problem, by simply looking at the rat-rod, and reminding herself how badly her chest ached at the thought of losing him.


    Steph inched the door open, and slipped into the car. She pulled it shut softly behind her, and tucked her feet up onto the driver’s seat. With her arms banded tightly around her legs, she looked over the details of the interior. He kept the panels immaculate. She could have applied her make-up in the glass over the instruments. Her finger ran a lazy line around the shape of the steering wheel. She clutched it in her fist, placing her hand exactly where she’d seen him have his the times they drove together.


    Was this how war-widows had felt when their men marched off to war? Dreading the thought that the memories of Pete she had now would possibly be the only ones she was afforded? Why did she still sully them with ridiculous worries about what her family thought of the man? Who gave a rat’s ass if they didn’t like him? He was everything to her. He made her happy. He showed her love that didn’t require anything in return. He was everything she needed, and just enough else to push her to be better as well.


    Steph dipped her head, and drew a lungful of his musky scent. How could she think like that, though? Compare men sacrificing themselves in the name of freedom, to what Pete did out of cold-blooded vengeance.


    Yet it was his freedom he fought for, wasn’t it? Finishing this mess with his mother, his father would make him free.


    She shuddered a sigh, and withdrew her hand from the steering wheel to turn and look in the back seat. Not much lay there except for the T-shirt she’d commandeered the night before, a pair of boots in the foot well, and a length of rope. Nothing marred the beautifully restored seat.


    Everything in his life was in order, and she couldn’t help but wonder if that was a spin-off from a life of chaos as a child. Did order relax him? Did order bring him peace? So much she still didn’t know about the man.


    What she would do to spend the rest of her life continually being amazed by him, loving every new detail she unearthed about him. What if it wore off though? What if he lost his appeal, or she hers? Where would that leave her?


    Steph smacked the side of her head, and gritted her teeth against the poisonous train of thought. Why did she have to always do that? Degrade everything down until she was certain all the good in her life came with a catch? What if, heaven forbid, he was simply the best thing that had happened to her? Was that so hard to believe?


    God, she needed him there so bad. Every inch of her ached with the need to talk it through with Pete, to hold him—fuck that, to push him up against the car and ravage him. She burned with the desire to be on him, in him, over him, mixed with him.


    Five more days.


    That was all she had to wait.


    Five more eternally long, soul-sucking, hour-by-hour, torture ridden days.
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    “Where are you going?” Trevor pushed Suzie inside with a slap to the ass, and turned back to face him.


    He shrugged. “Leavin’ you two love-birds to it.”


    “You ain’t fucking going anywhere.” Trevor pointed a finger in his face.


    “Excuse me?”


    “In case you’d forgotten, you’ve got a few people out there wanting to take your last breath for a few quid. You aren’t. Going. Anywhere.”


    “So what,” Pistol scowled. “I’m supposed to hang about while you and ya girl get ya freak on?”


    “Wouldn’t be the first time.”


    “Sick bastard.”


    Trevor smiled—the tension of the moment eased. “Takes one to know one.”


    He sighed, and shook his head at the big guy. He couldn’t deny him this. “Fine. But let me get to fuckin’ sleep first.”


    “Hurry the hell up, then.” Trevor tipped his head toward the door. Sounds of Suzie singing to herself drifted out to them.


    “I bet ya twenty she’s a screamer.”


    “You’re on.” Trevor laughed, shaking his head as he followed Pistol inside.


    “What?”


    “They always are with me, Son.”


    ***


    Asleep.


    Yeah, right.


    Pistol lay with his back to the ruckus that had been bouncing around on the bed for the past half hour. Trevor gave him ten minutes—ten fucking minutes—before he recognised the first un-conversation related moan come from their direction.


    He’d spent the next while with his eyes screwed shut, counting sheep, reciting the alphabet backwards in his head, and singing one of his favourite rock anthems five times over. Nothing worked. There he lay, wide-awake, listening to two people fuck the living daylights out of each other.


    Pistol tossed the blanket off, and rolled off the couch. The pair didn’t slow in their pace as Trevor threw a question his way. “Thought you were asleep,” he grunted.


    “A fuckin’ deaf person would have trouble sleepin’ through that.” His point was punctuated by squeal, and a moan from Suzie.


    He wandered over to the small bench top, and picked his wallet, and phone up. With them stuffed in his pockets, he shrugged his jacket on, and stopped by the side of the bed Suzie’s head currently hung off.


    She looked up at him, her expression blissful.


    “Lovely to meet ya, Suzie.”


    Trevor laughed, and hoisted the girl further toward where he knelt in the centre of the bed.


    “You … too … oh.”


    “Don’t you fucking go far.” Trevor strained through gritted teeth.


    “Talkin’ to me, or the girl?” Pistol chuckled.


    He turned, and gladly left the room. Their cries lasted five doors down before he couldn’t hear the mauling that had kept him awake for so long. A few lights were on in the adjacent rooms, but the majority of the motel seemed to be lost to sleep. Lucky fuckers.


    An itch he’d been able to ignore for a good while came at him like a slap to the face. At a loss of what to do with his hands, and with fuck knows how long to kill, the need for a smoke grated on his flesh. He walked out to the roadside, and swept his gaze both directions. The left seemed more likely to harbour late-night shops, so he turned and walked in that direction.


    A short time later, he exited a corner store with a fresh pack of lung-darts, and a new lighter. Immediate relief swamped him at the simple touch of the cellophane wrapper. He tore it open, discarding the flimsy seal into a nearby rubbish bin.


    The sweetly acrid smell of smoke drifted into his nostrils as he fired his first stick to life, and walked the streets until he found somewhere relatively private to sit. The bicycle shed at the local primary afforded shelter, and semi-seclusion—exactly the things he needed when his head was on the chopping block.


    Pistol brought his phone from his pocket, and checked the time. Given the hours that had passed, Cutie would have to be awake. His heart sung with anticipation as he swiped across to her number, and hit dial.


    She picked up on the second ring.


    “Hey, you.”


    An angel’s kiss—exactly the way her gentle voice tended to his saddened soul.


    “Love, I need ya so bad.”


    “Baby, I’ll be right here when you get back.” She choked the last few words out.


    “Sshh. Don’t get upset, Love. Don’t cry.”


    “I can’t help it,” she sobbed. “I’m trying not to. Honestly.” Steph laughed through her tears.


    “Tell me about ya day.”


    “It wasn’t that interesting.”


    “Aye, but it’s yours. Tell me.”


    She sighed, and he made out the sound of her settling in. “Pretty mundane. I hid, I wallowed, I had lunch with Cass, I brooded some more, and then I barely slept.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “What for?”


    “Not bein’ there. Leavin’ ya alone with this.”


    “I’ve done it before, Pete,” she chastised. “I can do it again.”


    “I know, but you shouldn’t have to do it alone again.”


    “You’ve got your own things to sort out.” Her tone fell flat.


    “Aye.”


    “So, um, how is it going? Can you talk about it?”


    “Yeah,” he chuckled. “Trevor’s got himself a bit of tail, so I’m giving them some privacy while he has some fun. I went for a walk, so it’s only me here.”


    ”Oh. Didn’t think you guys would have time for girls with what was going on.”


    His chest compressed at the notes of pain in her voice. “Love, you’ve nothing to worry about. We had a few drinks is all.”


    “Mmm.”


    Jesus, he knew how to stick his foot in it with her. “Cutie.”


    “You’d be worried if I wasn’t a little jealous, knowing there’s women around you, and I’m all the bloody way over here.”


    “I didn’t have any women about me.”


    “No?”


    “No.” He smiled. “Not when the perfect one’s waitin’ at home for me.”


    “So, they tried it on then?”


    He chuckled. “Only one.”


    “Jeepers, Baby. You’re losing your touch.” She giggled.


    The sound lifted his dark mood, and eased the ache he had at distressing her. “I’m sure my touch still works where it matters.”


    Steph sighed. “I’m sure it does.”


    A moment of silence passed.


    “I wish you were here,” she whispered.


    “Me, too.”


    “Come home. Forget it all, and come home.”


    Pistol brought his free hand to his temple, and rubbed the ache from behind his eyes. “I can’t, Love. I have to sort this out. I wish I could.”


    “You can,” she implored. “Just get on a plane, and leave. We’ll work it out.”


    “I can’t have that risk in your life.”


    “Baby, I create enough trouble on my own. Richard, remember?”


    “Shite, the funeral is today, eh?”


    “That it is,” she groaned. “I don’t want to go.”


    “Then don’t.”


    “It would look strange, you know. I mean, nobody else knows what’s been happening; they all think the families are still thick as thieves.”


    “Nice analogy, Love.”


    She giggled. “Didn’t even think about it.”


    “I love hearin’ ya laugh.”


    “I miss laughing.”


    “I promise ya, when I get back, I’ll make you laugh every fuckin’ day. You don’t deserve this shit, Cutie. You should be happy.”


    “And you shouldn’t?”


    “I’ve given up on me.”


    “I haven’t.”


    His groin ached with the need to be with her. “I can’t wait to get home, and fuck that sweet mouth of yours.”


    “Mmm. Can’t wait to taste you, either.”


    “It’s fuckin’ torture, you know, holdin’ on.”


    “Then don’t.”


    What the hell was she trying to say? That he should find himself a slut for a night? Had the woman lost her mind in the space of the last few minutes? “What do ya mean?”


    “Don’t hold back. I want to hear how bad you want me.”


    That dirty little … “Ya sure?”


    “Positive. Tell me, Baby, how hot does it make you to know I’m only in my underwear right now?”


    “Fuckin’ hot.”


    “Or that I’m slipping my panties off over my legs as we speak?”


    “Jesus.”


    “Can you imagine it? Me bent at the waist, kicking the lace aside. Oh, now my hand is at the clasp of my bra. Baby, you’re getting quite the show here.”


    “Fuck woman. I’m as hard as concrete.”


    “Good, ‘cause I have a wet pussy that needs fucking.”


    He growled in response, and settled further into the makeshift seat he’d found against a wall. “Keep goin’.” Pistol flicked his straining erection free, and shuddered at the relief placing his hand over the flesh brought.


    “Mmm, I’m on my bed now, imagining you standing at the door, your belt in your hands.”


    “Put it on then.” He slowly stroked the length of himself, his breaths becoming more laboured.


    “The leather feels so nice against my skin, and oh, you’ve got it so tight.”


    A feral sound escaped from deep within his chest, and the muscle of his cock twitched at the delicious sight he conjured in his mind.


    “Rub yourself, Love. Rub yourself, and imagine it’s my tongue playing with ya.”


    Steph moaned down the line. “Fuck, Pete. I miss you.”


    “You can’t.”


    “Why?” she pleaded.


    “How can you miss me when I’ve stuck my fingers in that sweet, wet hole?”


    “Oh, God.”


    “Is it nice, fillin’ your cunt with my fingers?”


    “Fuck, Pete. Oh, shit.”


    “Faster, Cutie.” He followed his command, pumping his swollen erection. Pre-cum glistened at the tip. “Jesus, Love. I’m fuckin’ glowin’ here. I’m drippin’ thinkin’ of your fingers making you moan like that.”


    “Lick it.”


    He chuckled. “I’ve got too many ribs, Love.”


    “Oh, fuck,” she groaned. “Wipe it off. Lick it off your fingers.”


    He swiped his free thumb over the tip, and shuddered at the delight the touch brought. Pistol brought his wet thumb to his mouth, and sucked. “Mmm, Love. I’m definitely hummin’ for ya.”


    “Tell me how good it tastes. Tell me what it tastes like. I miss it.”


    “Salty, sweet, made just for you.”


    “Fuck, fuck, FUCK.”


    “Jesus, are ya comin’, Love?”


    “Yes, oh god, yes, yesss.”


    The heft of each breath as he brought himself to climax echoed in the still night. Steph wailed down the line as her orgasm took her, and he followed shortly after with a sharp groan.


    “Damn, Baby. I feel so damn good, but it makes me miss you more. How the hell is that?” she asked.


    “I don’t know, Love. But I know what ya sayin’.” The ache in his balls might have halved, but fuck, the ache in his chest had tripled. “I fuckin’ love you so much.”


    “Only you could make swearing sound so sexy. I love you, too. Just come home.”
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    Steph pushed the power cable into her phone, and sighed. The only reason she’d ended the call was because her phone was on its last legs. Pete had sworn he didn’t care about the cost, but a part of her wanted to save him any extra expense. She’d caused him enough trouble in every other aspect of his life; he didn’t need an enormous phone-bill to go with it.


    She tugged a fitted dress over her hips, and strained an arm around the back to get the zipper. Her mobile alerted a new message, and she dived on the device, opening the text.


    IF IT HURTS YOU TO GO, DON’T


    She knew he referred to the funeral.


    I HAVE TO.


    NO YOU DON’T.


    SAYS THE MAN WHO WON’T COME HOME.


    TOUCHE


    She couldn’t expect him to understand. She barely did herself. Whatever reasons she may have for not wanting to go, they were trumped by the loyalty to her family, and the questions her absence would cause. Just because she had issues with Derek’s boys, didn’t mean she had lost the pain she held for him, as well. So what if Richard was a monster? He was still Derek’s son, and Derek didn’t deserve the pain of losing a child.


    How could such evil come from such good? She’d never be able to understand how a loving family, and supportive parents could contribute towards two men who thought it was their duty to take what they wanted when it came to women. Maybe it wasn’t for her to know—or anyone for that matter.


    Maybe some people were simply who they were, and nothing could change that?


    Pete.


    Guess that rule could apply to his parents, which then in a way, allowed her to understand why he had to go through with his revenge. Was it revenge? Or was it necessity? Did he simply do it to make it in the world? A person could hardly class survival instinct as revenge.


    Shit, it was probably a bit of all of the above.


    Her phone vibrated with another message.


    IF YOU GO, BE STRONG. BELIEVE IN YOURSELF.


    Seriously? Was this the same guy?


    BABY, I DON’T NEED ANOTHER SHRINK IN MY LIFE. I NEED YOU. DON’T GO CHANGING ON ME.


    THANK GOD, BECAUSE THAT KIND OF THING TOOK ME FUCKING AGES TO THINK UP.


    She laughed, and sighed all at once. Why did he have to be so far away?


    LOVE YOU, GOOD NIGHT


    NEED YOU MORE


    A solid thumping at the front door startled her, and the phone slipped out of her grasp. Steph snatched the damn thing off the floor, silently praising its shock cover, and set it down on the nightstand. Another softer knock sounded.


    “I’m coming!”


    She reached the front door, and pulled it wide to greet the opposing faces of her parents: one smiling, one sullen. No prizes for guessing which was which.


    “Hey, Dad. Mum. Come in.”


    They followed her inside, and her dad shut the door while she headed into the kitchen.


    “Cuppa?”


    “Love one,” her father answered.


    “Mum?”


    “Water is fine, thanks.”


    Ever so polite, even with your daughter. The usual tension clouded her mother like a blanket as the woman moved about the house, surveying everything.


    “I’m sorry, I know we’re a bit early.”


    She smiled at her dad, and flicked the switch on the jug. “That’s okay. I was nearly ready, anyway.” Thank god they weren’t another half hour earlier.


    “Is that what you’re going to wear?”


    Steph looked down at the dark grey dress, and nodded. “Yeah.”


    “It’s a bit … enticing don’t you think?” her mother commented.


    She closed her eyes, and eased the building anger. “Hardly, Mum. It’s fitted, yes, but the damn thing doesn’t show most of my tattoos, or any ‘inappropriate’ skin.”


    “But it hugs your hips. Your behind will distract every man there. I think you should change.”


    She knew what would sate her mother’s needs—a Jackie ‘O’ inspired twin-set.


    Not. Happening.


    “I think you’re over-reacting. It’s fine. I can guarantee there’ll be some woman there less dressed than I am.” At Richard’s funeral, it was bound to happen.


    “If you insist,” her mother huffed.


    “For Christ’s sake, Debra. It’s fine.”


    “Don’t you start with me,” she sniped, heading for the couch.


    Steph’s dad rolled his eyes her way, and turned to address his wife. “Today is going to be hard enough for a lot of people, so how about we give this upper-crust thing you have going on a rest for one day.”


    Her mother simply stared out the slider, a scowl fixed in place. Unease settled in the room, and Steph couldn’t help but wonder if things between her parents had finally reached an impasse.


    “So, Dad. How was your day?”


    “Not bad.” He smiled, turning back toward her. “Just another day of pottering from one project to the next.”


    “What are you building now?”


    “A child’s table, and chairs for a lady at the local supermarket.”


    Steph chuckled. “Been chatting up the checkout chick’s again have we?”


    He grinned. “Hardly. I’m in there every week, so they know who I am, and what I do in my spare time. Eleanor simply mentioned her grandchild’s birthday, and the idea came from there.”


    “I think she’s taking advantage of you.” Steph’s mother grumbled.


    “How?” her dad snapped in response.


    “She’s paying you fifty dollars for it. The materials alone cost more than that.”


    “The ‘materials’ were sitting around my shed as scrap, anyway. I’m helping a friend, and making a little girls day.”


    Her mum snorted, and crossed her arms over her chest.


    Steph slid a fresh coffee to her dad, and took a seat opposite him at the table. “I wonder how Derek, and Martha will be.”


    “Devastated, I’d say.”


    “No kidding. I was more meaning how they’ll react if anyone asks about how he died, or anything like that.”


    Her dad smiled gently. “I’m sure they’ll be fine. They’ve had plenty of time to rehearse their answers.”


    “Still can’t be easy.”


    “I imagine not. What about you? How are you doing?”


    “Good. I spoke to Pete before.”


    Her mother grumbled in the background, and they both chose to ignore her.


    “That’s good. What did he have to say?”


    “He’s doing well. Thinks he’ll have the loose ends tied up in the next few days.”


    “No problems then?” Her dad eyed her intently. He knew exactly what Pete was up to after the conversation she’d had with her father at the airport.


    “Not yet.”


    “What’s that boy up to now?” Her mother joined in. “Why do you have his car here, Steph?”


    “He’s in Ireland, Mum. Didn’t want to pay for storage until he got back.”


    “What on earth has he gone there for?”


    Steph’s dad held a hand up ever so slightly, and turned to answer. “His family have had a few issues with the health of his mother. He’s gone to sort her care.”


    “Doesn’t sound like the kind of thing that trouble-maker would do.”


    “And what would you know, Mum?”


    “I saw what he did to Richard, all over a girl. I also see how angry Ivan gets every time he hears about you two. I think the dear boy may have feelings for you.”


    If only she knew.


    “Well, they’re misguided. I’ve certainly never done a thing to lead him on.”


    “I didn’t say you had.”


    “Come on,” her father urged. “Let’s get these coffees down, and get going.”


    “Get it over and done with.”


    “Exactly.”


    ***


    People milled about the entrance to the funeral home, unsure where they should stand while the attendees still arrived. Women stood uneasy on their heels, and children fidgeted next to their parents. Nobody was over-eager to head through to the pews in case being seated came off as being impatient for the ceremony to start.


    Derek, and Martha wove their way through the room, stopping and holding hushed conversations with each group they passed. Given the circumstances surrounding their son’s death, and life, the two of them appeared a lot calmer than Steph would have expected.


    Resigned maybe?


    She cupped her crystal glass of water, and met Ben’s eyes across the room. He offered a small smile, and she tipped her glass his way with one in response.


    “No Ivan?” her dad asked, coming to stand beside her.


    “No. I noticed that, too.”


    “I’m sure he’ll just be late. I can’t imagine he’d miss his brothers funeral.”


    Pity.


    Her father shifted his weight, and leant into the wall Steph stood backed in to. “Are you going to tell me what happened then?”


    She’d brushed over the details in their airport conversation, simply saying that Ivan had betrayed her trust. But the man was no fool. He knew what state of mind she was in, and he also knew that his daughter didn’t get that way by accident.


    “Now’s not the place to talk about it, Dad.”


    He nodded. “I know. I’m guessing it’s probably better I don’t know until after the festivities.”


    “Probably best.” Last thing she needed would be her dad tearing strips off the brother of the deceased. Steph nodded toward the car park. “Look what the cat dragged in.”


    Ivan crossed the concrete expanse, his shirt haphazardly tucked into his dress pants. By the over-exaggerated way he lifted his foot over the gutter, she could only assume he’d had more than enough to drink for one day.


    Derek eyed his only child approach, and shot across the room to head him off at the door. A heated discussion ensued; Steph, and her father stood engrossed in the aggressive mime. Derek’s hands flew as he spoke. Ivan crossed his arms, and glowered.


    A few more of the people around them remarked on the spectacle before Derek stood aside, and hung his head. Ivan stormed inside to stand next to his mother, and slung an arm over the shorter woman’s shoulders.


    “I might pop out there and talk to Derek,” Steph’s father muttered, and crossed to the exit.


    She turned her attention to the star of the show, who leered over a couple of younger woman, having now released his mother from his grasp. Ivan laughed a little too loud, drawing the eyes of the room.


    How many had he drunk?


    Her spine set rigid as his eyes connected with hers, and a slow sneer spread across his features. She swallowed the rock in her throat, and turned to head for where her father sat with Derek.


    Ivan cut her path short, taking her elbow in his firm grasp. “Come with me.”


    “Ivan, you’re hurting me.”


    “Wouldn’t want to do that now, huh?” He guided them through the crowd, and down the aisle between the pews until they stood before the polished pine coffin. “We can’t have an open casket thanks to your boyfriend.”


    “And what makes you think any of this relates back to him?”


    Ivan’s bloodshot eyes found her expectant gaze, and narrowed in their intensity. “Phone records, history, evidence.”


    Evidence? What evidence had Pete left of what he’d done? She paled at the cheeky grin Ivan held. Was he bluffing? Trying to get her to spill?


    “I kind of prefer it closed anyway,” she stated.


    Pressure seared through her shoulder as Ivan took hold. “Don’t get smart, bitch.”


    “Wouldn’t dream of it.” Steph shrugged his hold on her loose, and took a step away from him. “Don’t lay your hands on me again. Do you hear?”


    “I’ll fucking well do what I want.”


    “Or what?”


    “Or I’ll make sure to pass on my thanks to Pete in my eulogy.”


    “You wouldn’t dare,” she hissed.


    “Try me.”


    She entered into a staring match with the asshole, only broken by the introduction of company.


    “Ivan, there you are,” Martha called.


    His arm wrapped around Steph’s shoulder, and pulled her into his side. “Sshh. It’s okay. I’m not going anywhere.”


    Panic rose in her chest as her face was crushed against his hard chest. He kept her in a cobra-like grip as Martha stopped beside them.


    “My sweet boy,” she whispered, and reached a hand out to touch the edge of the wood. “Where did I go wrong?”


    Let me know when you find out, huh?


    Steph worked her elbow into Ivan, trying to get away from his crush, but he held firm, ‘comforting’ her.


    “The Priest will start soon, so we better take our seats.” Martha moved away as softly as she had arrived.


    Ivan released his grasp on her. Steph spun out of his hold as though he were made of fire, and headed for the rear of the room. Family would be seated in the first rows, so she would happily take the back and get as far as she could from the asshole.


    Her dad gave her a curious glance when they passed in the aisle, but she avoided any questions by looking to the floor. The last four rows remained empty—all bar Steph who sat in the corner of the room, at the far end of the back row.


    The Priest started the order of service, and the room fell quiet as a favourite song of Richard’s was played. She sat, and watched the people’s reactions to the lyrics. The crowd could clearly be divided into two groups: one who knew the real Richard, and one who didn’t.


    Heat blossomed in her palms, and radiated outward until her entire upper body lay coated in the prickly heat. She shifted in her seat, finding no comfort, even going as far as to tuck her legs underneath her.


    Still the heat grew. Steph’s gut churned like a butter-mill, and her head spun as her vision blurred. Nausea flooded her system, and her palms broke out in a glowing sweat.


    She couldn’t pin-point what it was about the place that had set her off, other than the knowledge this entire room was here to farewell a man who raped her, sold Pete out for nothing, and ruined the lives of anyone he knew.


    The need to vomit, or lose control of her bowels became overbearing. Steph rose, thankful she had been in the back row after all, and slipped out of the room, into the entrance, and down to the ladies room.


    The face that stared back in the mirror was pale. She couldn’t pick if the absence of her usual make-up was what made her feel so sickly bare, or if she really did look like death warmed up. With a turn of the tap, and a splash of cool water she felt somewhat better, but nowhere brave enough to re-join the masses as they lamented Richard’s demise.


    Steph ran the cold water again, intending to splash her neck, but stilled with her hands beneath the water as the door into the restroom opened with a thud.


    Fuck.


    “If you wanted to have a sneaky one, you should have said, baby.”


    Crap, how would she make it past him this time? A scan of the room turned up no possible weapons to use in defense, and the panic inside rose to its former strength, and then some.


    Ivan stepped toward her, his bottom lip pulled between his teeth while he eyed her like a fox would a chicken. “Come on. Let’s have a play.”


    She brought her hands between them, and planted them firmly on Ivan’s chest. He reached around her, taking her ponytail into his fist, and yanked hard. Steph cried out in pain, causing Ivan to clamp a hand over her mouth.


    “Sshh,” he warned.


    Tears pricked at her eyes as he spun her around, and steered them into one of the cubicles. He kicked the lid down on the bowl, and with a hand splayed on her belly, and one between her shoulders, he forced her to bend at the waist. Steph’s hands instinctually shot out to stop her fall, and braced her weight on the lid.


    Hot tears spilled over her cheeks while Ivan moved around behind her, shutting the door, and undoing his belt. The rip of his zipper brought a sob from her chest.


    Why now? Why did he have to do this again? Hadn’t he ruined her enough the first time?


    “Why, Ivan? Why do this to me?” In all honesty, what answer could he have given that she would have found acceptable? None. So why did she ask?


    “Because I can,” he bit out, still mucking about with his pants.


    What argument could she pose to that? He had no reason to give her. He had no real incentive.


    His fingers fisted in her hair, and held her steady while he brought his other hand to the zipper of her dress. She cringed as he ripped the teeth along in several short, brutal tugs, and peeled the material from her back. The front of the dress ballooned, and hung limp underneath her shaking body.


    The hand that undid her zip left her flesh, only to come around in front, holding his phone. “Smile for the camera, darling.”


    Like a bloodied massacre, she couldn’t rip her eyes from the image in front of her. Ivan’s drunken smile beamed over her shoulder, and he captured the scene perfectly.


    “What are you going to do?”


    “Instagram, baby.”


    Her stomach revolted, coiling, and launching itself up her throat. Steph gagged as he placed the device down on the toilet roll holder beside them. He took hold of her panties, ripping them down her legs, while he still kept his painful grip in her hair. Ivan then jerked her right foot up onto the lid of the toilet, giving himself greater access to his end goal.


    Steph caught the display of his phone, and choked back the vomit that seared the back of her throat as she recognised the image on his Instagram feed. If it weren’t for the tears she knew welled in her eyes, anybody would think it was a simple selfie. Not this time. The image would be burnt into her memory for the rest of her life, signifying the point everything changed.


    The point she decided never to be the victim again.


    Previously, she would have responded to such a dire situation with resignation. Shit, she did last time he tried. Steph’s usual way to cope was to not cope. To shut herself down, stop feeling, and compartmentalize the pain.


    But not today.


    Perhaps it was the fact they were at her rapist’s funeral?


    Maybe it was because the man behind her, doing the same thing, was his brother?


    Maybe it could be attributed to the fact Pete was so damn far away? She was truly alone, to face this herself.


    Today, Steph would fight.


    A foreign, but welcoming heat burnt. This time though, it wasn’t on the surface of her skin. This time the furnace burnt from deep inside. Rage, pure and unforgiving filled her to the brim.


    As the first drops of her anger spilled over the edge, she sucked in a sharp breath and let out a primal scream.


    Ivan startled, but was by no means deterred in his efforts. He wrapped a hand about her throat, trying to choke the sound from her as he stabbed his erection against her behind.


    “You fucking scream again, I’ll kill you and fuck your corpse, bitch.”


    Who was this man? What had he done to the guy she thought she knew all these years? Any trace of the Ivan she had loved was long gone. All that remained was this delirious man—sick inside, and out.


    “I’m warning you,” Steph barked out with her last breaths. “Let go.”


    He chuckled, and stabbed the head of his cock into her back entrance. She cried out in shock, and pain. His hand loosened grip as he put all his focus into pushing past her barriers.


    “What the fuck are you doing?” She howled.


    “Wouldn’t want to get you knocked up, would we?”


    Steph bucked, and wriggled to get away from his lancing movements. He placed a firm hand on her shoulder, squeezing painfully tight as her anger at the injustice reached tipping point.


    “Let go, Ivan,” she growled through gritted teeth.


    “Not when I’m having so much fun,” he seethed.


    The boy never saw it coming. Her fingers wrapped about the toe of her high-heel, and in a fluid, seemingly graceful motion, Steph whipped the shoe off her raised foot, and swung the pointed end over her shoulder at her best estimate of Ivan’s head.


    Shockwaves sung through her arm when she hit something hard, and his grip in her hair fell away. She twisted around, and fell back onto the seat, before bringing her arm swinging down for another strike at the shocked monster before her.


    He cowered, penned in by his trap, unable to free his hands from her assault long enough to open the door. Steph’s cockiness got the best of the situation, and she discounted the fact his elbows were still a solid weapon. He lashed out, swinging his arm back. Pressure screamed in her skull when he connected an elbow to her nose, and shoved her back to open the door.


    The heel fell to the floor, and she brought both hands to her face, cussing him out while he righted his pants.


    “Big, fucking mistake, Steph.”


    He may have won for now, but her fight was far but over. Calculations spun through her head: how long to get to the door, how heavy he would be to get out from under, what his reach was, if she could use her height to his disadvantage.


    Ivan shot an arm out, took her ankle in his hand, and wrenched her out of the stall. Steph’s head smacked the bowl with a resounding crack, and dark stars swum in her vision. That was so not part of the plan. He dropped a knee onto her stomach, pinning her to the floor like a dead bug to a board.


    “We’re going out to my car, and you aren’t going to try anything like that again, you hear?”


    “What’s going to stop me?” Blood from her nose mixed with her saliva. She spat it at Ivan as he glared down at her.


    “Fuck! Would you cut the shit?”


    “Never.” She swung a foot in a sideways arc, bending at the knee, and collected him in the back of the head. He jolted forward, and his face contorted in unchecked rage. Oops. Ivan met her cheek with his fist, sending her teeth rattling in her gums, and tinnitus singing in her ear.


    “Keep fighting, and I’ll bloody go after Cass next.”


    “You wouldn’t,” she hissed.


    “Wouldn’t I?” He cocked an eyebrow.


    Oh God, he would.


    “Car. Now.”


    He jammed a hand painfully under her arm, and lifted Steph to her feet. His fingers tugged the zipper up on her dress with such force he caught her flesh in the process. She let out a whimper at the burn where her skin had torn in the teeth. He jammed her shoe back on—his fingers dug painfully into her ankle as a silent threat.


    Ivan bent her right arm behind her back, and guided her from the restroom, standing to her right also, blocking his manhandling of her, and effectively making it appear to the staff who set out the food for the wake that he simply ushered a distraught funeral-goer from the room.


    They crossed through the exit, into the sunshine, and Steph’s thoughts drifted to Pete. What was he doing now? Was he okay? Where was he while this was happening to her?


    She could only hope it was somewhere good, and that his day was going better than hers.


    She would bear the misery of her life a thousand times over if it meant he had a chance at living the rest of his life in peace. What was another day of devastation for her if he had faced it alone as a child?


    The thought of young Pete, struggling through the neglect of his parents, and the death of his brother, reminded her how much worse things could be.


    No matter how shit life seemed, there was always another person worse off.


    Ivan failed to push her head low enough as he shoved her in the car, and her temple collected the roof of his ride. She sucked a sharp breath between her teeth, willing the throb out of her skull while he leant across her to buckle her in the seat.


    His blue eyes connected with hers for a fleeting second as he pulled away, and sadness filled her heart at the lack of anything normal behind his stare.


    “Let’s get this over with, then,” she muttered.


    “Glad you agree.”
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    Pistol stamped out the last of his cigarette as he approached the motel. All was quiet in the direction of their room, so he could only conclude that the screamer had gone home, or the two of them had finally fallen asleep.


    What he wasn’t expecting was Trevor doing his best mother hen impression.


    “Where the fuck ‘ave you been?”


    “Out.”


    “I told you not to go far.” The big guy stood with his hands on his hips outside their door.


    “How’s what’s-her-face?”


    “Gone home.”


    “Settle down.” He tapped Trevor on the shoulder as he passed. “What’s a guy to do listening to you two animals? I went for a walk, and called Steph.”


    “How is she?” Trevor’s tone softened. He closed the door behind them, and took up residence on the sofa.


    Pistol eyed the messy bed, and looked around the room for somewhere a little … cleaner to sit. Trevor sighed, crossed to the bed, and gestured at the vacated couch.


    “She’s okay, as far as I can tell. But who’d know for sure? The bloody woman loves to keep her secrets.”


    “Sound’s familiar.”


    “Very fuckin’ funny.” He sunk into the cushions, and stared at the cheap art hanging crooked on the opposite wall. “It’s fucked, ya know?”


    “What part?”


    “All of it.” Pistol crossed a boot to the other knee, and fiddled with the loose laces. “She’s there, I’m here. Neither of us can let our past lie.”


    “Granted, son. But you have a choice. From what I’ve seen of her past, she doesn’t.”


    Well didn’t that hit home like a slap to the balls? She didn’t have much say in the shitty things which had happened to her. Whereas he was here, fighting his one-man war out of selfish choice. He could argue the need to take down his parents, and anybody else who threatened his and Steph’s safety was a necessity. But was it?


    “What’s eating at you?” Trevor asked. He flopped back onto the bed, and rose up on his elbow to cover a patch of the mattress with the sheets before he settled in again. “Woman knows how to make a bloody mess.”


    “Fuckin’ lovely, old mate.”


    “You’re jealous.”


    “Clearly,” Pistol grated.


    “Stop dodging the question. What’s eating you? You’ve been out of sorts since we got here. It’s not the best time to go all Hare Krishna on me you know.”


    He chuckled. “Yeah, I know.” Reality set his mouth into a firm line once more. “She’s fucked me up. I can’t think straight. I can’t focus on what we’re here for. I can’t stop worrying about things that could go wrong.”


    “You’re in love. It’s natural.”


    “But I’m not used to this shite. Why can’t I switch it off, ya know? It’s going to mess with my head so much that one of us ain’t going home.”


    “You don’t know that.” Trevor turned his head to watch him. “You’re speculating.”


    “It’s two of us against how many?”


    “We ain’t taking on the local rugby team, son. And last time I checked, criminals didn’t tend to all hang out in one location.”


    “I’m being serious, Trev.”


    “As am I, Pete.”


    He snorted. Pete. Who was that guy anymore? Some delusional kid who thought he could make it on his own? Did he ever really escape?


    “I’ve been thinkin’ on it, while I was out and all that.”


    “And?”


    “I want to do it in one hit. Take them out together. I’m tired of this. I don’t know if I can make it through three fuckin’ murders without losing my head thinkin’ of Steph.”


    “I’m tired, too, Son. I understand.”


    “Is that the pussy’s way out though? I feel like I’m wimpin’ out because of a girl.” He brought his hands to his face, and groaned.


    Trevor sighed, and sat up on the bed. “Not at all. We ain’t as young as we once were.”


    “We’re hardly pensioners either.”


    “That may be, but this is a young man’s game. Stay in it too long, and ya end up like Murray—paranoid.”


    “True.”


    “You ain’t doing this to send anyone a message. You’re tying up loose ends. That’s it. You haven’t got a thing to prove to anyone. We all know how serious you are about Steph, and I for one can understand why you feel you gotta do this. I’m with you, brother. You don’t need to explain yourself to me.”


    “Who’s ‘we’?”


    “Huh?”


    “You said ‘we all know how serious you are’?”


    Trevor shrugged. “I had my moments where I got to talk to your mates at the bar. That blonde friend of Steph’s and the big guy—Gary is it—all seem to see what I do.”


    “Great. You lot went and had Oprah’s fuckin’ book club without me.”


    “It wasn’t like that.” Trevor shook his head.


    “Feels like it.”


    “Stop being a brat. People can talk about you without it being malicious.”


    “I’m yet to find that out.” Seemed like every time a person had an opinion on him, it was to his detriment. “What are you goin’ to do with yerself when we’re done here?”


    The big guy dropped to his back again, and crossed his arms over his face. “I don’t know.”


    “Retire?”


    “You know us contract boys don’t fucking retire.”


    “Who do you think they’ll get to put you out to pasture?” Talking about Trevor’s death the day he decided to stop working felt wrong, but also comforting on some level.


    The slump of his form as he lay on the bad showed it was somewhat of a relief for the guy to air the thoughts, too. “I would have said Mickey, but seeing as we’re about to take him out of commission, I ain’t so sure anymore.”


    “Dougan?”


    “Nah. I reckon they’ll do it on the sly. Try and get me unprepared.”


    “You are a hell of an opponent.” Pistol drew himself up on the couch, and leant his elbows on his knees.


    “Thanks,” Trevor chuckled. “Nah, I think they’ll get a pencil-pusher to bin this file. Take me utterly off guard.”


    “Who?”


    “Stinky.”


    “Fuck, you reckon?” He couldn’t contain his surprise at that admission. The guy hadn’t ever been seen with a gun in his hand, let alone blood on them. “You think he could do it?”


    “The world’s full of surprises, Son. You of all people should know that.”


    “Aye.” That he did. Wasn’t Steph the biggest one of all?


    “Anyway. Get cracking on some sleep. We’re busy today.” Trevor shifted his legs onto the bed properly, and pushed the pillow under his head. “Live it like it’s your last.” He held Pistol’s gaze.


    “I intend to,” he lied. It could never be his last. Not when he had his girl waiting for him to come home.
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    Ivan’s car idled to a stop in her driveway, illuminating the rod with the white of the headlights. The entire ride had been white-knuckled due to the fact he was clearly still affected by the alcohol in his system.


    “What are we doing?”


    Steph shrunk at the look Ivan gave her as he opened the door, and headed for Pete’s car. She jerked the handle on her door, and sprung out to stop whatever he had planned.


    By the look on his face, it wasn’t good.


    “Why’s it here?” he bellowed, pacing around the dark vehicle.


    “He’s away. I’m looking after it.”


    “Is it that serious now, what’s happening between you two?”


    “What’s it to you?” You should be running from him. Her conscience was right, but somehow she fostered the inane need to stay and protect the rat-rod.


    “Does he do anything other than fuck you yet?”


    The chill in his words sparked the heat in her anger. “Would you like me to tell you how he fucks me, huh? Jealous Ivan? Wish it was you?”


    Steph started taking steps back, leading Ivan away from the rod, and preparing for the chase. He glared at her, thumping his fist along the bodywork of the car as he approached.


    “I’m going to make it me.”


    “Try, you fuckwit.”


    Steph made a break for it. Her heels lay abandoned on the driveway, and the pavement sent vibrations through her feet as she sprinted for freedom. A growl behind her spurred her on, adding nitrous to her system. Her feet hammered the dark street, security within her grasp, until pain shot across the back of her head.


    Steph stumbled, clamouring at the tarmac as her shoe clattered to the ground beside her. The fucker hit you with your own shoe! She struggled to regain any speed before Ivan caught up to her, slipping an arm around her waist, and hoisting her off the ground in one swift movement. His free hand clamped over her mouth, and he wrestled her kicking, and screaming back to her house.


    Steph grated her teeth pointlessly along the flesh of his palm—his grip too tight for her to get any sort of bite happening. Ivan dumped her on her feet, still pinned against his body, and used the hand that had been around her waist to search her bag for the keys to the house. Finding the chain, he hit the button on the garage door opener, and wrestled her toward the house.


    The automatic door hit the top with a clang, and immediately began its decent after a press of the button next to the internal door. Steph cringed at the rattle, and clang of the metal as it hit the concrete floor. Her fate was written.


    She stumbled through the living room toward the spare bedroom, with Ivan hot on her heels. He shoved her again, sending her sprawling onto the carpet at the foot of the bed. Steph pushed up onto all fours, and waited for his feet to come into view.


    He stopped beside her. “Get up.”


    She sucked in a deep breath, and launched herself at his legs. Ivan toppled with his ankles caught in her grasp, and smacked the back of his head into the mirrored wardrobe as he landed on the floor with a thud. His hands lashed out while she crawled herself up his body, doing everything she could to make her bodyweight enough to hold him down.


    He bucked his legs beneath her, and caught a fistful of her hair in his grasp, pulling hard. Steph cried out, and swung her hand toward his face, catching him with her nails. Ivan pulled harder, every hair on her head burning under tension like a thousand tiny tattoo guns working her scalp.


    “Get your fucking hands off me, you asshole.”


    “You won’t win, Steph. You can’t win,” he hollered back at her.


    “Why the fuck not?” She sounded an oomph as his fist collected her diaphragm, sending her backwards, clutching at her stomach.


    Ivan used the switch in position to his advantage, and sat astride her torso, holding her hands above her head. “Because you’re just a woman. You can’t overpower me.”


    “I am not—” She thrust her hips up, and sent him off balance. “—Just a woman!”


    He struggled to right himself as Steph twisted, and writhed beneath him to get on to her belly. His weight kept her pressed to the floor, but if she could just roll over…


    Salvation.


    The glint of steel caught her eye, and she zeroed in on the sliver that protruded from under the bed. Her old weights set. Thank God. She threw every ounce of her being into inching forward under his weight.


    “What ya doing, Stephie?” he taunted. “Trying to get away?”


    “I won’t let you do this, Ivan,” she pushed out between grunts.


    He chuckled like a small child as he rode on her back. Her head snapped back, the searing pain of her hair in his grasp once more brought tears to her eyes. Still, she wouldn’t let him stop her. Not when the answer was right there. He yanked harder, and the skin on her throat burned with such an intensity she was sure it would split.


    “Give in, Steph. Why make it so hard on yourself?”


    Ivan wrenched her hair to one side, and her face was forced to follow. Steph’s head lead her movements, and with a simple hold of her hair, Ivan managed to force her to roll underneath him.


    “I’d prefer if you faced me for this.” He jammed a knee between her legs, and shoved her arms above her head.


    Perfect.


    His hands were everywhere: up her dress, over her breasts, down her side, in her panties. The glide of his fingertips left a trail of disgust in their wake. She knew without a doubt that the imprint of his touch would be seared into her flesh until she managed to scrub herself raw in the shower.


    All the while, Steph’s fingers roamed the carpet, trying to get a grip on that little splash of hope. The steel slipped into her hand as smooth as silk when she finally connected her weak grasp to the bar. Inch-by-inch Steph slid the short bar out from under the bed.


    Her throat closed over with fear, with the slim chance this may not work. Ivan’s head was buried in between her legs, one of his hands holding her arm out of the way by the slimmest margin. It seemed cowardly to attack him when he didn’t see it coming, but there was no remorse when it came to the Peterson boys.


    Both had screwed her over, and both had taken, or tried to take, what was never theirs to have.


    Steph raised the bar up over her body, and brought it down in a swift, forceful movement. The sound of the metal as it connected with his skull would haunt her dreams; a sickening crunch that could never adequately be described to anybody who hadn’t experienced such a thing.


    Ivan fell limp with a muffled grunt between her legs. Bile rose in her throat as she scrambled back from him, eager to get his relaxed body away from her.


    His back rose in short, staggered breaths as she leapt his unconscious form to make it to the toilet before her lunch erupted. Steph slid into the bathroom on the cool tiles, and swung her legs around the base of the toilet. Food came up in violent spasms, followed by bile, and then nothing but a fiery clear liquid as she heaved until her stomach ached.


    She should call someone, alert them to the mess in her house. But the porcelain soothed her searing flesh so sweetly. A few minutes longer wouldn’t hurt, would it? No sound came from her spare room, so she could only guess that Ivan was out for the count. Although, f she wanted to be proactive, she should secure him before he woke.


    With what though? If only she had something to …


    Her thoughts drifted to the rat-rod, and the contents of the back seat. The rope. Steph wiped a shaking hand across her mouth, and reached for the button to flush the mess away. She slammed the lid down, and pushed up to stand, shaking off the vile flashback the position gave her.


    Her legs wobbled, her hands shook, and her eyelids hung heavy. The fight had drained the last of her get-up-and-go. There was nothing left in her. She had no more to give. If Ivan got up off that floor before she could tie him up, then she was done for.


    Her limbs ached, and the weight of the day, the past week, the past month all sat heavy on her shoulders. Her body had done enough. It wanted to rest. Her mind wanted a rest. They needed the rest.


    Maybe she could sit for a moment?


    Her legs collapsed beneath her as she rounded the living room doorway, and slumped into the wall. Five minutes. A little time to catch her breath.


    Steph closed her eyes ….
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    Pistol stood shoulder to shoulder with Trevor outside the modest, suburban home of the man who could start it all, and end it all—Mickey Six. The two of them were a sight to behold, decked out with weapons over every inch of their bodies. Boot knives, sawn-offs, handguns, knuckle-dusters, and bats. You name it—they had it on them. It would have been foolish of them to go in under-prepared.


    “Ready to dance?” Trevor rubbed an index finger under his nose, and spat to the side.


    “Born to move, brother.” He let the last few drags of his cigarette fall from his lips, and stubbed the butt out with his boot. “Onward, and upward.”


    “After you.” Trevor held a sawn-off out to show the way.


    He bowed, eliciting a chuckle from the big guy, and started up the narrow path that led from the road to the front door. The dwelling sat quiet, too much so. His eyes scanned the surroundings, looking for a sign of ambush, or anything that gave away Mickey knew they were there.


    Nothing.


    “I fuckin’ hope he’s home.” Pistol lifted a hand, and rapped on the door.


    It seemed so ridiculous, knocking to deliver someone’s fate. But the one thing he’d agreed on with Trevor was to spare the kids any unnecessary theatrics.


    The chain rattled, and the lock clicked. He took a step back, and glanced across at Trevor as the door inched open.


    “Shit,” a woman’s voice cursed.


    The door slammed on Trevor’s boot. Pistol spotted her run through the entranceway between the gap of the door, shouting after Mickey. He let the bat he had concealed in his sleeve slip down until it touched the ground, and with a firm grip on the base brought it over his head, and slammed it down on the chain that held the door.


    Metal links flew every which way. Trevor shoved the door wide with his foot. Yelling, and cursing led them to the kitchen at the back of the house. Mickey hollered instructions at his wife while he pulled weapons from a gun safe in the pantry.


    Pistol leant back, and held a hand out to Trevor. He’d give Mickey’s girl enough time to get the kids clear before all manner of hell rained down on them all.


    “Don’t come back unless you hear me tellin’ ya to. You understand, Calla?”


    “Aye, Mickey.”


    The tears in her shaky voice could have had Pistol turning for the door. Now that he understood what love was, he could physically feel the pain the woman had at leaving her husband to fight for his life.


    But Mickey had brought this on himself. He had to remember that.


    A criminal’s life didn’t leave room for emotion, let alone remorse. Sometimes shit had to be dealt, whether it was morally right, or not.


    The kids fled the house crying, Calla hot on their heels. He peered around the doorway to see them disappear through a gate in the back fence, and swung his eyes left to garner Mickey’s position. The guy shoved a clip into his handgun, and shook his head.


    “I know you’re there, you callous bastard. Show yer face!” Mickey slid his back along the kitchen wall, heading for cover as he checked all directions. Pistol stepped into the doorway with Trevor providing cover from behind.


    “Long time, no see, Mickey.”


    Mickey whirled to the two of them, and immediately fired off four rounds in their direction. Trevor, and Pistol each dropped to opposite sides of the doorway while Mickey slid behind the dining table, upending it on to its side with a resounding crash.


    The rush of his breath deafened Pistol’s senses, and he fought to calm his breathing. He never liked to fight with guns; they were so fucking unpredictable. But Mickey wasn’t ever found at a job without them, so he knew there wasn’t a choice. He pulled the Glock from his shoulder holster, and eyed its matte black finish. What he’d do to be at home staring at another matte black finish, and not here, hoping like fuck he didn’t get shot.


    “You gonna do this the hard way then?” Trevor called out.


    “You fuckin barged in my home. What do ya think will happen, ya fuckers!”


    Pistol looked to the big guy who shrugged, his hair pulled back into a stubby ponytail. When Trevor did his hair, shit was serious as it could get.


    Trevor flung his hand over his chest in a quick cross, and then swung his hand around the doorframe to let off a warning shot. Three more rounds rained their way, giving away Mickey’s exact position behind the table.


    Pistol nodded to Trevor, who scuttled through the door under a rain of bullets, and fell against the shelter the far side of the u-shaped kitchen provided. He rubbed his forehead, and smiled one of his broad grins.


    The fucker found this funny.


    If only he could, too.


    Trevor slid his back up the cabinets, and let off a couple of shots in the general direction of the table to distract Mickey while Pistol bolted across the doorway, and headed for the living room.


    He ducked through the majority of the front room, coming to a stop behind an armchair next to the connecting door with the dining room. A cloud of stuffing erupted beside him with a bang—Mickey knew he was in there.


    “You assholes seriously think ya gonna win?” Mickey hollered. “I live for this shite!”


    Two more shots came from Trevor, and Pistol whipped his head around the armchair briefly to locate Mickey. The guy sat backed into the outside wall, gun in each hand, and a box of ammo at his feet.


    Pistol ducked back behind the chair as bullets peppered the furniture. He laid out flat on his stomach, sucking a breath in between his teeth as one wayward shot grazed the back of his shoulder. Ominous warmth spread across the area, accompanying the burning sting that scored his flesh.


    “We can do this all day,” Trevor called out.


    “I do do this all day,” Mickey replied. “But not in front of me family. Jesus, man!”


    “You brought it on yerself,” Pistol shouted. “Don’t go bleedin’ to us about your choices.” He dragged himself up to sit.


    “Man’s gotta make a livin’, boys. I’d expect you two to understand that.”


    “And a man’s gotta right to live,” Pistol replied.


    “So what ya doin’ tryin’ to kill me?” Mickey chuckled. “Does the right to live not apply to me sorry soul?”


    “Not when ya chasin’ me, ya asshole.” Pistol turned the gun behind him, and raised his hand over the seat to fire a shot into the dining room.


    “Jesus!” Mickey cried.


    He could only hope he hit the bastard.


    “How many boxes ya got boys? I have a feelin’ you’ll be out first.”


    Bastard. He was right. Trevor and him hadn’t counted on it being a standoff at the OK Corral.


    “It’s not what you got, but how you use it,” Trevor chuckled as he let off a couple of rounds at the table.


    The wood split at the top, giving them a weak spot to work on. Pistol swung his arm around, and fired at the split, gaining a crack as the wood gave way, splinters flying.


    Trevor scooted closer to the edge of the cabinets to be able to motion to Pistol, communicating through hand gestures that he would rush the table while Pistol gave him cover fire.


    He nodded at the big guy, and prayed to whoever listened to assholes like him that this wouldn’t backfire. Pivoting on one knee, he swung to face the dining room, and aimed at the fleeing Mickey. Trevor rushed out from the kitchen, and shoulder first, took out the table, removing any of Mickeys cover.


    As predicted, Mickey turned to take a shot at Trevor. Pistol closed one eye, drew a deep breath, and channelled every ounce of concentration he hand into the right side of his body as he aimed with the best precision he could.


    Mickey screamed out as the bullet hit his knuckles, blowing apart his grip on the gun he’d had pointed at Trevor. Taking the distraction for what it was, Trevor tackled him to the floor, and entered into a wrestling match with the crazed man.


    Pistol had never seen it with his own two eyes, but had heard from others what an animal Mickey became when wounded. The beast that howled, and clawed at Trevor’s face was testament to that entirely. He shoved the Glock back in its holster, and dived into his back pocket to take out the knuckle-duster that had left a fucking imprint in his ass while he’d been on the floor.


    He could have taken to the man with his bare fists—that would have been easy. But he wanted to inflict pain, damage, and show the man how angry he was at the asshole putting his life, his future with Steph, his reward for escaping this shithole at risk.


    The steel was warm from his pocket as he slipped it over his fingers, and headed for the mess of burly men, rolling around on the floor. Mickey had somehow got Trevor into an arm-bar, and if he didn’t step in soon, the big guys limb would have a new joint in it.


    He drew his fist back, thinking of Colin, of his parents, and the shit he’d been dealt as a kid that led him to this moment. The anger built as his hand pushed forward, and the impact with Mickey’s face dealt a sickening crunch.


    Pistol grinned. He’d fallen back into old habits far too easily. How could he have ever thought he could shirk this side of him forever? The beast lived inside, and like Murray had said, it would find its way out sooner or later.


    Trevor slipped from the man’s hold, and wiped the blood from his face with the back of his hand. He smiled at Pistol, and dove right back in, taking a fistful of Mickey’s short hair, and slamming the guy’s head into the marble floor.


    So much mess, everywhere. But what the blood signified had his heart singing. The carnage showed an end to the hit on his life. It signified to Murray that he was here to finish things, and that they’d mistaken his years under the radar as a weakness.


    He wasn’t weak—he wanted a change. But change didn’t mean the loss of who he was at heart. The thug was bred into him. He couldn’t have escaped it if he tried.


    The fight continued until Mickey’s arms fell lax, his spirit crushed, and his life drained. Trevor let the man’s head fall to the floor, and took a step back to catch his breath.


    The sound of air pooling into heaving lungs filled the eerily quiet space. Each of them stood, lost in their thoughts as they stared at the mangled mess that no more than an hour ago was a living being, a father, a husband.


    Pistol swallowed back the revulsion at what he was, at how fucking good he was at it, and turned from the mess. “Come on, brother. Let’s get cleaned up and have a fuckin’ drink before we start the next round.”


    Trevor rubbed his large hand over the back of his head, and pulled a piece of wood from his hair. “Sounds brill.”
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    Steph paused in the front doorway, and eyed the immaculate scene before her. Every little thing in her house sat in order; aligned perfectly, and neat as a pin.


    She’d woken up hours after succumbing to her exhaustion in a hauntingly quiet house. The anxiety took hold within seconds, and before long her hands were full, madly wiping, scrubbing, organizing, and sorting. The house resembled a show home by the time she finished—well after midnight—and dragged herself into bed. The entire place would have been worthy of an inspection, all bar the spare room.


    Her heart hadn’t been up to cleaning that room; the wounds still raw.


    She sighed, and pulled the timber door shut with a thud, turning for the rod as she fished the keys from her bag. Thanks to her temporary dance with insanity, she was still on holiday for the next week, but no way in hell would she be spending the day in that house. Not when the scent, the feel, and the sound of Ivan on her felt as fresh as a daisy.


    Instead, she’d mapped out a day of exploring. So many suburbs in the city, and barely half of them she’d ever visited. A full tank of gas, and some good music would take her a long way. Hopefully, it was far enough that she could forget about life for a while—if only for a second.


    The lights flashed as the alarm disengaged, and she lifted the handle to open the solid door. A shadow cast over her shoulder¸ and her heart went into overdrive.


    Don’t be so fucking paranoid, woman!


    She turned her head to see a skinny cloud glide across the sun, moving out of the way of the bright rays as quickly as it had covered them. Shaky fingers slipped her sunglasses into place, and she dropped into the driver’s seat, ready to start her day out—albeit a little less bravely. The engine turned over with a satisfying grumble, and Steph slotted the shifter into reverse, letting the car coast before she applied the gas.


    Time to forget about all of this for a while, and admire what you can about the world around you.


    Distraction could be a fantastic thing, and certainly a tool she’d used many a time before. If only it was the distraction she now preferred, but he was another world away, doing who knew what.


    Her stomach soured, and she swallowed back the lump of emotion that threatened to ruin her escapade from the get-go.


    Not today.


    ***


    The joints in her neck cricked as she rolled her head side-to-side. The diner she’d found looked cosy, and homely. The perfect place to stop for lunch. Steph pulled the keys from the ignition, and got out of the car into the warm midday sun.


    The heat on her face felt glorious and the smell of new growth in the cottage garden across the road invaded her nose, bringing back memories of a time when she would play in the back yard while her mother weeded.


    Yeah. Where did those days go?


    A bell jingled on entry, alerting the curvy waitress to her presence. The lady looked up from the order she took, and gave Steph a welcoming smile, gesturing to a table.


    She edged onto a seat at a small two-seater by the front window, and ran her eye over the menu, which had been perched between the salt and pepper shakers. Classic favourites like burgers, pizza, and soup of the day amplified the homely feel of the place.


    Warm honey tones decorated the walls, complementing the darker timber of the floor. The tables were Formica topped, with red padded seats around them, giving the diner a semi rock and roll theme. Steph returned her gaze to the menu as the waitress approached.


    “Morning, Darling. Oh, in fact, afternoon. My, where did that go?” The lady laughed; a rich, deep rumble. “What can I get you?”


    “I’ll take the lamb burger, and mushroom as an extra. Thanks.”


    “Coming right up.” She scrawled the list on her note-pad. “Can I ask where you got your car done, honey? My husband’s right into that kind of thing, and I’d love to let him know.”


    Steph glanced out the window at the rod, sitting obvious between a couple of Japanese imports. “I don’t know sorry. It’s not mine.” She gave the lady a small smile.


    “Boyfriend?” the waitress asked with a twinkle in her eye.


    “Yeah. I guess he is.”


    “Honey—” She slapped Steph on the shoulder. “—If he lets you drive his car then you’re something special, all right?”


    She nodded, smiling at the humour in the woman’s response.


    “Anyway, I’ll go get that order in for you. If you need anything, say.”


    “Will do. Thank you.”


    The woman swished away, curling her hips around the tables in a well-practiced manner.


    Was that what they were—boyfriend, and girlfriend. It sounded so … childlike, but maybe they could classify themselves as dating. She held no doubt that they were ‘together’ in the greater sense of the word, but she’d never really classified it as a proper, progressing relationship.


    Did Pete think of it that way? Did he see them having a future beyond the next few months, the next few years? Sure, he said he’d be back for her, and her gut told her he meant it. Yet, at the same time, did that ensure he wouldn’t ever tire of her? Hardly.


    Why did she always worry that those she cared about would abandon her? Perhaps some of the paranoia could be attributed to the shit she’d gone through at the hands of Derek’s boys, but again, those few bad apples shouldn’t ruin the whole cart. Right? Derek loved her, so did Martha. Her mother—as snide as she was—still loved her, and her dad had never let her down. And then Ben—who could ask for a better brother?


    Not forgetting Cass. The two of them had gone through some heavy stuff, and come out the other side stronger than she’d probably admit face-to-face. A little part of her hoped that she’d found a kindred spirit, a person who understood the complexities of trying to forge a future with a guy like Pete. But then, after their falling out, the seed of doubt had been planted, and would she ever trust Cass fully again?


    Countless times, with too many counsellors, she’d been grilled as to what her biggest fear was. Aside from abandonment, it had been, and would always remain, failure. The thought she could let down those who loved her hurt like a bitch. When people cared enough for her to be there in her darkest days, they didn’t deserve her failures. They didn’t deserve her dragging them down, and raining on everyone’s parade.


    Case and point as to why she cooked up some strange idea about riding off into the sunset to ‘save’ Pete from some well-known hit man.


    Her shoulders fell, and the diner suddenly appeared too open. Steph’s anxiety sat at the next table, waiting for an opening in the rant that filled her inner monologue so it could say its piece. She still had enough resolve not to let it in. So what if she probably resembled some crazy professor, off in her own little world, holding conversations with herself. A busy mind was a happy mind, right?


    Who thinks up these bullshit clichés?


    The pathetic part of the whole predicament was she could see the paranoia that she wouldn’t be enough for Pete for what it was—a mere misplaced thought. But at the same time she couldn’t shake it. Given time, he’d get frustrated with her problems. Reverse the roles, and she’d probably grow weary of a personality as changeable as hers. Why would he stick about when there were probably a million women more mentally stable than her out there?


    Steph lifted an arm to the table, and rested her chin on the back of her hand as she watched people drive by. Life could be so beautiful when she broke it down into its simplicities. A whole world of living beings: lives, troubles, and successes, all working together. If every one of those strangers out the window could get up and face the new day with a positive outlook, then so could she. Right?


    What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger.


    Shit, after everything she’d been through, she wasn’t dead yet. Surely that made her some fucking ninja warrior by now.


    How could she be strong, though, when it still seemed as though she clung on to the ledge of life with broken fingernails? She could talk up her successes, her strong points, and her achievements until the cows came home. Butter herself up until she was sure she was ten foot tall and bulletproof. But yet, the dark cloud of uncertainty shadowed her every move. The fear of what-if always tainted any joy she might feel at the realization she’d made it this far.


    The thought that everything she loved, and any chance she might have at a happy ending would be ripped from her held strong.


    She remained her own worst enemy.


    If you can see your faults, then why can’t you fix them?


    Why? What stopped her from dismissing the self-depreciating thoughts that brought her down? If only she knew the answer to that. God, she could package that shit and be a millionaire. The only way she could describe her inability to change was like knowing the answer to her salvation lay to her side, but being unable to move her arm to take hold and stop from burning alive in the fires of her personal hell. Instead she endured the pain, and the suffering. The answers to her problems were so close, but she couldn’t bring herself to reach them. She tortured herself every day, knowing she was the one who could stop the spiral, her cycle of depression, but still not doing a damned thing about it.


    What a mind-fuck.


    Why would any sane person do this to themself? Why did she?


    Question of the century right there, darlin’.
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    “Eh, it’s not too bad.”


    Trevor patted Pistol’s shirt back into place, and balled up the wad of bloodied tissues that lay scattered over the end of the bed. They’d been back at the motel long enough for Trevor to check the bullet-wound, and already, he was gagging for another smoke and a taste of something bitter.


    “When did you start smoking?” Trevor called from the bathroom. “I didn’t realize you did.”


    “I quit for a bit,” he called back, turning the packet in his hand.


    “Jeese, son. Don’t let this shit start you up again.”


    “Too late.” He chuckled. “Beside, gotta keep me hands busy.”


    “Or what?” Trevor walked back into the room, drying his hands on a towel.


    “Or I’d have one hand stuck to my old fella’ until we got back to Aussie.”


    The big guy smiled, and tossed the towel into the bathroom. “Got it bad, huh?”


    “Terminal.”


    Loud thumps at the door spun the ease of the moment one-eighty. He looked to Trevor, who inched back with his hand outstretched behind him, searching for the gun that sat on the cabinets.


    Pistol held a finger to his lips, garnering a roll of the eyes in return. He edged off the bed, and stepped to the door. With his back to the wood, he reached for the handle, and turned it slowly, then pulled the door until the chain caught.


    “Settle down, boy. If I wanted to kill ya right away, I would ‘ave.”


    He slammed the door shut, and unhitched the chain before opening it wide, and facing Murray square in the eye.


    “What do ya want?”


    The click of a magazine engaging with a Glock filled the pause in conversation.


    Murray slowly turned his head. “’Allo, Trevor.”


    “Murray.” Trevor moved to stand off to the side, gun in hand.


    The old man walked boldly through the door, and perched on the arm of the sofa. “Ya know, I thought I brought you up better than to stay in the same place for more than one night.”


    “I hadn’t planned on being here long enough for anyone to care,” Pistol replied.


    “Boy, I’ve had eyes on you since ya plane touched down.”


    Fucking knew it.


    The feeling of being watched wasn’t the kind that you paid no mind to. He’d bloody well known they’d had a tail.


    “Stop the dancing, Murray. What’s your plan? Do ya want me to run away crying after you push me around? Like we used to? Once more for old times sake? Or do you want to fight like a man for a change?”


    “I’m too old for the fight.” Murray pulled a pouch of tobacco from his coat pocket, and set it on his knee to roll a smoke. “I had a call from Calla." Tobacco fell from the paper as he flicked the end under, and rolled it between his fingers. "She said she'd had a visitor. Apparently, they made quite the mess while they were there."


    "Aye." Pistols fingers drummed the top of his pack. He'd never thought he be grateful for a thing Murray did, let alone the fact that he smoked.


    "So, naturally, things fall back to me. Once again, this shite is mine to sort out. Peanuts, monkeys, and all that."


    Murray gestured to the door, and Pistol nodded. The old guy exited first, followed by Trevor, checking they weren't set for an ambush. The big guy nodded, and Pistol followed them out into the cool breeze.


    "Any half-wit could figure out what you'd be up to next," Murray continued. "So, I thought I'd save ya the journey to see me."


    He scoffed at the man. "Yeah, right. So I'm meant to believe that ya'd come an volunteer yerself to me?" He shielded his tip from the wind, and lit the ember, sucking greedily on the acrid smoke. Stress busters my ass. Still, it kept his hands busy, or he might take the gun from Trevor and save the conversation.


    Murray snarled an icy smile, and took a drag of his cigarette. "I ain't that daft. I'm here to cut ya a deal. I can understand ya animosity towards ya mother, boy. You never met ya grandma, but she was equally as hard to love. So I offer you this; you an' me go after Sharon, and we split the folding between us."


    "Why? Why not end me yerself, and take it all?"


    "Call me daft, but I’m impressed with the balls ya showed goin’ after Mickey. Why waste the talent when I could put it to use?"


    Pistol snorted, and promptly coughed on the smoke that was stuck between his lungs, and mouth. "You're fuckin' senile already, old man."


    "Why shouldn't I save us the trouble, and pop one in that swede of yours here, and now?" Trevor asked.


    Murray glared at the guy, despite the fact Trevor stood an easy two feet taller, and one wider than the man. "How’s about you go lie down at ya master's feet, eh? There's a good dog."


    Trevor grumbled, and fidgeted with the Glock. The metallic click of his finger toying with the trigger echoed around the enclosed car park. He could only hope the big guy had the safety on, although he highly doubted it.


    Pistol rubbed the bridge of his nose, and sucked his lip ring between his teeth. He worried the metal to the point of pain, and growled. "This is how it 'tis, okay? As far as I'm concerned, none of that dosh belongs to you. You fuckers took me brother from my life, and left a fucking cold void in me heart. You fucked up my life from day one. Instead of being selfless, and admitting you weren't cut out to be parents, you stumbled along, ripping any hope I had from my heart. You fuckin' made me this, and you fuckers at least owe me the inheritance I've been left from me true father as compensation.


    "The cash doesn't start to cover what you've done, but for fucks sake, old man, let me be. I left this place for a bloody reason; I'm sick of this shite. I was born into it, but it ain't me. I want a life less complicated than the hell I live in being around you lot.


    “So, I guess the answer to ya question is ‘no’.”


    Murray sneered, and dipped his chin to glare at Pistol from under his brows. "Don't fuckin' kid yourself, boy. You may not 'ave been born into it, but this is your life. It's in ya heart. Run as far as ya like, but you’ll never be free of us. We’re in here—“ He prodded his chest. “—And here.” Murray tapped his temple as he glared deep into Pistol’s eyes. “I can fuckin’ see it in yer eyes. You want to kill me; not just quick and easy, but slow, and painful.


    “Ya mother knew it from the moment you left her screamin’ for ya revenge. You’ve been bad since the day the doctor smacked ya red ass to life. Ain’t nothin’ you can do about it now but accept what you’ve been given in life. Be the monster, not the man.”


    He stood with his shoulder turned to Murray, who struggled to catch his breath after the intensity he put into each rage-fuelled word. Pistol focused on a spot on the floor, catching Trevor’s defensive stance in his peripheral. One word and he could unleash the big guy’s anger on the old fool, but the fucker had been right—he wanted to do this himself, slow, and meaningful.


    “Cheers for the pep-talk, pops.” His nostril twitched, and he pulled the lip-ring between his teeth to redirect his anger. But efforts remained futile. The beast within wanted to play, and thank fuck it chose now.


    His elbow flew back in a high arc, and collected the fool off-guard. A loud crack filled the room as Murray stumbled back, clutching at his face.


    “You fuckin’ little shite!” Pure, untainted anger burned in the man’s eyes.


    He held a hand out to Trevor who looked like he could tear the head right off the old man. “This is my fight, big boy.”


    A grumble erupted from Trevor, but he ceded, and stepped back to keep an eye on the tussle.


    Murray launched himself, and connected with Pistol shoulder to shoulder, stealing his balance. Pistol spun on his heel, grappling for the asshole's shirt as he stumbled on his heels. His fingers found purchase in a handful of fabric near the man's throat, and he pulled himself toward Murray with a snap of his elbow.


    Stars danced in his vision after their heads collided, but fuck what it did to him, he wanted the poor excuse for a father to hurt. The old guys eyes squinted shut as the pain probably spread through his skull also. Yet it didn’t slow the bastard.


    They sure bred them tough back then.


    Murrays foot hooked behind Pistol’s calf, and he heaved them back together at the same time as he placed his grip around Pistol’s throat. Every ounce of energy Pistol had was directed into pulling from the hold, but the fucker had strong, worker’s hands.


    “Come give yer old man a hug, boy.”


    He spat in the fool’s face, and drove a closed fist into the man’s ribs. Murray’s lungs expelled all their air with the hit, but still his grip held. Pistol placed a hand onto his face, and drove his thumb into the old guy’s eye.


    A fleeting second, a glimpse at success, doomed to be short-lived as agonizing pain lanced his side. He dropped his gaze from Murray’s face, and looked down to see the fucker’s free hand attached to a short knife that protruded a little above his hip.


    Fuck.


    “What kind of sissy fights dirty when his opponents unarmed, huh?” He bit the words out between clenched teeth, trying to redirect the pain to some other part of his brain that wasn’t currently occupied with tryin to take his ‘father’ down.


    “What kind of idiot comes to a fight unarmed?” Murray replied.


    Trevor appeared over Murrays shoulder, a boot knife in hand, and rage etched in his expression. Pistol pulled his hand from the old guy’s face, and took the offered weapon. The glint of the steel as it passed by Murray’s face was enough to make the old man release his grip, and Pistol took a step back to gain a second to regroup himself.


    The searing pain in his side was slowly going numb, but the sticky, wet feeling of his jeans against his upper thigh told him the injury was bad. The fucker had hit something serious, which dictated the fight would need to be short.


    Like hell he would pass up the chance to make the fucker pay, though. He’d have to subdue him to be dealt with later.


    Murray stood braced, feet apart, knees bent, and knife ready in his hand. Pistol smiled, faked left, and fell to the floor on his right side as Murray lunged forward. The stupid bastard hardly had time to register the move before the blade of Pistols knife slipped across the back of the man’s ankles.


    He rolled aside, avoiding Murray as he crumpled to the floor, clutching at his severed Achilles. The screams of pain would surely be audible several doors down. They couldn’t leave the prick here while he got his stab-wound attended to; they’d have to take him with them.


    “Trev, old mate. We’re gonna have to take him with us while I get this sorted.” He gestured to the growing pool of crimson on his denim.


    “You’re fucking lucky I respect your choice’s here, Son. I was ready to take that fucker the minute he knifed you.”


    “Aye, I know you were. But you know this is personal.”


    “That I do. He can’t go in the car like that.” Trevor looked down at Murray, who rolled on his side, hands grasping his ankles. “I need to shut him up.”


    “Fuck, please do.” The sound was enough to drive the most hardened man loopy. He kind of imagined this was what people referred to when they complained about a baby crying; he just wanted the asshole to shut-up.


    Murray’s complaints came to an abrupt stop as Trevor’s boot connected with the side of his head. The big guy looked up, and smiled. “Who would have thought he was such a pussy?”


    “Always was a good actor,” Pistol chuckled. He grabbed at his side, and headed for the bathroom to grab the towel Trevor had earlier. “We better get him in the trunk of the car, and get out of here,” he called out.


    “Already on it.”


    The pain reignited as he applied firm pressure to the gash with the towel. The blood quickly turned the sky-blue cotton a strange shade of purple. He held it in place, and wandered out to see Trevor heft an unconscious Murray onto his shoulders in a macabre fireman’s hold.


    “Get the door, will you? Fucking man weighs a tonne.”


    “That’s rich comin’ from you.”


    “Agh, maybe I’m out of practice.”


    Pistol opened the boot of the car, and Trevor lumped Murray inside. He tucked the old man’s hands inside the compartment, and closed the lid on him, doing one last sweep of the motels.


    Quiet.


    Too quiet.


    “I’ll drive, yeah?” Trevor grinned, and opened the door for Pistol with a flashy bow. “My fine gentleman.”


    “How the fuck do ya stay so chipper all the time?” he winced as his injured body complained at the drop into the seat.


    “I was born into it.” Trevor winked.
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    Steph wiped her mouth, and set the napkin down on the table. She pulled her wallet out to pay for the meal when her buzzing phone caught her attention instead.


    “Hey, Dad.”


    “Have you got any of my messages?”


    She pulled the phone from her ear, and noted the red icon, and number of messages. “What do you know? I have messages.”


    “It’s not funny, Steph.” Her dad sighed. “You disappeared from the funeral, and given everything that’s happened in the past, I was worried.”


    “I’m fine, Dad. Honestly.”


    How could she have ben so lax. Of course he’d be worried for her when not only had she had a near-on breakdown at the airport, but her history with Richard would immediately point to her having trouble dealing with the emotions of his funeral. World’s best daughter, aren’t you?


    “I dropped by your place, but you weren’t home. I thought we could have had lunch together.”


    “Sorry, Dad. I didn’t stop to think about how it would look when I left. I felt off colour, and to be honest, some time alone was what I needed. How about I pop over tonight?”


    “Only if you want to. I don’t want you to feel obliged. I wanted to check you were okay.”


    “A, okay.”


    “All right. I’ll leave you to whatever you’re doing then. Just make sure you check your bloody messages in the future?”


    “Promise.” Steph smiled.


    Even further affirmation that life wasn’t so bad after all. Her dad cared enough to worry about her, and she had a family that loved her. So why the sad face?


    “Love you, Steph.”


    “You too, Dad.”


    She hung up, and bagged her phone, swapping it for her wallet. The waitress smiled, and made her way to the register as she approached.


    “How was your meal, darling?”


    “Lovely. Thank you.”


    The woman rung up her order, and Steph waved her card over the machine. She dug the keys out, and pocketed the receipt the lady handed her.


    “Enjoy your afternoon.” She smiled, and turned for the door.


    The waitress’s hand touched her shoulder, stopping her in her tracks.


    “I might be speaking out og turn here, but I saw the trouble on your face while you sat there, sweetheart.” She nodded toward the rod. “Just remember you’re special to someone.”


    Steph choked back the lump, which magically appeared in her throat, and smiled at the woman. “Thank you,” she whispered.


    Such kindness from a stranger. How the hell was she meant to get through the rest of the day if this was what the world was going to be dealing her; random acts of kindness? Her heart swelled with the hope this was it—the climb out the other side, and that her dark days hadn’t been anything like what she’d imagined they would.


    Perhaps she had made progress after all?


    The lights on the rod flashed, and she dropped into the driver’s seat, tossing her bag over to the passenger side. The waitress had spurred the urge inside of her to turn and hug the woman for her kindness, but such closeness was the last thing she’d ever be okay with. She had never been a cuddly person, and starting now only seemed fake.


    But cuddles aside, the few kind words had made realise that there was one more person who deserved a special thank you for helping a person in their time of need.


    Steph started the rod, and backed out of the park. The engine purred as she slowly set off for her next stop, enjoying the sun while she could.


    Maybe she was riding a false high, maybe she wasn’t, but in that moment the world was good.


    ***


    The street had already begun the slow submersion into the nocturnal hive of activity it became as soon as the sun fell below the horizon. Steph found a free park, and paid the meter. The sun sat low in the sky, casting the area in a warm, orange glow.


    She made her way along the frontages until she cam to the distinctive crimson doors. She still had an hour until the place opened, but it couldn’t hurt to see if anyone was there already doing the set-up.


    She took the steps, and pushed the discreet buzzer hidden off to the right of the doors. People walked down the street, not showing an ounce of attention to the woman who stood outside a club before it opened.


    Man, you must look like an alcoholic.


    Her hope dwindled, and as she thought to leave, one of the doors inched open, and a middle-aged man with salt-and-pepper hair peered through the gap.


    He frowned as his eyes ran the length of her. “Can I help you?”


    “Sorry, I was wondering if Gary is in yet?”


    “He is. Is he expecting you?”


    “No, but—“ The man moved to close the door. “—Can you tell him I’m here?”


    The guy sighed as though her request was the hardest thing he’d ever have to do in his life. “Name?”


    “Steph.”


    The guy’s eyes narrowed for a fleeting second, but long enough for her to notice and worry what exactly he’d heard about her. Had Pete mentioned her to the other people here? Or did he know what she’d done in the staffroom?


    Her cheeks burned as he closed the door with a click. Did she wait, or was that his way of saying he wanted her to leave? Her doubts were squashed as Gary opened the door, and met her with a wide smile.


    “Steph, doll. What brings you here?” His smile faded, and became a frown when he checked her serious expression.


    “Do you have a spare five minutes?”


    “Always for you.” He pulled the door wider. “Come in.”


    She stepped through the grand entrance, and waited as he relocked the doors. “I don’t think that other guy liked me.”


    “Phil?” He asked, pocketing the keys. “Ah, don’t worry about him. He’s one of those moody types.”


    “Yay,” she replied flatly.


    The place looked strangely different when it was illuminated by normal white light, instead of the dim blue lights of opening hours.


    Gary held the beaded curtain aside, and pointed to a stool. “Take a seat, and I’ll grab us a water jug.”


    “Thanks.”


    Phil wandered around the far side of the room, placing promotional stands in the middle of the tables. Being in the bar brought her memories of Pete to life with such vividness she fought to contain tears.


    Gary returned, placing a carafe, and two glasses down before he took the stool beside her. “Is everything okay?”


    “Yeah.” She smiled. “Just thinking about Pete.”


    “Miss him, huh?”


    She giggled. “Is that pathetic?” He’d been gone all of a few days, and she was already a blubbering mess.


    “Not at all.” He poured them both a glass, and pushed one towards her. “Cass said you two had sorted things out.”


    “As best we can.” She took a sip of the cool liquid. “She’s actually why I’m here.”


    “What happened?” the concern dripped from his tense features.


    “Nothing bad. Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound like that.”


    He smiled, and shook his head. “I always assume the worst with her.”


    “I wanted to come say thank you for what you did for her. I don’t know if she ever has, but I know from my own experience of Cass, that she doesn’t find saying thank you very easy.”


    He rubbed his neck, and cleared his throat. “No, she hasn’t said it in so many words, but I know she meant it.” He turned to meet her gaze. “What brought this on?”


    The question was asked out of concern, not malice, and for the second time since she’d arrived, Steph forced back the tears. “I’ve done a lot of thinking today. I’m sure you’ve heard a filtered version of why Pete’s back in Ireland, and what happened in the airport.”


    “Just a bit here, and there.”


    “I have issues. Usually I don’t like to talk about it because people are so quick to judge, wether they say they won’t or not. But with you, I guess I feel a little more at ease knowing what Cass has said about you.”


    One side of his mouth curled in a badly contained smile. “What’s she been saying about me, then?”


    “What you did for her. The risk it put you in. I want you to know how much that means to not only her, but also me. Underneath her hard-ass exterior, Cass is a great woman. She needs to learn to trust people, and I feel like with you around, she’s getting better.”


    “Jesus, woman. You know how to make a bloke uncomfortable.”


    Steph laughed. “I’m sorry. I know this kind of feely talk isn’t a mans thing. I guess, I realized while I was thinking today how little people share things that are important with each other before it’s too late. I wanted you to know before for whatever reason, it couldn’t be said anymore.”


    Gary took her hand in his, and patted it with his other one. From anyone else it would be creepy, but from Gary, it was comforting.


    “Do you take your own advice?”


    “Huh?”


    “I appreciate what you’ve said, Steph. Honestly. It means a lot to hear it, and I thank you for that. But maybe, you should be telling that person what she needs to hear.”


    Steph followed where his finger pointed, and met her reflection in the mirrors behind the bar. Her gaze transfixed to the pale, tired woman before her.


    “I think that’s the person you need to be telling the important things to before it’s too late.”


    Water blurred her vision. Her nostrils flared, and she pressed her tongue to the roof of her mouth. Her chin quivered, and she groaned inwardly at the mess that was sure to follow.


    Gary scooted forward on his stool, and enveloped her in a hug. He patted her between the shoulders, and she had to giggle at how gently he tried to do it, yet how much he still knocked the wind from her lungs.


    “It’ll be fine, sweetheart. You need to keep focus on yourself, though. I know life feels grand when you can see the virtues in others, but burying your head in the sand with other peoples troubles, and joys won’t fix your own problems.”


    “I don’t know where to start,” she sobbed into his shoulder.


    “Don’t think about it so hard. Look in the mirror, and tell yourself two things every morning that you appreciate about yourself. The rest will take care of itself.”


    “How do you know so much about all this? You’re a guy.” Steph pulled out of his embrace, and wiped her eyes on the backs of her hands.


    “A guy may not show the same emotion as a woman, Steph, but it doesn’t mean he hasn’t walked the same path.” He patted her knee, and stood, sensing her unease. “I better get back to set-up, but come around any time. I’ll tell Mike not to be such a hard-ass.”


    She chuckled, and sniffed back the last of her outburst. “Thanks, Gary.”


    “Anytime.”
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    “Suck it up, and get in there.”


    Pistol looked at Trevor with a raised eyebrow. “It’s a fuckin’ Vet, man.”


    “Well ya can’t go to the hospital and get on their records now, can you?”


    “Agh, fuck.” He flicked the last of his cigarette into the gutter, and pushed off the car.


    “You do realize smoking thins your blood out. You’ve probably lost another pint with that lunger.”


    “Fuck up. Let’s get this done.”


    “Come on, cupcake. I’m sure getting your tat’s felt worse.”


    “I’ll tell ya when we’re done. Who is this guy again?”


    “Cousins husband. He knows the game.”


    “I’m fuckin’ relieved.”


    Bitch all he wanted, but Trevor had said the truth; he couldn’t go to hospital given the circumstances. His name would be up on a record, and in the wrong person’s hands before he had time to sneeze.


    He eyed the paint-chipped exterior of the low-set building, and started up the path. Trevor followed behind, checking their surroundings as they walked.


    Paranoia wasn’t madness when he had people who’d love to see him six-feet under. Paranoia was essential to survive.


    The hinge creaked on the door, and a plump woman looked at them as they entered. She pulled her fluffy dog closer to her chest. The over-sized rat eyed them as they approached the front desk.


    “How can I help ya?” the young redhead asked.


    “Trevor here to see Don.”


    “Aye. Take a seat.” She lingered her gaze on the towel Pistol still clutched to his side, and smiled back at Trevor.


    He shuffled across the waiting room, and levered himself into the hard, plastic seat. No sooner had his butt touched the thing, than an older guy appeared in front of them.


    “Trevor. How you been, old chap?”


    Another Englishman. His snowy white beard dusted the front of his cream shirt.


    “Great. Don, this is my friend, Pete. He needs your opinion.”


    “I see.” Colonel Sanders rubbed his beard, and nodded toward the examination room.


    Pistol reluctantly got up, and entered the sterile space, trying no tot choke on the fumes of antiseptic cleaner. Trevor chuckled from a corner seat as Pistol struggled to push himself onto the small table.


    Don moved to stand in front of him, snapping latex gloves into place.


    He stared the old man down, and grinned. “Woof.”


    Trevor burst into a fit of laughter. Don shook his head, a smile on his lips.


    He gently pulled the tacky cotton of the towel off the drying wound, and set the bloody rag aside. Don’s expression soured, and he let out a low whistle between his teeth.


    “Have you kids been playing a bit rough again?”


    “Somethin’ like that.” He gritted his teeth, and screwed his eyes shut as the man pushed a finger around the wound. “Jesus, take it easy.”


    “I can collar you if you won’t be able to sit still.” Don raised an eyebrow.


    He smiled at the old bugger. At least the prick had a sense of humour. Maybe the experience wouldn’t be so bad after all.


    The doc set to work cleaning the site, and prepping his suture needle. Trevor cleared his throat, and stood from his seat.


    “I think I’ll go check on those groceries, make sure they aren’t getting too hot in the car.”


    “You can bring them in if you like,” Don replied.


    “Agh, no. That’s okay.”


    The big guy slipped from the room before the conversation got any more awkward.


    “This may smart a little.” Don held the needle up, and fluffed with the length of the thread. “You’re lucky there wasn’t any major damage.”


    “So I can still wag me tail?”


    “Even catch a ball if you so desire.”


    Pistol chuckled, and closed his eyes to think of anything but the pain as the needle stuck his flesh. His mind quickly drifted toward the island that was all Steph, and his good humour dwindled.


    What would she say when she saw the gash? He could imagine the look of pain on her face now. Hurting her by getting himself hurt made the situation seem so pointless. He did all this for her, but if what happened to him made her feel worse, then why did he bother to start with?


    Because things could get so much worse if you let it be.


    They were halfway, him and Trevor. One parent bundled in the car, and one to go.


    The big guy re-entered, and winced at the sight of him being stitched up.


    “How were they?”


    “Fine. Didn’t shift during the journey at all.” Trevor resumed his position in the corner, thick arms folded over his chest.


    “How’s the hostage?” Don asked, his gaze still firmly on the job at hand.


    “Excuse me?” Trevor choked.


    “I’m asking if there is another patient I need to attend to before you leave.”


    Pistol looked over the old guy’s shoulder, and met Trevor’s confused look as he shrugged. “I think he’ll be all right.”


    “I may be a bit long in the tooth, boys, but I’m not stupid. Did you honestly think I’d believe you two stopped for groceries on your way here?”


    Trevor laughed, and Pistol drew a breath as the last stitch tugged tight. “Aye, you’ve got a point.” He looked down at the wound as Don clipped the thread. “That was a lame excuse there, big fella.”


    “Oh, right. And what you have had me say?”


    “Fucked if I know. You could have been goin’ for a slash for all I cared.”


    “Right. I’ll leave the talking up to you next time, huh?”


    “Don’t be like that.”


    “He’s always been like that,” Don interjected. “Takes things to heart, our Trevor.”


    “Thanks for the verdict there, Doc.” Trevor rolled his eyes, and stared at the door as Pistol edged off the table.


    “Now. I can’t prescribe you anything for it, given my tendency to treat animals most days—” Don smiled. “—But I can give you the name of a couple of over the counter medications with antibiotic properties. I suggest cleaning the area with a saline solution at least twice a day, and for mercy’s sake, try not to do anything too physical for the next few weeks. You have to give the flesh time to bind.” He turned from them, and scribbled a couple of names on a piece of paper. “Here. If you have any trouble with it, or even if you aren’t sure, come and see me.”


    “Thanks,” Pistol said, and took the paper from the guy’s hand. “I don’t plan on being here much longer though. Your help is appreciated.”


    Don waved them off, and turned back to his computer. He took the cue to leave, and nodded toward the door. Trevor exited first, effectively shielding his blood-covered clothing from the view of the public in the waiting room.


    He tailed the big guy out to the car park, and shook out a cigarette as they reached the vehicle. “Gimme five, eh?”


    Trevor shook his head, and opened the door of the car. He dropped into the driver’s seat, and sat with his legs out the door, facing Pistol. “You do realize this detour has given the grapevine time to get to work?”


    “Well aware, thanks.”


    “Just saying. It’s going to be a darn sight more tricky picking your mother up now they’re onto us.”


    Pistol chuckled, and sucked a lungful of smoke. “You overestimate how much they think of her.” He blew the ashen cloud out in a thin line, disturbing it’s perfect shape with swipes of his finger.


    “I’m not worried about what they think of your mother, Son. I’m worried about what they think of him.” He thumbed toward the back of the car. “I’m guessing Murray still has enough sway in these parts to have a few people concerned for his whereabouts, even if it is for their own business interests.”


    The little nugget of truth Trevor had decided to share was the exact same thing that had been worrying him since they left the motel. Murray was the kind of guy with his finger in every pie. Somebody would want to know where he was, where their cash was, or who was organizing a heist for them. People like Murray didn’t go on vacation without appointing a second in charge.


    “Best we be at it then, huh?” He drew back another long drag of he smoke, watching the amber sparks crackle as they climbed up the stick. “Sooner we’re at her, the less shit we’ve got to contend with.” He chuckled. “Well, at least that’s the idea.”


    Trevor rubbed a large hand over his hair, and pulled it back into a short ponytail. He flicked the tie from his wrist over the tuft of black, and sighed. “Ever have those days where you wonder how it was you got stuck into this shit? What it was that made fate decide you were the sucker who deserved to have it hard his whole life?”


    “Every day, brother.”


    “I’m fucking over it, Pete.”


    “I know.”


    “I wanted to be a Personal Trainer when I was a kid. Whip people into shape. I guess I still whip something out of them.”


    “Yeah, I guess you do.”


    He watched as Trevor buried the pain, and regret behind his steel mask once again. Everybody had their demons, but some people walked shoulder to shoulder with the suckers. Trevor was the kind of guy who had the fucker sitting on his back, taking a free ride at the expense of another’s pain.


    He could recognize the signs in Trevor that reflected true to himself. The need to joke about his hurt, the need to hide behind a cold, unaffected exterior, the inability to hold down a meaningful relationship.


    Well, until now.


    What a fine match he’d found in Steph. She thought he was the one who showed him truths about herself she needed to know. She thought he was the answer to her insecurities, that he could help her live a life less afraid. But who was he to judge? Who was he to tell her how to work through the mess when he couldn’t even sort his own shit out without creating a tidal wave of carnage in his wake?


    He rounded the car, and fell into the seat beside Trevor. The big guy backed them out of the parking space, and exited the car park over a small, sharp judder bar. The car thumped as its back axle crossed the lump in the pavement.


    He smirked, and revelled in the little things in life.


    Little joys.


    Simple pleasures.


    Pity they were always at the expense of another’s pain.


    


    

  


  
    



    [image: ]


    Steph stood at her front door, key in the lock, and eyes glazed as she stared at her hand on the cool metal of the door handle.


    Home.


    It wasn’t remotely close to a place she could feel comfortable laying her head any more. She sucked in a lungful of courage, and pushed the door open. The stillness of the empty house sent shivers through her limbs. She dropped her bag at the end of the kitchen counter, and walked past the door to the spare room on her way to the master bedroom.


    Her feet stopped of their own accord, and she eyed the plain white door. So unassuming, yet so filled with dread. The room signified everything that was wrong in her world, and in some weird way of coping with the stress, having the door shut seemed like the best way to keep her demons at arms length.


    The room was her Pandora’s box.


    But this time, the temptation wasn’t there. She’d gladly keep it closed knowing the evil that was inside.


    Her room sat shrouded in grey as she pulled the blinds closed. After visiting Gary, she’d driven for another solid two hours, mulling over her past choices, and the options she had at starting again on the right foot. The manic episode at the airport hadn’t been a precursor to something worse as she had feared. It had simply been a warning, a wake-up call that life could be a lot uglier if she didn’t take the time to worry about herself above others every now and again.


    Her hand paused on the light-switch, but the dark of the late afternoon seemed more welcoming. Sometimes light could be too revealing for her tastes. It showed every scar, imperfection, and fault she possessed when she caught herself sneak a peek in the mirror. The gloomy grey could dampen those faults, and make her feel happy being in her skin—even if only for an hour or two.


    Steph crawled onto her bed, and slid under the covers—fully dressed. She nestled her head into the pillows, and stared up at the fan in the centre of the ceiling. She lost herself, mentally drawing lines around it’s metal outline. Ever since she was young there had been something serene about busying her mind with mundane activities.


    A few hours and it would be night time; her favourite part of the day. At night nobody rushed from appointment, to errand, rushing their way through life without having a moment to revel in the beauty of the world about them. Perhaps at night people physically slept, but during the day most were mentally asleep; going through the motions without using full function of their brain. Simply staggering through the routines of life without true purpose other than to pay the bills, and eat.


    Night had always brought her imagination to life. She dreamt of alternate worlds, of parallel universes where her life hadn’t been sent spiralling off the track at one ill-fated bonfire party.


    What would have she been like if she’d never felt the need to shield herself from the world in a coat of false bravado. Because at the end of it all, that’s all her bright hair, and tattoo’s were, right? A mask to shield her from people being able to judge the real her? If she could manage to keep people looking at her art first and foremost, then they wouldn’t see past it to the broken shell of a woman, trying to make her way through the day without the need to cry, or hide in an empty bathroom stall.


    The simple, yet effective art of distraction.


    Even if that’s all her style was born of; a need to ‘disappear’, then it didn’t matter. Alternate was her normal now, and she wouldn’t change a thing about the way she looks. Besides, Pete likes it, too. But was that the wrong way to think? To want to please him by being who he wanted her to be?


    Nonsense.


    She wasn’t being who he wanted her to be—he appreciated who she was. Big difference.


    Her eyes drew heavy as her thoughts plundered on, unboxing, and assembling the pieces of herself she’d swept under the carpet for too long. When was the last time she could truly say she’d spent time on herself, and herself only? It was too easy to immerse herself in the task of keeping everyone around her happy, to ignore her issues by stonewalling them with the issues of others.


    Sure, there’s nothing inherently wrong with wanting to help her friends. But when it’s at the expense of her health, she had to take a step back and ask why? Why was she ignoring her own needs? What was so hard about the problem that she couldn’t just face it head on?


    Steph rolled to her back, and sighed. Maybe she’d been wasted as a forensic accountant. All this brain-ache about why she acted the way she did said she should have directed her studies into psychology.


    Then again, who said it was too late? She was in her prime as far as a career was concerned. Plenty of years left to retrain. An idea for another time. The thought of studying had appeal, but her common sense reminded her that when her boyfriend was overseas, taking out his parents, and God knows who else, it wasn’t exactly the time to implement major life changes.


    Besides, she had other issues to attend to before she thought about anything like that. Her gaze wandered to the wall her bedroom shared with the spare room.


    The tone of her phone pierced the silence of the house, sending her heart racing. Steph scrambled to her feet, and dashed out to retrieve it from her bag. The ring-tone neared the end as she swiped the slider to answer.


    “Heya.”


    “I nearly thought you weren’t going to answer.”


    Her stomach became a gooey mess at the sound of his voice, and she became acutely aware of tension between her thighs. “Just in another room, is all.”


    “Hope ya weren’t doin’ anything without me, Love.”


    She giggled like a pathetic little schoolgirl. “Hardly.”


    “I miss ya, Cutie.”


    “I miss you, too.” She bit her fingernail, chastising herself for wanting to ask. “How’s it—” she started at the same time as he spoke.


    “I’ll be—” Pete chuckled. “You go.”


    “How’s it going? I mean have you, you know, sorted anything?”


    “Aye. Mickey passes on his apologies for being unable to attend, and Murray is still unsure if he can.”


    She smiled at his guarded way of talking about such a macabre subject. “It’s a second language to you, isn’t it?”


    “Entirely.” He sighed. “Not long and I’ll be able to hold ya again. I feel like a part of me is missing, or broken without ya here.”


    “Pete O’Malley,” she smiled. “I never picked you to be the sweet romantic.”


    “Full of surprises, Love. Would you rather something else?”


    “What do you have in mind?”


    “I could tell ya what I’ll do when I get home.”


    Steph made her way to the bedroom as the ache in her intensified. “Are you going to wait that long?”


    “What do ya mean?” The humour in his voice was clear.


    “Oh, nothing. It’s just so long from the airport to here. A girl could be mistaken for wondering how badly you missed her if you can wait that long.” She shimmied out of her shorts, and crawled over the bed.


    “Fuck, Love. You better not be makin’ a promise you can’t keep.”


    “You tell me. It’ll be you who’ll have to live up to what he’s telling me.”


    He growled. “Public, or private?”


    “Place?”


    “Aye. If I had my way, I’d fuck ya against the wall the minute I got through customs and saw your sexy ass waitin’ for me.”


    “Bet the families with kids would love that.”


    “Keep on track, Love.”


    “Sorry.” Steph nestled further into the bed, and attempted the laborious task of getting her shirt off without putting the phone down. “Let’s make it interesting—public.”


    “Hmm. You’re going to be fuckin’ wet for me, I know it. You gonna have the collar on?”


    “Do you want me to?”


    “Is the Pope a Catholic?”


    She giggled, and tossed the tangled shirt aside. “Collar, and dress. Nothing underneath.”


    “Fuck I’m hard right now.”


    “Don’t tease me. It’s not fair.”


    “What the fuck do ya think the image of you in a dress with nothing on underneath is doing?”


    “Touche.”


    “First of all, we’re goin’ to need to take the escalator to the car park. And ya know what that means.”


    “Enlighten me.” Her voice had taken on a gravelly tone of its own accord.


    “You, in front, and me behind ya. Right behind ya.”


    “And?”


    “That dress of yours looks fine on that ass of yours, but the temptation of what’s underneath is too much, Love. I’m goin’ to lift that thing just enough to be able to slide my fingers in that sweet warmth, and remind your pussy what it’s been missin’.”


    “I think it knows.” Steph drew her eyes shut, and slid down on the cushions. “It’s pouting right now.”


    He chuckled before continuing. “You’re goin’ to be ready by the time we get to the bottom, but since there’s not enough time on one of those things, you’re gonna have to stand there, and watch as I lick my fingers clean, knowing what it is I’m tastin’.”


    “Sounds fine to me.”


    “We’ll get to the car, and throw my stuff in the back, but before you can get yerself around to open the door, I’m goin’ to have ya bent backward over that thing so ya perfect tits are on display. Fuck, Love, Your dress makes those beauties beg to be tasted.”


    “Do it then.”


    “Such plump nipples, so fuckin’ ripe for suckin’.”


    “Jesus.”


    “He ain’t gonna help ya now, Cutie.”


    The warm afternoon air had taken on a sudden humidity since she’d returned to the bedroom. Steph wriggled on the bedding, feeling flushed in all the right places as Pete continued to describe how he’d take her over the car. Her breathing grew heavy, and saying anything proved to be near impossible as he reached the best part of the story.


    “Love, I can tell ya now that the minute I get my cock in ya there won’t be any going slow. I’m goin’ to have ya pressed up against that car, your ass pushed into me as I fuckin’ slam you so hard you’ll have bruises on ya hips from the panel-work.”


    “I’ll still want it harder,” she breathed.


    “You tell me how hard.” The strained tone of his words told her all she needed to know about what he was dong on his end of the call.


    “You’re going to have your fingers through the loops of my collar, and I want you to pull me into you with every stroke. I want to feel you when I place my hand on my stomach. I want to know you’re taking me so hard that you can’t physically fit any further.”


    “I can’t ruin you though, Love. I won’t be done with ya that soon.”


    “I’m a big girl—I can take a little pain in the search of pleasure.”


    “Your ass is goin’ to be so fuckin’ red when I’m finished with ya.”


    “I deserve it, Baby.”


    “Keep teasin’ me like this when I get home and I’ll have to shut your mouth by puttin’ it to work, Love.”


    “You can’t call that a punishment if I like it.” Steph’s hand crept to her clit, and she pressed her fingertips against the swollen flesh. Her pulse thumped as her imagination ran wild with the image of her and Pete, together again.


    “Maybe I reward bad girls?”


    “Do you have any idea how good you feel on my tongue?”


    “Jesus, Steph. I’m close.”


    His heavy breaths pushed her toward the end. She slipped two fingers inside her aching core. A shudder ripped the length of her body at the promise of such sweet relief, and she thrust in time to his panting.


    “Tell me what you’re doing,” he demanded.


    “Fuck, Pete. I couldn’t help myself. My fingers are working me, Baby. I’m so swollen.”


    “Agh, Love. Keep goin’.”


    She brought her hand to her mouth. “Mmm, it tastes like I need you here to finish me off.”


    “Fuck. I wish I was.”


    “Oh,” she moaned as a third digit joined the glistening two in her single-handed assault. “I can feel my muscles twitch, Baby. Fuck I’m going …”


    His moans echoed her cries as they lost themselves. Even thousands of miles apart they could still be in sync with the other. The connection held.


    “Fuck, Love. I’ve gotta get this finished so I can get home to ya.”


    “Make it soon.”


    “I don’t think the little fella will let me take any longer than I need to.”


    “Good, because she misses him too much.”


    He chuckled. “Did you say ‘she’, as in your vagina?”


    “What?” Steph laughed. “You can refer to your dick in the third person, but I can’t talk about my bits like that?”


    “Love, you can always make me laugh.”


    “Funny ha-ha? Or funny peculiar, though?”


    “Both.” He snorted.


    “If you carry on like that, I’ll let you sort yourself out when you get home.”


    “She wouldn’t allow it.”


    Steph cracked up laughing. How could they go so quickly from intense phone-sex, to laughing about what they called their respective genitalia? Unique—that's what their love could be classified as. Outside of the norm. Odd.


    Perfect.


    "I love you, Pete. Don't do anything too stupid."


    "It's all I do. If I wasn't being a clown, life would be rather bland, eh?"


    "I guess."


    He sighed. "It's okay, Cutie. I couldn't do that to ya. I couldn't put you through that. I'll be home soon."
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    Pistol downed another shot as he watched Trevor tuck a young brunettes hair behind her ear. They shouldn't be out having a drink, but he couldn't deny the big guy a last night of fun—especially if things tomorrow did go sour.


    Murray was secure at an abandoned hit house not far from their new motel. He'd been sure to check on the asshole before they hit the pubs. Not much the old timer could do with a gag in his mouth, and an intricate display of knot work keeping his hands behind his back. Plus, they drugged the guy as high as a kite for added security. He was effectively a puppet, awaiting its next instruction.


    A toy.


    Nah, fuck that. He wasn't as cherished as a toy. He was simply something to fuck around with when the circumstances called for it.


    Trevor dragged the skinny bird behind him to where Pistol sat. He gave them a disinterested scowl, and waved the bartender over for a refill. The middle-aged man eyed him a little too long for Pistol's liking, and he tipped his head to the side to let the guy know he didn't need to evaluate his sobriety.


    "You going to sit over here all night like a sorry bum?"


    "Fuck you."


    "Always so charming." Trevor turned to the brunette. "Sorry, darling."


    "Nay mind." She laughed a horrendous nasally whine.


    He touched his ears to check for blood.


    "You off somewhere with that, then?" Pistol nodded toward the girl who stood to the side chewing her gum like a cow with cud.


    "Thinking on it. Don't want to leave you alone."


    "I'm sure if there was a risk, we'd be in the thick of it by now, eh?"


    "Probably. I know what I'd be doing though, and that's waiting until we split." Trevor looked at the girl who leant on the bar watching the T.V. above the shelves. "Fuck it, I'll stick around."


    "I'm sure you could do better, anyways." He eyed the second-grade goods, and curled his nose in disgust. The woman looked like she carried the calling cards of half the town tattooed on her backside.


    "You know how it is, Son. You take what you can get, when you can get it."


    Trevor turned to the girl, and garnered her attention with a backhand on the upper arm. "How’s about you head out front, and I'll come join you soon, darling."


    She leant over, and slathered him with what was probably meant to be promises of things to come. The poor girl came off as a thirsty puppy; her tongue tackling Trevor like a bowl of water, and leaving as much mess.


    "I thought you said you were stickin' about?" Pistol asked as the brunette exited the pub.


    "I am. By the time she realises I ain't coming out, she'll be into something else."


    "Class act, that one."


    Trevor huffed a sharp breath, and stared at the top of the bar. "Be a fine day when I can snare anything better."


    "You think too lowly of yourself."


    "Do I? It ain't for lack of trying, Son."


    "I bet. Give it time. Change of scenery would probably help up the odds."


    "Too right." Trevor’s attention disappeared somewhere other than the place his body currently inhabited.


    Pistol snapped his fingers in front of the big guy's face. "You home?"


    Not even a chuckle. He swung his head around, and pinned Pistol with a patient gaze. "What?"


    "Ya went somewhere just then."


    "Nowhere important."


    The bartender delivered Pistol's next drink. He downed it before the glass had time to leave a ring on the woodwork. "What you goin' to do with yerself after this is said and done?"


    “You already asked me that.”


    “Do ya have an answer this time, then?”


    "Not sure."


    "Come back to Australia with me."


    Trevor laughed, low and mocking. "Yeah, right."


    "Come off it. It's not that much of a hare-brained idea."


    "I can't just trip in and out of the country when I feel like it. I don't have residency like you."


    "Get a work permit."


    "Good on you, Son. I can see that form going down well." He lifted his hands, and gestured in front of him as he spoke. "Occupation—Contract Killer."


    "Ya fuckin' douche. I'd get ya a job at the bar."


    "I haven't tossed a singular bottle in my life. What makes you think that would be an easy grab?"


    He tapped the side of his nose, and Trevor rolled his eyes in response.


    The big guy didn’t know everything about his position at the place. Fuck, nobody did. Sure, Phil had given him a good step up by taking a chance on him with an honest job, but the circumstances in which he'd met Mike weren’t quite as savoury.


    Phil had been a junkie not that long ago, and his habit had cost him a wife a house, and his savings. Yet the guy still begged, borrowed, and stole to feed the habit. Pistol happened to be the man contracted to collect the due, when they'd managed to strike a deal.


    Phil gave him a job—he gave Phil a hand out of a shit situation.


    The road to sobriety hadn’t been an easy one, but neither had his break from dirty habits. The two of them had managed to lend the other moral support over the years he’d been in Australia. Two guys trying to make a fresh start.


    “Tell you what,” Trevor said with a tip of his chin. “If you get me a secure job by the time your flight leaves, I’ll be on it, if not the one following.”


    “Deal.” Pistol stuck his hand out.


    Trevor engulfed his hand, and shook it.


    ***


    The rain hung thick in the air the next morning. Each drop seemed to take an inordinate amount of time before it hit Pistol’s clothes with the same effect as a water balloon, covering him in huge splotches.


    Fucking rain.


    He huddled closer to the front door of the hit house, and did what he could to keep his cigarette dry. Trevor was inside with Murray, giving him a tickle to wake the fucker up. The sorry excuse for a man had thrown up all over himself while they were out last night, and for a fleeting moment, he’d thought the guy had to have choked on what was stuck behind the gag. If he said that those milliseconds hadn’t brought disappointment his way, he’d be a bald faced liar.


    All night Pistol had thought about what they’d do to the guy. More importantly he’d mulled over how he’d snare his mother. Last reports were she’d been whoring herself out at a local gang house which was a fucking letdown. How the fuck was he meant to get her without a ruckus if a dozen or more drug-fucked, drunk, and unpredictable fellas surrounded her at any given time?


    He tossed the butt out into a puddle, and listened to the sizzle as life extinguished itself before him. If only it were that simple. But such a quick execution for his sorry excuse for parents would have been showing lenience. He couldn’t give them the soft option out of this life. Not when he’d been forced to bear the suffering of a childhood stolen from him. Not when he’d been forced to grow up well before his years dictated, and by some of the most gruesome ways imaginable.


    What fucking kid is supposed to know where his ‘father’ keeps the boning knife? And yeah, not a boning knife to be used on animals, but on men that have crossed the old man’s path? What kind of fucking childhood is that?


    Shit, he didn’t know who Peter Pan, Tom and Jerry, or The Looney Tunes were until he was a teenager. Fuck. Hadn’t that made him the laughing stock of his school. Kids found it entertaining to mock him about his limited knowledge of popular culture, but little did those fuckers know, he could have dismembered their body and stashed the pieces before the lunch bell rung.


    Yeah. What a childhood that had been.


    Pistol shook the rain from his jacket, and nudged the door to the house open with his shoulder. Trevor stood with his back against the living room wall, arms crossed as he watched Murray moan incoherent abuse at the two of them.


    What a sorry fucking sight.


    To think this man had ruled, and kept the people of their hometown in fear for the better part of four decades. And now, here he was, reduced to nothing more than the spitting image of a senile old man by none other than his so-called son.


    Wasn’t karma a bitch.


    “You with us, then?” He shoved the butt of his hand against Murray’s forehead, snapping his head back on his shoulders.


    “Fuckin’ … useless … urgh.”


    Drugs still in effect then, huh?


    “Good morning to you, too.” He rounded the crate Trevor had propped Murray up on, and punched him square between the shoulders. The old battle-axe expelled the air from his lungs, but sat firm.


    Not quite broken, yet. He didn’t expect any less. The guy would be a hard one to bring to his knees, but he had a plan.


    “We’re pickin’ up Ma later on. Thought you two might like to have one last dance before you go.”


    “Her … fault.” The words still fell staggered from his lips, but the clarity had improved.


    “Agh, now. Don’t be like that. I never saw you do a thing to help us all those years.”


    “Didn’t need it.”


    “Aye? That so? You going to tell Colin that when ya see him on the other side? Oh, hang on, you ain’t goin’ to the same place, are ya?”


    Murray spat at Pistol’s feet. “I’ll see you there, though.”


    “Oh, I have no doubt about that. I’m sure ya will. But see, I had a choice in that. He didn’t.”


    “You can’t let it go.”


    “Fuckin’ oath I can’t. You stole me brother from me, equally as guilty as ma. She may have been the bitch who choked the life from him, but it was you who never stood up for us. You’re either a fuckin’ coward, or not deserving of a single breath you’ve drawn on this earth.”


    “The only coward around here is you.” Murray sneered. Bloodstained teeth added to the menace.


    “Fuck you, old man. A coward wouldn’t be here right now, tellin’ ya how it’s going to be. See, I’m gonna draw you a little bath to soak in before ma gets here. And Trevor? Well, he’s goin to be a good dog and do as I tell him. He’s gonna make sure you’re fed and watered. Wouldn’t want ya carking it before the old lady gets here.”


    Murray laughed, low, and long. “Jesus. You’ve got it bad, huh?”


    “Just after some light entertainment, old man. See, I got a few questions for ya, so I thought we better draw the show out to give us enough time to have a proper heart-to-heart.”


    “What makes ya think I’ll give ya any answers?”


    “I fuckin’ know ya will.”
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    Sun warmed the room as Steph stretched, and rolled to the side of the bed. She threw her legs out before she could change her mind about getting up, and headed for the kitchen to make a coffee.


    The minute Pete left the country her heart had lodged itself firmly in the back of her throat. Every cell in her body had been certain the outcome could only be bad, but since talking with him last night something had found peace.


    She felt reassured.


    Not that she could place a finger on what exactly made her feel that way, but instead of counting the days he’d been gone, she was counting down the days until he returned.


    She dropped a teaspoon of coffee into the mug, and added one of sugar before mixing the milk through the concoction. The kettle boiled away, drowning out any further thoughts she still had knocking around about Pete.


    Sunday had passed in relative calm. She’d read a little, spent some time in the sun weeding the small garden the property had, and even managed to wash the rod. The whole day had been close to what she could have called domestic bliss—only it was missing the vital ingredient, her man.


    The brew in her mug warmed her from the inside, while the sun at her back windows warmed her from the outside. For the first time in forever she was cosy, inside and out. Everything had its place. She’d nutted out how Pete fit into her life, and any doubts she’d had of them making it long term vanished like a stain in the wash.


    Magic.


    A small part of her still begged in the background for her to take it slow, to heed caution to her sudden happiness. But fuck that. She’d spent too many days already, wasting her time with the worries of what-if. Now it was time to take the bull by the horns, and ride the damn thing out.


    So what if life fell apart every now and then? That was what it was to be human, to feel, to learn. Nobody ever got anywhere by staying inside their comfort zone. To live her life as she should she had to take risk, and with a person like Pete by her side, she could see that working for her.


    Hell, if he’d been through half of what he had—what he was—then she could bloody well manage to move past a couple of incidents with the Peterson boys. Life went on, and now that they weren’t in it, she had no reason to stay under her blanket of fear.


    Get at it.


    That was all she needed to do.


    She turned for the bedroom, and headed to retrieve her phone from the charger. Best way to see if this good mood would last was to put it to test.


    ***


    “You know, you can have a break anyway. Even if your plans did fall through.” Barbara smiled, her hands clasped on the desk before her.


    Steph shifted in the hard seat, and smiled in return. “No, honestly. I’d rather save the time off for when I’ve got something worthwhile to do.”


    “Well, if you’re sure.”


    “Positive.”


    Her boss stood, and punched the button on her phone to forward all incoming calls. “Tell me if I’m being out of turn—” She walked around the desk, and stopped beside Steph, leaning into the edge. “—But you’ve seemed a little distracted of late. Is everything okay?”


    “All good. Thank you for asking though.”


    Barbara shrugged. “I don’t normally enquire about my staff’s personal lives, but I see a lot of potential in you. I feel you however, don’t.”


    “To be brutally honest, I don’t know what that potential is meant for.”


    “How do you mean?”


    “I’m not sure if this is the best career for me—nothing against this office. I love it here. But I sometimes wonder what I would have done if I didn’t let my parents dictate my choices.”


    “Totally understandable. If you want to take the rest of the week to think it over, then the offer’s still open. I’d hate to see you leave, though.”


    “No, honestly.” Steph stared out the window at the birds hopping along the concrete. “I’ve tried to work it out the last few days, and so far all I’ve come up with is a headache.”


    “Did you want to start back today? Or tomorrow?”


    “Today. If that’s okay?”


    “More than okay.” Barbara moved back to her seat, and looked down at a report she had spread across the top. “Good to have you back.”


    “Thanks.”


    Steph took her leave, and wandered through the office to her desk. It was a little after the start of the workday so most people had their heads down in their work, not noticing her as she walked by.


    Marcus leant back in his chair as she passed his cubicle. “Hey.”


    “Hey, you.”


    “I thought you weren’t back until next week?”


    “Keeping tabs on me now?” Steph smiled.


    “Busted.” He chuckled. “Serious though. Why you back early? You must be mental.”


    If only he knew.


    “The trip I had planned fell through, and I was going stir crazy at home.”


    “Trade places,” he grumbled. “I’ve got a million things I could be doing outside of here.”


    “Yeah, well, me not so much.” She shrugged.


    “What about Mr Intense? Thought you’d make the most of your down time, if you know what I mean.” He waggled his eyebrows, making her laugh.


    “You need to get laid.”


    “Truth. You offering?”


    She stared at him. Her common sense told her he was joking, but given the past few weeks, her nerves still sat on the edge.


    “Too much?”


    The regret on his face made her heart soften toward him. “It’s okay. You caught me off guard.”


    “Sorry. I’ll just, ah, you know.” He pointed at his computer, wiggling his finger around.


    Steph giggled as she took the last few steps to her desk. She round the corner, her bag in mid-flight to its position under the desk, when her heart stopped and she bit back the urge to vomit.


    “Oh yeah,” Marcus piped up, his head over the partition. “They showed up on after you left.”


    Her hand trembled as she reached for the slip of white amongst the dying flowers.


    “Tried to keep them alive, but as you can tell I’m not much of a gardener.”


    “They’re cut flowers, Marcus. You don’t ‘garden’ them.”


    “Point taken.” He smiled, and disappeared into his cubicle.


    Steph brought the card to her chest as she looked at the white lilies. She wanted to believe so bad that they were a spontaneous gift from Pete, but her gut swum in tight circles, warning her there wasn’t a chance that was remotely true.


    Her finger edged the tape at the centre apart, and she flipped the card open to read the hand-written message.


    To the good times.


    He sent them before the funeral. Before he took her hostage.


    She dropped the message on the floor before Ivan’s words could creep across her skin and embed themselves in her flesh. What did he have planned for them? What would have happened if she hadn’t been able to fight him off?


    Steph drew a deep breath, and hoisted the cardboard vase off the desk. Walking through the office with the enormous arrangement before her, people finally took notice.


    Perfect timing. Thanks guys.


    She pressed down on the handle of the back door with her elbow, and backed out to the rear of the building. Steph made a beeline for the large, blue skip, and heaved the flowers into the rubbish.


    Pretend you never saw them.


    Out of sight, out of mind, right? Problem was, Ivan was far from out of mind. Wether she wanted to admit it or not, he was still the final thread left unresolved.


    Come home, Pete. I need your help.
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    Trevor gave Pistol a slap on the back outside the small, corner supermarket. They’d trailed his mother for the past day, waiting for her to be away from other people, and it seemed they might be about to get their chance.


    See, his mother had this time-old habit when she got high; she bought Cheetos. A strange, but steadfast habit she’d had as long as he could remember. And there she stood now, at the checkout, rattling through her pockets to come up with the meagre change it took to buy the packet.


    Fuck, he had to resist the urge to go in there and buy the damn things for her to speed this along.


    A few minutes later, her scrawny frame crossed the threshold to the outside world, and she lifted a thin arm to pull her sunglasses down. The rain had cleared, leaving an eerie blue sky. The light reflected off the puddles left behind, and cast an oddly upbeat glow on their surroundings.


    She walked left, paused, and turned back to head in the opposite direction. This again was not unusual for her pre-hit state. The woman’s mind lay so focused on what she intended to do that he was surprised she managed to dress herself before she went out.


    He elbowed Trevor, and they split in opposite directions to come at her from both sides. The woman may not have had a pound of muscle to her body, but he could bet she’d fight like a beast unleashed once she realized what was going on.


    He shadowed the supermarket as Trevor made his way behind a row of parked cars. The stupid bitch had her head down, texting.


    And they say it’s the younger generations problem.


    He closed the gap between them, and as he reached the final steps, her head snapped up like a startled jackrabbit. Pistol lunged, and caught the sleeve of her T-shirt when she faked left in an attempt to duck his attack.


    They spun in opposite directions, forcing his wrist at an unnatural angle. He growled as she slipped from his grasp. However, her freedom was short-lived as she ran straight into the brick wall that was Trevor’s chest. He wrapped his arms around her, and as Pistol predicted, the woman kicked and clawed for her release.


    The bag of Cheetos dropped to the ground in the struggle, and he kicked it aside as he approached to settle the wildcat down. Her arm lashed backwards, and a lucky shot collected the side of his face. He swore, the sharp shock ricocheting through his temple.


    “Just give up, ya silly cow.”


    “Fuck ya, Pete. I’ll never let you have one up on me.”


    “Christ woman,” Trevor griped as she wriggled about in his hold.


    “And as for you,” she started, and then promptly stopped when her teeth found the flesh of Trevor’s upper arm.


    He cried out, grasping her hair with his free hand, and wrenched her head off him. Blood seeped through the fabric of his shirt, and the rage Trevor contained broke out full force.


    Pistol took a leap back to dodge his mother’s flying body as Trevor threw her to the ground. “Fuck, Carol! I’ll probably have to get a fucking HIV test now, you stupid whore.”


    “Merry Christmas,” she sneered.


    Pistol stepped up, and wrapped his arms under her armpits, hoisting her to her feet. She threw an elbow back, and collected him square in the stitches. He reeled at the immediate hit of nausea, and pushed her forward into Trevor’s waiting stance.


    The bitch stumbled, and as she headed for the pavement, took out Trevor’s legs like a couple of bowling pins. An episode of the Three Stooge’s would have looked more co-ordinated at that moment. Trevor wobbled, and put a foot back to regain balance, but lost any chance he had at righting himself when his foot struck a stormwater drain.


    He tumbled back, landing awkwardly on the curbing of the raised garden. Pistol winced at the pained roar the big guy let loose as Trevor rolled to his side and clutched at his back.


    “Fuck me.” The big guy’s face contorted with pain.


    His mother made a break for it, but came crashing onto her chest, her face colliding with the ground when Pistol landed atop of her. He wrapped a leg around hers, pinning her down.


    “Oi! What’s goin’ on?”


    Great. Witnesses.


    Trevor got to his feet, looking none too pleased, and limped across to help Pistol pull his mother off the ground.


    “Oi!” The onlooker called out again, making his way over from the front doors of the supermarket.


    “We best be getting a wriggle on.”


    He nodded at Trevor, and took his mother by the ankles. Between them, they managed a small miracle, and got her into the back of the waiting car before the do-gooder could reach them. Pistol climbed in the back, and sat on top of the woman while she hissed and scratched at him.


    He looked out the back window as Trevor sped away and sighed. The confused onlooker stood with hands on hips, stunned at the scene he’d witnessed. Another near miss. The last place he wanted to be was locked up in the local slammer. One more close shave they could have done without, yet still one step closer to getting home to Steph.


    One step closer to ending this charade he called his family for good.


    ***


    Trevor pulled up outside the hit house, and turned to look at the spectacle in the back seat. Pistol smiled a toothy grin at the big guy, and the two of them cracked up at the ridiculous predicament they were in.


    Halfway to the location he’d officially lost his temper with his mother’s attempts at escape, and had knocked her out with a quick fist to the face. She lay cramped into the small space the back of the loan car provided with Pistol still sitting on top of her, his legs folded like a Buddha contemplating life.


    He flicked the handle on the door, and folded himself out of the car, rubbing the kinks out of his neck from where he’d had it craned against the roof of the vehicle for so long. Trevor met him on the curb, and shook his head at the sight before them.


    “Jesus, man. I’m not usually one to say anything untoward about another mans mother, but fuck, that woman has no class at all.”


    Pistol winced at the sight of her track-marked arms, dirty dress, and pasty, dry skin. A person could have picked her as a junkie from a mile away. She screamed desperation.


    “Aye, you’d be right, though. Let’s get this done with.” He rubbed a hand over his face, and drew a deep breath.


    Trevor grabbed Carol by an ankle, and dragged her across the seat until she hung out of the car from the hips down. He hoisted her into his arms, and promptly dropped her to the ground with a grunt as his knees gave out.


    “You right, brother?”


    He shook his head, pain etched into his features. “Not so much, Son. I’ve fucked my back good and proper on that curbing back there.”


    “Step back. This’ll at least make ya laugh.”


    Pistol stepped up to his mother’s slumped form, and stood with his hands on his hips.


    “You look like you’re trying to work out a physics equation.” Trevor laughed.


    “Fuckin’ close. How do you make it look so easy?”


    “Practice.” Trevor sighed. “Agh, man. Put your arms under her and run with it.”


    He shuddered. “It means I have to get close to her. I ain’t been that close without laying one on her in fuckin’ forever.”


    “You’ve never cuddled your mother?” Trevor arched an eyebrow.


    Pistol swept his arm in the direction of the woman between them. “Does she look like the type to cuddle?”


    “Point made.”


    “Fuck it. Let’s give this a shot.” Pistol bent down, and scooped the woman into his arms. Picking the likes of Steph up was one thing—she was live weight. But his mother? Passed out? She was a fucking lump of rock.


    “Christ,” he groaned. “I need to hit the gym with ya.”


    “You’d have to kick your smoking again, first.” Trevor shook his head at the spectacle.


    Pistol wrestled her up the path, stepping aside to let Trevor past to open the door for him. The big guy unlocked the two deadbolts, and pushed the door wide.


    The place was nothing out of the ordinary. To any onlooker it was another well-kept suburban home: manicured garden along the front fence, a path free of weeds, and fresh paint on the window frames. Only the local underground, and the police knew otherwise.


    Pistol sidled past Trevor, and dropped his mother in the living room. She landed on the worn couch with a whoompf, still out for the count.


    “For a scrawny guy you’ve got a hell of a hook.” Trevor smiled, and hobbled toward the kitchen.


    “Hey, I’m not scrawny. Just because my shoulders fit through the door without me havin’ to turn sideways doesn’t mean I’m malnourished.”


    Trevor chuckled, searching through the cabinets. He dropped his shoulders after opening the last cupboard to find nothing.


    “What ya after?”


    “Something to kill the pain in my back.”


    Pistol snorted. “Ask her when she wakes up, I’m sure she’d have a suggestion.” He thumbed in his mother’s direction.


    Trevor laughed, and socked him on the arm as he headed for the stairs. “I’ll go see how the other patient is.”


    “Aye.” Pistol turned back to the living room, and fell into an empty armchair to watch his mother.


    He hadn’t fully decided what to do with the two of them yet, but knowing how volatile a junkie on a forced comedown could get, he had a few ideas up his sleeve. He fished his phone from his pocket, and did some quick sums in his head.


    She should be awake.


    He pressed dial on Steph’s number, and sat back, bringing the phone to his ear.


    “Hey, Baby.” Her voice sounded dry, and sleepy.


    “Did I wake ya?”


    “Doesn’t matter. How are things there?”


    “Nearly over.”


    “That’s good.” She hummed gently down the line. “Not long until you come home.”


    “Aye.” Staring at his mother dredged up memories of a time less pleasant. He could feel himself slipping back into the gloom that was his upbringing. “Tell me about ya day.”


    “Nothing interesting, really.”


    “I need the distraction, Love. What did ya do?”


    She sighed. “Well, I went back to work today. That’s about as exciting as it got.”


    “Yeah? But ya had the whole week to take off?”


    “I know, but I was driving myself stir crazy being at home all the time.”


    “How was the funeral? I forgot to ask.” He scuffed a boot along the worn carpet.


    “As to be expected.”


    “A Hollywood production?”


    “Damn close.” She giggled. “I didn’t see too much of it though.”


    “No?”


    “Nah. I left early. Couldn’t stomach what was happening.”


    The ease at which she spoke about the funeral disturbed him. He’d completely expected it take a huge toll on her, and leave her distraught. But she recounted it as though it were an outing to the movies.


    “Anything else been happenin’?”


    “No. I don’t think so. Nothing that can’t wait until you get home.”


    “If ya sure.” He didn’t believe her care-free attitude for a second, but he wasn’t about to start an argument thousands of miles away from her.


    “Positive, Baby,” Steph assured.


    Liar.
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    She hated to lie to him, but hearing about Ivan, and his behaviour at the funeral was the last thing Pete needed right now. What help would worrying about her be when he was in the middle of a rather sensitive situation? Besides, she’d taken care of it.


    In a manner of speaking.


    “How’s Trevor?”


    “He hurt his back today, and it’s givin’ him some grief, but knowin’ him he’ll be back throwin’ trees around in no time.”


    She had a chuckle at the image in her head of Trevor tossing the caber. “Tell him to take it easy. Your back isn’t something you should mess with.”


    “Yeah, right. “Pete scoffed. “Can you imagine how that would go down?”


    “Tell him I said so. He’ll listen to me.”


    “Or what?”


    “I’ll think of something.” Steph laughed, but her heart lay empty. The humour came from a hollow place inside. “I miss you.”


    “I know. I’ll make it up to ya.”


    “Yeah? How?” she teased.


    “I’ll think of something.”


    Cheeky bastard.


    “Love, I’ve got to go. Me Ma’s wakin’ up.”


    “You letting her have a nap?” Wasn’t he supposed to be killing her, not giving her a day off?


    He chuckled. “Not that kind of nap. I had to knock her out.”


    “Oh.”


    “I’ll call ya in the morning, Cutie.”


    “Okay.” Damn. Her eyes stung already. She hadn’t even hung the phone up yet.


    “Love ya.”


    “And you.”


    The phone beeped to indicate the lost connection, and she dropped it to the bed with a sigh. Hearing from him should make her feel better, but the reprieve was bittersweet. Her heart soared at the sound of his voice, hell, at seeing his name on the display. But as the end of the conversation approached, the sickness crept back in, swirling in her belly, waiting to rise up and choke her as the tears flowed.


    Salty droplets plopped on the sheets, making small dark circles in the blue fabric. She traced them with her finger, and reminded herself that he had a return ticket booked which wasn’t so far away.


    From what he’d said so far, the worst of it was over. The immediate danger had subsided, and now all Pete had to do was take care of the loose ends. Sure, her nerves settled a little with that knowledge under her belt, but her head still worked overtime on worst-case scenarios.


    She had to silence the demons.


    Steph climbed out of bed, and slipped a pair of socks on to keep her feet warm. The days had been bright, and warm, but the nights could still hold enough chill to numb her toes. She walked through to the living room, and turned the T.V. on. Even if it was something as mundane as an infomercial, she needed the lull of noise to quiet her mind.


    While the ads for the current program played out, she made herself a coffee, and dug about in the cupboard for something to eat—some comfort food. Thanks to Ben, she’d been on a clean-eating jaunt. All good and well for her health, but when the nights were tough and she wanted to wallow, not having anything sugary ready at hand was kind of a bummer.


    She settled for a bowl of stale cocoa pops, and took the snack over to the couch. Only two days and he would be home. If it meant equally as many nights sitting in front of mind-numbing television while she ate crappy snacks, then so be it.


    Whatever it took to get through.


    ***


    “Hey, Dad. Sorry I didn’t end up coming over in the weekend. I’ll give you a call later, or I’ll see you after work—whichever comes first.”


    Steph hung up her desk-phone, and refreshed her computer screen. She’d been so caught up in her head these past few days that she’d become a stranger to her family. Tuesday mornings were golfing for her dad, so she hadn’t been surprised that she had to leave a message.


    Next on the list was Ben, but making call, after personal call at work still left her with guilt tingling through her body at being that employee, so she’d wait a while.


    Marcus stuck his head over the partition, and smiled. “You had morning smoko yet?”


    She shook her head.


    “Want to go to the place over the road, and grab a takeaway?”


    “Do you ever work? I feel bad leaving the building.”


    He chuckled. “It’s IT. As long as everyone’s gear is working, nobody asks a single question about what I do.”


    “Maybe I should have done a course in computers instead,” she groaned. “I feel like I get asked every half hour if I’ve done this, or that yet.”


    “Take a load off for ten minutes—Barbara won’t care.”


    “Ten minutes.” She sighed. “I’ve got a truck load of crap to do today, and it’s bad enough my brains not with it.”


    He clapped his hands together. “Even more reason why you need a break.”


    Steph smiled at his enthusiasm, and grabbed her bag from under her desk. She put the computer to sleep, and rounded the cubicle wall to find Marcus waiting for her.


    “When are you going to tell me what it is that has you so jumbled in there?” he tapped the side of her head.


    “Play nice, and I might share with you at lunch time.”


    Marcus held the door open for her to pass through. “You know, I saw those flowers in the skip out the back. Who were they from?”


    “Nosey, aren’t you?” she jested.


    “Concerned.” He cocked an eyebrow. “I’d rather the title of concerned, thank you.”


    “They were from a jerk who doesn’t know the meaning of the word no.”


    “That guy who upset you on the phone last week?”


    “Yeah. Same one.”


    “Do I need to mess a brother up?” He gave a goony flex of his arm.


    Steph cracked up at the sight of him. He totally didn’t fit the image of a ‘strongman’, or anything remotelysimilar. Sure, Marcus had a pretty good shape under his get-up, but when the guy got around in a Slipknot T-shirt, and a pair of grey jeans with a black studded belt, she couldn’t exactly picture him in a gym.


    “What?” he asked with a smile as they waited to cross the road.


    “I’m trying to picture you lifting something.”


    “Is that so far-fetched?”


    “Looking like that—” She swept her hand the length of him. “—It is.”


    He chuckled, and led them across the road. “I’ll have to take a selfie for you tonight so you believe me.”


    “Oh, God. Are you one of those gym selfie nuts?”


    “Only when I’m killing it.” He flashed a cunning grin. “Which is like all the time.”


    “And you’re still single.” She rolled her eyes. “I can’t imagine why.”


    He laughed, and pulled the door to the coffee house open. “Come on, a few days ago you said you thought I was a catch.”


    “Yeah, until you admitted to being a gym-selfie junkie.”


    “Reels them in.”


    “The ladies? God, this conversation keeps getting better.”


    Marcus held up a finger, and ordered their drinks at the counter. Steph slipped him a five to cover hers, and headed for an empty seat to wait on their order.


    Marcus dropped onto the seat beside her a few minutes later. “I’ll let you in on a little secret.”


    “Girls flock to your Instagram feed for the half-nude shots of your six-pack?” Steph laughed.


    He held her gaze with a devilish grin. “Not the girls.” His smile broadened as her eyes drew wider.


    “I didn’t pick it. Damn. What a shame.”


    He laughed. “See. I said you thought I was hot.”


    “Well, at least now I can admit it without sounding like I’m coming on to you.”


    Marcus chuckled, and put his arm around her shoulders. They sat in reflective silence while the barista zipped around behind the machine.


    A tingling started in her nose, and the tell-tale pressure welled behind her eyes. Shit, the moment was such a relief she was going to bloody well cry. Steph swallowed hard, forcing the emotions down. Having such a carefree conversation with Marcus, and now, sitting like a pair of lifetime besties made her pine for the loss of a close friend after the betrayal Ivan had shown.


    Back when she knew no better, it had been great. So what if the guy had been a complete fake? Ivan had been that friend she could talk to no matter what. Only now did she realize how much she’d missed that.


    Sure things with Cass were on the mend, but at a time when she needed one most, she didn’t have a singular real friend.


    Steph leant her head against Marcus, and sighed. “Thanks for this.”


    “What?” he asked, his breath warm on her head.


    “Just listening.”


    “As long as your super-intense man doesn’t try to take me out for it.”


    “Don’t worry about him.” She smiled.


    “Can I ask a personal question?”


    Steph chuckled. “Dude, you’ve got me in a clinch. I think you’ve crossed that line in our friendship.”


    He laughed. “Point well made. I saw you drove his car to work instead of taking the train. Is he living with you?”


    Steph smiled. Wasn’t that a nice image to be given. “No. He’s out of the country for a week, so I’m looking after it.”


    “That’s cool. Didn’t matter if you were. I was just curious.”


    “Why? You jealous?” The possibilities were endless now she knew Marcus’s preference.


    The barista called their order, and he let her go to collect the cups. “I’d be a lair if I said I didn’t find your man hot. He’s my type, to a T.”


    “Taken, sorry.” She smiled.


    Marcus handed her cup over. “Doesn’t mean you couldn’t share.” He burst out laughing at her reaction. “You should see your face.”


    “Don’t scare me like that. I totally thought you were serious.”


    “Babe, if I thought he would be up for it, I’d be deadly serious.”


    Steph stood in shock as he walked from the shop in front of her. Well, hadn’t this been a hell of a smoko break? Not only had she found out her new friend preferred Pete over her, but he was impartial to a bit of team play.


    What next?
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    Pistol sat with his back to the wall, arms draped over his bent knees, watching his mother try to itch her arm on the rope around her legs. She was tied back-to-back with Murray, who stared out the window in front of him, lost in another world.


    Pretty much the exact same thing he’d be doing if he were strapped to that bitch.


    Trevor lay on the floor, arms at ninety degrees to his body, legs straight, doing what he could to alleviate the ache in his back.


    The four of them were quite the comical sight. Time to up the game.


    Pistol ratted around in the pocket of his jacket for the goods he’d snared last night. The small folded parcel sat easily in his fingers, and he stood to walk across to where his mother fidgeted.


    “How’s the cravin’s, Ma?”


    “Just one hit, Pete. Just one for ya ma?”


    He crinkled his nose, and stared down at her. She begged him with wide eyes. The damn woman looked fit to burst into tears.


    “I don’t think ya need it yet.” He stooped, and dropped the parcel on the floor two foot in front of her.


    She wrestled with the constraints, doing everything in her weak capabilities to get to the package of smack on the floor. Never mind the fact she was bound, and therefore physically unable to do a thing with it. Only went to show the depth of her addition.


    “Come on, Pete,” she begged. “Don’t be a shite. Hand it over.”


    Murray snapped from his daze with all the movement going on behind him. “Jesus, Carol. Quit ya wrigglin’.”


    “It’s right there, Murray. I just need a bit. Just a little to ease the itch.”


    “Pathetic. That’s all ya are, woman. You were pathetic when I met ya, and you’re ten times worse now.”


    Pistol laughed. His plan was working out nicely. He resumed his position against the wall. Trevor rolled over to watch the spectacle unfolding across the room.


    “Tell me, Da. Why did ya hook up with me ma there to start with? Weren’t you some well-to-do toff when ya met her?”


    Murray dropped his head, and slowly shook it side-to-side. “Aye. I wasn’t a toff, but I should have known better than to think she’d be a short-term fix.”


    “I don’t get it,” Pistol continued. “Alex did well with his life. I’ve never met my grandparents, but you didn’t ever talk about them, so I’m guessin’ you weren’t their favourite son. Why throw that kind of upbringing away for her?” He gestured toward where Carol still wriggled her feet, trying to snare the parcel.


    Murray huffed, and threw his head back, collecting Carol in the process. “Hey!” she cried out.


    “Would ya believe me if I told you I wasn’t always the asshole ya know?”


    “Not particularly.”


    Trevor propped his chin on his hands, clearly engrossed in the conversation.


    “Well, believe it or not boy, I had a heart once. And like you, the biggest part of it belonged to me brother.”


    “And yet you let her take Colin from us?”


    “I didn’t fuckin’ let it happen,” he hollered. “How could I stop her when I wasn’t fuckin’ there?”


    “By not leavin’ us in that position to start with,” Pistol countered.


    “I didn’t have much choice.” He hung his head again, his voice softened.


    “That so?”


    “Aye. That’s so.” Murray pinned him with a stare. “I did what I could to ensure the lot of ya didn’t end up a pawn in someone’s game.”


    Pistol simply stared back. He didn’t buy the assholes sob story for a second. Did Murray honestly think he was going to believe the guy had changed overnight after a couple of bad experiences? Apples as sour as him were bad from the get-go. They didn’t spoil in the blink of an eye.


    “I made a bad choice when I wasn’t much younger than you. What happened after that is simply me tryin’ to right the wrongs, but makin’ everything worse the harder I tried.


    “Ya mother here, had her hooks into Alex after he got her knocked up. The two of them would never ‘ave bumped uglies if it weren’t for me. I invited him to a party at my house, and he met her there. Needless to say, it was the first and last time he’d ever get involved in my circles.”


    “You married ma, so he didn’t?”


    Carol snorted, and shook her head. “Whatever.”


    “Alex would have married ya mother the minute he knew she was knocked up. That’s the kind of gentleman he was. I knew he had a chance at makin’ it for himself, so I did all I could. I took her first.”


    “All for ya brother?”


    “Not just him.” Murray shook his head. “For our parents, too. They’d lost a son in me—they didn’t need to lose both.”


    “Why marry her? Why not tell the bitch to take a hike?”


    “You lot know I’m still sittin’ here, right?” Carol looked around the room at everyone. Trevor smiled at her.


    “I married her,” Murray sighed. “Because at the time she was a fuckin’ good lay, and I was young enough that my dick did the talkin’ for me. I honestly thought I could get the bitch to drop her habit. But as ya can see, that didn’t work out too well now, did it?”


    Trevor shuddered beside him. My thoughts entirely. Pistol toyed with his lip-ring and watched Murray sit lifeless, lost in his mind.


    “It all sounds mighty valiant of ya, Murray. Thing is, I can’t see how it could be true given what I’ve seen of ya.”


    “All true, boy. But I tell ya this—I’m not that man any more. This life … it does things to yer head. You should understand. It’s why ya left isn’t it?”


    “He fuckin’ left to get at me,” Carol whined.


    “Get over yerself, Ma. I couldn’t give two shits what you thought about my decision to go.”


    “People change, Pete. Just make sure yours is for the better. Make this the last you’ll ever do of this work.”


    Knock him down, but the old guy was becoming majorly sentimental in his final hours. The knowledge that death stood around the corner, waiting for his cue to clip the ticket did strange things to people.


    “Agh, I’ve had enough of listenin’ to ya bleed on about how sorry you are. Too little, too late, old man.” He got to his feet, and nodded to the door. “Should we go grab a pint, Trevor?”


    “You’ll have to help me get off the floor first.”


    He chuckled. “Jesus, you’re ready for yer retirement, ain’t ya?”


    “Shut your trap, and help me up.”


    He held out his hand, and sunk his boots into the floor to keep from being pulled flat on his face as Trevor put his weight into the hold. The big guy must have stuffed something up good and proper.


    “Before we go—” Pistol held up a hand.


    He looked around the room, and settled on a cushion that sat propped against the couch. He made a quick job of shedding it of the blue cover, and tearing the fabric along the seams so he had two rags. His mother was still fixated on the parcel at her feet, and didn’t flinch until he jammed his thumb in the side of her mouth to stop her clamping shut before he could get the rag in.


    Trevor passed over a roll of tape, and he wound a couple of lines around her head to keep the cushion cover in place. The woman snarled, and cursed behind the gag as he moved across to repeat the task with Murray.


    The old guy again didn’t bother to put up a fight, instead opening his mouth, and graciously leaning his head forward for Pistol to tape.


    “I have to say, old man, I honestly thought I’d get more of a fight out of ya.”


    Truth be told, it made him nervous as hell. Did the guy know something he didn’t? The birds flapping in his gut signalled the worst, but he refused to believe it could be true.


    Two more days.


    Two more days, and he could board a plane to his home. To the woman who loved him, and the future that was bright, and free of this shit.
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    Trevor’s laugh filled the car as Pete negotiated the streets to their new motel. Since the incident with Murray they’d changed every night, and given Trevor now had a girl with him, they’d be changing again before dawn if he could manage it.


    Call him paranoid, but he didn’t trust anyone—even a drunk young thing like the blonde that sat on Trevor’s lap.


    An ominous quiet fell over the lot of them as they sat idling at an intersection. He hazarded a glance sideways. The girls face was locked to Trevor’s. He groaned, shifted his focus back to the road, and drove on toward the street their stay was located on.


    The building came into sight, and he scoured the landscape for where he was supposed to park the car. He pulled into the last space he could find, and got out to the sound of lips sucking, and smacking.


    Eh, whatever takes his mind off his back.


    The reception office sat shrouded in the dark as he approached. The hairs on his neck prickled, and he tuned his senses to everything but the building he walked toward. Something felt … off.


    The sign on the door said the office didn’t close for another hour, and the handle shifted under his hand. A bell sat illuminated on the counter, and his paranoia eased a little at the obvious late-night set-up. He pressed the bell, and stood back to wait for service.


    A door opened behind the desk, and the reason for his unease walked out.


    Fuck me dead.


    There before him, looking like an extra from Geordie Shore, stood his ex. His first true love. The first woman who ripped his heart out, and spat on it before she kicked it into the gutter.


    “Fuck me dead,” she exclaimed, slapping her hands on her hips.


    “My sentiments exactly.”


    “Pete O’Malley. Who would have thought?”


    He couldn’t decide what disturbed him more. The fact she looked pleased to see him, or that she was a familiar face, and would most definitely remember if anyone happened to be asking around.


    “So what brings ya home?” she asked as she leant over to flick a desk lamp on. Her voluptuous cleavage barely hung into her excuse for a T-shirt by the grace of God.


    “Business, and pleasure.”


    She looked out the window of the office, and arched a manicured eyebrow. “I see.”


    He turned to follow her line of sight, and groaned at the image of Trevor leaning the blonde up against the side of the car. By the way he was pawing at her it was a small miracle the girl was still clothed. “Fuck’s sake.”


    “One room, or two?” the grin on her face said it all.


    “One room, two beds.”


    “Good luck gettin’ any sleep.”


    “Aye. It may be a while.”


    She pushed papers around, and looked as though she had trouble locating what she needed. “How have ya been, then? I think about you often, ya know.”


    Oh, goodie. “That so.”


    “Aye. I’d say we’ve both grown up a lot since what happened.”


    “Since ya fucked me best friend in front of me, and half the party we were at?”


    “I’d been drinkin’, Pete. You couldn’t blame me,” she scowled.


    “Can’t I?” He beckoned to her. “Come ‘ere.”


    A grin halved her face as she leant forward, pressing her arms into the sides of her chest to make the gravity defying tits larger.


    He smiled, amused to see her lick her lips in anticipation, and lean in for the kill. Pistol chuckled, and slapped her square across the face. He wasn’t usually one for violence towards women, but fuck, this bitch had it coming. He’d been too young back then to do much more than sulk away with his tail between his legs.


    Now though, he had some making up to do.


    “Fuck, Pete,” she cried out, clutching her cheek.


    “Sorry, Love. I’ve been drinking. Ya can’t blame me.”


    She hissed at him, and tossed a surprisingly easy-to-find key on the counter. “Here. Now fuck off before I call me boyfriend to come take one at ya.”


    “Jesus, he’s a lucky man.”


    “Fuck you, Pete.”


    “Not if you were the last woman on this forsaken planet.”


    She huffed, and stormed away to the back room, slamming the door firmly behind her. He chuckled to himself as he exited the reception, and crossed the car park to the couple that were about two seconds away from finishing on the spot.


    “I’ve got the key when ya finished there,” he called out as he passed them by.


    The low timbre of Trevor’s voice preceded a high-pitched giggle, and before he could bat an eye, a topless girl dashed past him chased hot on the heels by Trevor. The big guy slowed after a few paces, and ambled after the giggling woman. Seemed she wasn’t quite as much of a distraction to his back as he’d hoped, huh?


    “Do I need to go for another walk?” he asked as he caught up to Trevor.


    “Stick around if you want. You know I don’t care if you’re in the room.”


    “Aye, but she might.”


    Trevor looked over, his lip curled at one corner. “You know, there was a time you would have joined in.”


    “I have Steph now, remember.”


    “I know. And I admire you for being so good to her when there’s nothing but temptation around.” Trevor nodded toward the reception.


    “You knew she was here, huh?”


    “Might have, but I trusted you.” He laughed, and turned to scoop up the half-naked girl before him. “Let’s get you inside, huh?”


    She giggled while Pistol slotted the key in the door, and pushed it open. The lights flicked on by sensor. Trevor promptly slapped them off again as he crossed the threshold.


    Pistol made his way across the room to the small kitchen facilities, and filled the kettle with water. He set it to boil, and headed for the bathroom. Giggles, and moans pierced the silent night as he pushed the door shut behind him, and took a seat on the edge of the tub. He pulled his phone out, and fired a quick text to Steph.


    HEY, LOVE. ONLY TWO DAYS.


    Fuck he sounded like a sap. But for the right woman, he would have composed poetry. What man in his right mind wouldn’t want to make his girl feel special?


    HEY, BABY. I KNOW XX I’VE BEEN COUNTING IT OUT, TOO.


    WHAT ARE YOU DOING?


    FILING A NAT 1055.


    GOD I LOVE IT WHEN YOU TALK SEXY.


    LOL. WHAT ARE YOU DOING?


    LISTENING TO TREVOR FUCK A GIRL STUPID. WISH IT WERE US.


    IT WILL BE, SOON. DOES HE NOT CARE YOU’RE THERE?


    NO.


    VOYEURISM. THAT’S KIND OF HOT.


    IS THAT SO? HE’S COMING BACK WITH ME. DO I NEED TO LAY DOWN SOME GROUND RULES?


    LOL. NOT YET … BESIDES, HE DID HEAR US THAT TIME.


    NOW YOU’RE GETTING ME HORNY THINKING ABOUT THAT NIGHT.


    DO YOU HAVE ANY IDEA HOW AWKWARD IT IS TO BE TURNED ON AT WORK?


    ENLIGHTEN ME.


    I’M IN THE LADIES NOW…


    TOUCH YOURSELF FOR ME.


    TOO LATE.


    Jesus. The woman would be the death of him. Combine her texts with the symphony of sounds coming from the other room, and he was fit to burst.


    I CAN’T WAIT TO TASTE YOU, RUN MY TONGUE UP YOUR CUNT WHILE YOU SCREAM MY NAME.


    FUCK, BABY. I THINK YOU’LL BE HEARING ME SCREAM FROM ALL THE WAY OVER THERE SOON.


    DON’T BE SHY. BE SURE TO RUB THAT SWEET CLIT OF YOURS WHILE YOUR FINGERS ARE BURIED DEEP.


    I HAVE TO PUT THE PHONE DOWN.


    He sat on the side of the tub, stroking his erection as he watched his phone. Every second she didn’t send another message was another second he grew closer to his release. Imagining her playing with her pussy, trying to keep her moans quiet while she brought her self to the brink … damn.


    Pistol closed his eyes, and used the sound of Trevor and the blonde in the next room to add life to his fantasy playing out in his head. He pictured Steph beneath him, her tits bouncing from the hammering he gave her.


    Shit.


    Warm release spurted from the tip of his throbbing erection, bringing with it a sweet, euphoric relief. For the briefest of seconds he managed to catch a glimpse at how good it would feel to be with Steph again. If it felt that good with his hand and a vivid imagination, then fuck, it would be epic with her cunt wrapped around him


    His phone vibrated, and he quickly washed himself off before answering.


    I FEEL A LITTLE BETTER, BUT IT’S STILL NOTHING COMPARED TO WHEN YOU GET HOME. XO


    I KNOW WHAT YOU MEAN. I FEEL A LITTLE BETTER AS WELL.


    *FANS HERSELF* CAN I TELL YOU A SECRET?


    OF COURSE.


    PROMISE YOU WON’T GET MAD.


    NOW YOU’RE WORRYING ME.


    I PICTURED TREVOR WATCHING US WHEN I GOT OFF.


    Fuck. Steph better hold on when he got home. It was on.
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    Steph stepped from the shower and wrapped a towel around her body. She’d woken with the text conversation with Pete on her mind. Certain it had to be some twisted fantasy dream, she’d immediately checked her phone before getting out of bed. And lo and behold, there was the message thread, in its entirety. Although her cheeks had flushed with shame, she’d been a little turned on—again.


    Maybe she was horny. It had been a while since Pete had taken care of her in the physical sense. But then again, the thought of Trevor in the room while Pete took her was seriously hot. What was she thinking admitting it to Pete, though? He said Trevor didn’t care about having company, but nothing about if the reverse were true.


    What if she’d stuffed up entirely? Pete hadn’t responded after her final message. Oh God. She was ill. She had to call, or message, or something.


    Steph dried off, and hung the towel up. She forced herself to brush her teeth before she rushed out to the phone, but made quick work of it all the same. Dismissing clothes for the time being, she snatched up her phone. Her heart seized in her chest at he message icon in the top bar. Good, bad, indifferent? She was about to find out exactly how he felt.


    STILL THINKING ABOUT TREVOR WATCHING YOU?


    Bastard had her snared on that one. Without knowing his true feelings about it, she was about to either shoot herself in the foot, or miss out on an entirely new experience when the boys got home.


    THINKING ABOUT YOU.


    There. She wasn’t lying, but she hadn’t discounted Trevor either.


    I TALKED TO TREVOR LAST NIGHT AFTER HE’D FINISHED WITH THE GIRL (OF COURSE). HE’S KEEN TO HELP YOU TICK THAT ONE OF YOUR BUCKET LIST.


    Her stomach simultaneously hit the floor as her thighs moistened. Far out.


    YOU’RE PLAYING WITH ME, RIGHT?


    I WISH.


    PETE …


    STEPH …


    I DON’T WANT TO MAKE THINGS AWKWARD.


    IT’D BE AWKWARD IF YOU DIDN’T TAKE ME UP ON IT. IMAGINE HOW TREVOR WOULD FEEL … ALL REJECTED LIKE THAT.


    HA HA.


    I’M SERIOUS. HE’S EXTREMELY SENSITIVE.


    I’M NERVOUS NOW.


    SO YOU SHOULD BE. WE WERE QUITE THE TEAM ONCE. BUT HE’S ONLY WATCHING—NO TOUCHING. UNDERSTAND?


    Once? Hang on a golden minute …


    YOU’VE HAD THREESOMES WITH HIM BEFORE?


    A FEW TIMES. YEAH.


    HOW DID I NOT KNOW?


    YOU NEVER ASKED.


    She stared at the phone in her hand, insanely turned on at the thought, but as nervous as a student at a public speaking symposium. He bet her reply with another message.


    YOU’RE TURNED ON, AREN’T YOU?


    MAYBE A LITTLE.


    I CAN TELL.


    HOW?


    YOU GET SHY WHEN YOU’RE HORNY.


    Oh my God. She so did.


    Now that was a hot vision. She needed to find her vibrator before she left for work.


    LOVE YOU. MR O’MALLEY.


    LOVE YOU MORE.


    She dropped the phone on her bed, and sighed. Pete, and Trevor used to share, huh? Steph opened the wardrobe to get a dress for work, but bypassed the railing to reach for the shelf instead.


    She had an itch to scratch before she could expect herself to think straight for longer than ten minutes at a time.


    ***


    “What’s got you looking so happy?” Marcus smiled as he walked up to where she’d parked the rod in the car park.


    My boyfriend is home in a day, he’s admitted to several threesomes with his hot friend, and I got myself off twice before work on the thought of it.


    “Not much. I get to see Pete soon.”


    “He's coming home, then?”


    “Yep. His flight leaves first thing in the morning for him, which is this afternoon for us.”


    “Where is he?”


    “Ireland.”


    Marcus lifted a hand to his throat, and went all dreamy eyed. “Damn. A whole country of hotties like him. The mind boggles.”


    “I don’t think they’re all the same, Marcus. It isn’t some factory line.” Steph giggled.


    “You sure? Imagine if it was though.”


    “You need to get laid.”


    “I’m open to offers.” Marcus smiled as he pulled open the door.


    “I can’t help you with that, remember?”


    “I wasn’t talking about you.” He winked, and headed for their cubicles.


    Steph rounded the low wall, and tossed her bag under the seat. Was this honestly her life? A week ago she’d been on the brink of self-destruction, about to implode. And now here she was, smiling, laughing, and looking forward to the days to come.


    And still, no sign of a relapse on the horizon.


    Maybe she had finally found the thing that would bring her happiness for the rest of her life. Maybe a broken man, with less than desirable habits when it came to family reunions could be the guy to take care of her until her final days?


    The idea wasn’t so far-fetched was it?


    She dropped into the seat, and picked up the phone. One last person to check in with, and then her planner was clear. Smooth sailing until Pete touched down. She dialled the number by heart, and waited for Ben to pick up.


    “Heya, Sis. Good timing. You caught me before I started the car again.”


    “Getting your morning coffee?”


    “That I am. How you been? Dad said you left the funeral early last week, but that he’d talked to you since then and you were doing well.”


    “Yeah, I am. This week’s given me a lot of time to think. As hard as it’s been, I think it’s been good to have a break from Pete so I can nut stuff out.”


    “Glad to hear it. Hold on and I’ll transfer you to the Bluetooth.”


    She listened to the rustle, and click as he hitched the phone up. The engine kicked to life in the background.


    “I see you’re back at work by the number that came up.”


    “Needed something to keep my mind occupied.”


    “Fair enough. Have you spoken to Derek?”


    Her chest tightened. “Should I have?”


    “Not so much. He mentioned to Dad that he hasn’t heard from Ivan. Thinks the guy’s done a runner after all the crap that’s gone down.”


    “Yeah?”


    “Thought you’d know about that.”


    “Not really. Where you working today?”


    “Bunch of houses on the south side. Judging by the blue sky we’ve got, I’ll be wishing I was in your air-conditioning by smoko.”


    “And I’ll be wishing I was out in the fresh air.”


    “First world problems, huh?”


    She laughed. “Exactly. Hey, I thought I might organize something for this weekend. Have a proper get together so you guys can meet Pete properly.”


    “Sounds like a plan.”


    “I’ll text you the details after I talk with Dad.”


    “Sure thing. Have a good one.”


    “Bye.” Steph replaced the handset, and leant back in her chair.


    So Ivan had done a runner huh? Or so everyone assumed. Suited her fine. He was out f her life, and nothing for her to worry about anymore. Could the day get any better?
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    “How the fuck did ya manage that?”


    Murray winked at him.


    Pistol stood with both hands on his head, disbelieving at the sight before him. Somehow, Murray had managed to get one of the ropes that linked his arms together over the top of Carol’s head, and had choked her to death in the course of the night.


    “What would you do if ya were left tied to that all night?” Murray still sat awkwardly with his arms bent high behind his back, looped over her limp corpse.


    Trevor chuckled from the corner of the room.


    “Agh, speeds things up I guess.”


    “I thought you would have been more disappointed,” Murray questioned. “Your heart not in it, boy?”


    “I’ve got other priorities in me life, now.”


    Murray grinned. “I thought you’d found yerself a girl.” He nodded knowingly.


    “Not that you’ll ever meet her.”


    “Wouldn’t want to spoil her for ya.” He winked again, somewhat more disturbingly.


    Pistol sighed, and looked to Trevor. “How’s your back?”


    The big guy had spent the better part of the night fucking the blonde. He was surprised the man could walk this morning.


    “Bad.”


    “Aye. I bet.”


    Small problem with Trevor’s night time antics—he was now dog tired to boot. He stared at his parents, and sighed again. What a predicament. He had two bodies to move, and no motivation to do it. Let alone any get-up-and-go to do anything more than shoot the fucker in the head.


    In a way, Murray’s little stunt had given him an out. He intended to make them suffer, to give them pain for what they’d done. But having witnessed the sorry state the two of them were in at the tail end of their lives, he’d come to the conclusion that they’d suffered enough-albeit quietly.


    His mother was a withered junkie, spending her days henpecking for her next hit. The woman couldn’t have reached any further bottom if he’d dug the ground out from underneath her. Murray had done her a great service by putting her out of her misery. At her age, she’d be dead from a dose, or a heart attack when she went too long between hits anyway.


    And Murray. The man was scared. Terrified every person he met would be the one to cross him, and take him out, all for his castle of cards. The man sat atop a precarious empire, ready to fold at any moment.


    Pistol was past it. He was over them. Over the grief they gave him. Over the trouble their existence caused. He’d lost any desire to seek revenge, but found the desperate need to finish this chapter of his life. What started out as a rage-fuelled mission, was now no more then simple house-keeping duties.


    He wanted nothing but to move on, and start afresh with Steph.


    He wanted to be Pete.


    He looked across to Trevor again, and scratched the back of his neck. “Does that car have an anti-syphon thingummy?”


    “Don’t think so. It’s pretty old.”


    “Good. There anything around here we can use to get some out?”


    Murray’s eyes flicked between the two as they conversed.


    “I think so. Let me go outside and have a look about.”


    “Aye, thanks.”


    Trevor left the room, slowly, and headed outdoors to search for a hose or the like.


    Pistol turned back to Murray, and drew a deep breath. The man looked at him like a dog resigned to its fate. He knew he was about to be put down at the hand of his stepson, and he’d made peace with it. The calm was there in his eyes.


    “Anything to say before we do this?”


    “Make it count.”


    “Aye.”


    Pistol pulled the Glock from the band of his jeans, and aimed it at the old guy. “I hope ya find peace.”


    The shot echoed in the room, leaving a slight ring in his ears. He sighed and tossed the gun next to the bodies. The deed was done. He’d reached the end.


    He could have cried at the relief. Fuck it, he was crying. Lonely tears leaked from the corners of his eyes as he sat in the sole armchair, and eyed the two of them.


    He recognised the tug of grief, but not at the loss of his parents. Rather at the loss of a childhood he’d never get to do over. All his bitterness could be traced back to the one feeling of being cheated of his God-given right as a human being—to have a fucking childhood. To play with his friends, and laugh with his sibling. To share stories, and hugs with his mother, and go fishing with his father.


    But two lost souls had come together, and collectively robbed him of that chance. Two people who were never meant to be had unknowingly, or maybe knowingly, deflected their misery onto their children. Onto the kids who should have been the things that brought light, and purpose back into their lives.


    Trevor stepped through the door, and nodded as he took in the scene. He held up a couple of weathered beer bottles. “I managed to get you a bit.”


    “Thanks for that.”


    “Ready?”


    “Born to do it.” He honestly felt that way, as though he’d been put on this earth for the sole purpose of removing two people who should never have been here to begin with.


    Trevor handed him a bottle, and the two of them doused the bodies, and the surrounding floor, and furniture with petrol. He took a step back, and looked to the ceiling.


    “For you, brother.” Pistol drew a cross over his chest, and nodded to Trevor.


    The big guy caught the lighter Pistol tossed his way, and squatted down to place a flame to the liquid.


    Flames licked along the trail, and over the bodies.


    “Come on, Son.”


    He followed Trevor from the house, and took a seat on the front fence to watch the flames dance inside. Trevor backed the car into the adjacent parking spot, and tossed his gun into the vehicle as he got out. He wandered over to where Pistol sat, and joined him on the fence.


    “It’s over, brother.”


    “Aye. It is.”


    “Did it bring you the peace you needed?”


    He nodded. “I think it has. I feel so much calmer, you know what I mean?”


    “Yeah, I do.” Trevor pulled the hair tie from his black locks, and pinged it at the car. The elastic landed on the hood. “How about that job then? Am I joining you on that plane?”


    “All sorted.” He’d called Phil while Trevor had been showering that morning. “Even booked your ticket.”


    “Yeah?”


    The flames licked up the curtains.


    “We better move back before the windows decide to blow out.”


    “You mean, before the services show up?”


    “Yeah, that too. We’ll wait and make sure that car catches.”


    “All good by me.” The two of them moved to the far side of the street. Trevor punched his hands in his pockets. “I guess I should start practicing my Aussie, huh?”


    “Its not another language entirely, ya know.”


    “Might as well be to me.”


    Pistol laughed as the windows shattered, and the flames spread along the eaves of the roof. The car ignited shortly after, the fire licking a pretty path along the paintwork. He turned, and started up the road with Trevor. They made it barely a dozen houses before the explosion sent a shockwave through his body, shaking his lungs inside their ribcage prison.


    He took a last glance over his shoulder at the house as it roared with the destructive inferno. He committed the sight to memory, wanting to remember this later for what it truly was; more than two bodies being burned to ashes. The moment meant so much more, and once the immediate threat of being caught had passed, he’d be able to dwell on it in a bit more depth. Until then, they needed to push on, and get their asses out of the area.


    “Any ideas on where we’ll go until the flight’s ready?” He patted down his pockets for the lighter, and cursed under his breath.


    “Public, but not obvious would be best.”


    “Fancy a movie?” Pistol pulled the squashed packet of smokes from his jacket, and tossed the few remaining into the gutter.


    “Quitting again?”


    “Not much choice when you left me fuckin’ lighter in there.”


    Trevor chuckled.


    “Besides, you said I’d have to quit if you were goin’ to show me how to be at least half yer size.”


    “Its not rocket science, Son. You lift something. It’s pretty cut and dried.”


    “I lift bottles most nights.” He smirked at the big guy.


    “I meant something heavier than what your grandma would use to bulk up.”


    “Fuck up. Anyway, movie?”


    “Yeah, why not. It’s been a few years.”


    A fire engine careened around the corner of the street ahead of them. “Coppers won’t be far behind.” He looked over to find Trevor already making a shortcut through an alley beside a row of townhouses.


    “Hey, wait up would ya?”


    He ducked after the guy as the fire engine screamed past.


    Yep, life was good.
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    Steph pointed the remote at the T.V., and shut the late night reality show off. Her body was humming, going a million miles an hour with the knowledge tomorrow was the day. Tomorrow Pete would be home, safe and sound, in one piece, unharmed.


    Her nerves buzzed so wildly it had been impossible to sit still the entire afternoon at work. Her leg had bopped constantly under her desk as she worked, going as far as to cause a colleague to complain about the tapping noise she made at one point.


    She stood from her seat, and walked the empty coffee mug into the kitchen, switching lights off as she went. An eerie glow seeped under the door of the spare room, caused by the streetlight outside coming through the open blinds. She could go in there and shut the light out, but that would require opening the door on something she wasn’t ready to face yet.


    No. Pete would be home tomorrow, along with Trevor. The two of them could help her with it. She didn’t have to face the issue alone.


    Steph moved through the motions, closing blinds, and doing her evening routine on autopilot. The sooner she went to sleep, the sooner she could wake up tomorrow, and the closer his arrival would be.


    Like you’re going to sleep.


    Yeah, good luck with that one. Her imagination ran wild, coming up with endless scenes in which she, and Pete played out her fantasies at the airport. A robotic face stared back in the mirror as she brushed her teeth, lost in the daydream that was soon to become a reality.


    Would he go through with it? Do as he’d promised? Or was it all a ruse to wind her up for his arrival, have her chafing at the bit to get him home?


    Well, she’d call his bluff for sure. The boy wouldn’t know what hit him when he saw her tomorrow night. His flight was due in a little after nine given the only flights she’d been able to book at the time for the return journey included a three-hour layover. She had plenty of time to get home after work, change, and head in to the airport to get them.


    Steph slipped under the covers, and scooped her phone off the nightstand. She flicked open the messages, and typed out a quick goodnight.


    HEY, BABY. NOT LONG TO GO NOW. CAN’T WAIT XX GOODNIGHT


    She placed the phone down, and slid down to lie on her side. As comfortable as she was, her eyes remained wide open, staring intently at the display, willing it to light up.


    It did.


    MMM LOVE. YOU IN BED? MY MIND WANDERS …


    YOU BET. LAST NIGHT ALONE.


    21 HOURS, 42 MINUTES.


    LOL. YOU’RE COUNTING TO THE MINUTE?


    YOU BET I AM. ARE YOU NAKED?


    WHATEVER YOU WANT ME TO BE.


    JESUS.


    MIND ON TASK, SOLDIER. HOW ARE THINGS THERE?


    FINISHED. TREV AND I CAUGHT A MOVIE.


    IS THAT SO? DATE NIGHT WITHOUT ME?


    HE WISHES … CAN’T WAIT TO FEEL YOU IN MY ARMS, HOLD YOU TO ME.


    CAN’T WAIT TO HAVE YOU AGAINST ME, EITHER.


    I’M NEVER LEAVING YOU AGAIN.


    PROMISE?


    UNTIL THE DAY I DIE.


    DON’T SAY THAT.


    TOO SOON?


    TOO SOON.


    LOVE YOU CUTIE.


    LOVE YOU TOO, BABY.


    SWEET DREAMS :*


    As long as Pete was in her dreams, they’d forever be sweet.


    ***


    “… require attention in those specific areas.”


    Steph dropped out of her daydream, and back into the meeting about a new client they were taking on for an internal audit.


    “Will we be taking specific divisions, or is the company being handled as one entity for the purposes of the audit?”


    Barbara looked at Steph like she’d grown an extra arm. “We covered that a minute ago.”


    “Oh.” Her face burned.


    “Nice of you to re-join us.” Barbara cocked an eyebrow. “That will be all we need to cover for today. I’ll talk to each of you individually over the next few days. Have a good night everyone.” She smiled at the group, and then hesitated on Steph. “Hang around, would you?”


    She nodded, willing the chair she sat on to sink into the carpet, and banish her from sight. Her brain had been scattered all over the place all day, knowing that in a few hours she’d be at the airport, waiting for Pete, and Trevor to show their gorgeous faces through the doors from customs. The meeting was the last thing on the agenda for the day, and the odds she had at remaining focused throughout had been a thousand to one.


    “Everything okay?” the last of Steph’s colleagues closed the door as Barbara took a seat beside her. “Was coming back to work the right thing to do? If you need to take the time, don’t be afraid to ask.”


    “I’m sorry.” Steph shook her head. “I’m excited to see Pete after a week away in Ireland, he flies in tonight. I didn’t mean to zone out. It’s not excusable.”


    “You remind me so much of myself at your age; distracted by my then-to-be husband.”


    “I didn’t know you were married?” Steph flicked her gaze past Barbara’s hand, and noted the absence of a ring.


    “Was. Past tense. We didn’t work out.”


    “Oh, I’m sorry.”


    “Don’t be. He was too career focused—not that I’m not as well—but he spent every single day at his office. I thought he was having an affair at first, but it was worse than that. He simply enjoyed being there more.” She laughed. “I think I would have rather found him screwing his secretary. It would have been more normal.”


    “I guess that would be awkward.”


    “Anyway, enough information from an old duck like me. Go and get your man from the airport. I’ll turn a blind eye if you’re a few minutes late in the morning.” She winked, and stood to leave. “I’m not this lenient with everyone, Steph. I see the work you put in, and the effort deserves reward.”


    “Thank you.” The warmth of a blush coloured her cheeks for the second time as Barbara left the meeting room.


    Steph bundled the diary, and papers before her into a heaped pile, and sped for the door. She felt like a kid when the school bell rang. Her freedom was imminent, and there was a sexy-as-fuck man about to walk back into her life, and blow her mind.


    Repeatedly.


    She skidded to a stop at her desk, dumped the handful on the top, and snatched her bag from next to the seat.


    “In a hurry?” Marcus laughed as he watched her spin, and dive to punch the divert button on her phone.


    “Can’t talk. Places to be.”


    “Say hi to Pete for me,” he called as she fled through the office, fishing for the keys to the rod as she went.


    No time to waste. The countdown was on.


    ***


    The escalator took what seemed to be an inordinately long time to get to the top floor of the terminal. She would have taken the elevator, but a family with two baggage trolleys had rolled up, and she’d gestured them to go ahead of her. She wasn’t the kind to split up a family when she had other options.


    Steph stepped off at the top, and sucked in a large breath. This is it. In mere minutes he would be there, in front of her, tangible, lickable. Sigh. She scoured the arrivals board for his flight details, and suppressed the urge to jump around like an excited toddler when the status read ‘arrived’.


    Given the time of night, the amount of people crowded around the arrival gates was minimal. Steph found a position near the middle, and staked her claim to a spot on the railing. Like hell she’d allow anybody to stand in front of her if she sat in the row of seats provided several feet back. She wanted to see the look on his face when he saw her.


    Minutes passed like hours as she shifted from foot to foot. Surely he wouldn’t be far away. The doors slid open, and her heart clenched as the first people filtered through from arrivals. A dozen or more older couples, young travellers, and families walked by her, looking around, lost until they found the one who waited for them with open arms.


    Her heart swelled each time she saw the pure joy on people’s faces as they were reunited with their special ones. If it weren’t so creepy, she’d seriously consider hanging out here every time she needed a pick-me-up. There was something magnificent about watching people in their happiest times.


    Steph lost herself watching a little girl reunite with her father, tears streaming down his face as the child babbled non-stop. So sweet. She turned back to check the doors, and let out a startled squeak.


    There, nose a hair away from touching hers, was Pete, watching her with a devious grin plastered across his lips.


    “Hey beautiful.”


    “You scared the hell out of—”


    He stopped the flow of garbage with a scene-stealing kiss that left her jellified to the tip of her toes. He’s home.


    “Fuck I missed ya,” he murmured against her lips.


    Steph buried her fingers in his hair, and pulled him back for another kiss—one she was prepared for. He opened his mouth, letting her tongue glide over his as a deep rumble sounded behind him.


    “Hi Trevor. Nice to see you. You too Steph. Great to be back,” Trevor teased.


    Pete chuckled. She pulled back, and smiled at the big guy. “Come here, then.” Steph pulled him into an awkward hug with the railing still between them all.


    “Oi, that’ll be enough of that now,” Pete complained.


    “Settle down, tiger.” Trevor laughed, and pulled back to pick up his bag.


    “Is that the same one you left with?” Steph pointed to the green duffle, her brow creased.


    “Uh, no.” He curled his lips in a cheeky grin. “Kind of lost the other one in a fire.”


    Pete snorted a laugh as he followed the big guy around the railing to meet Steph at the end. “We’ve got a few stories for ya, Love.”


    “I bet.” Her cheeks were set to split in two with the silly smile she couldn’t wipe from her face.


    Pete stuck an arm around her waist, and pulled her to his side as they headed for the exit. Trevor walked ahead on the escalator, and she stayed by Pete’s side as they descended to the car park.


    He buried his nose in her hair, and hummed. “You smell divine.”


    “I’d hope so.” She giggled.


    “Good enough to eat.”


    Her cheeks burned with the intensity of her smile after four simple words. She clenched her thighs together, and straightened her back.


    “What’s the matter?” He chuckled. “Feelin’ a little uncomfortable?”


    “Bastard.” She smiled, looking him square in the eye.


    How did she win her luck with this guy? He was amazing, attentive, and full of love for her. He’d treat her like a princess for the rest of her life; she had no doubt in that. He was everything she wanted, needed, desired, and more.


    “I’m so glad your home.” If only she knew how to break the news of what happened while he was gone.


    “Aye. I am, too.”


    They paused at the pay-machines to settle the parking fee, and then continued across the walkway to the parking building.


    “What level did ya park on?”


    “Five.”


    “Perfect.”


    She frowned at him, and he tapped the side of his nose. Trevor laughed ahead of them.


    “What have you two been talking about that I don’t know about?”


    “You’ll see,” Trevor quipped. He punched the call button on the bank of elevators, and shared a knowing look with Pete.


    “You two are making me nervous.” As though she hadn’t been of her own accord.


    “Good”. Pete pulled her closer as they walked into the empty car. “I like it when ya nervous.”
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    Steph nestled her back into Pete's front as he leant on the side of the elevator car. He wrapped his hands over her hips, and pinned her to his body. An obvious part of him enjoyed the nearness as much as she did given the hard-on between them.


    Pete leant forward, and ran his nose around the shell of her ear. "Are you still up for this?"


    "Huh?" she replied, eyes closed. Her head had already drifted to another place while she practiced how she’d broach the subject.


    "What we discussed," he whispered. "If ya not, just say."


    Flashbacks of their conversations whacked her upside the head, and heat rushed over her skin.


    "I, um ..."


    "If you're too shy, Love, that's fine. But fuck, I've been dreaming about sinking into you since we boarded that fuckin' flight, and I don't know if I can be blamed for me actions if ya deny me."


    "Are you tryin' to blackmail me, Mr O'Malley?" Steph smirked as he laid gentle kisses along the nape of her neck.


    "Not at all, Cutie. Just tellin' ya the facts."


    She glanced up at the numbers as they passed level three. "I don't want to make Trevor feel uncomfortable."


    At the sound of his name, the big guy looked across from the corner of his eye, and smiled.


    "He won't mind." Pete's hands slipped off her hips to explore the crease at the top of her thighs, finishing with both palms placed over her sex. She trembled under his touch. He skimmed his palms around her thighs until their connected bodies stopped his explorations. Pete lifted the skirt of her dress a fraction, and slipped his left hand around to the front of her thigh.


    Steph's lips curled in a grin. His breath halted.


    "Fuck, Love. You can't say no now."


    His fingers traced the outline of where panties would sit—if she had any on. Steph gasped, tingling from head to toe after a singular swipe of his fingertips over her clit. How she was supposed to think of what to say about Ivan when he did that, who knew? Maybe it was better left unsaid for now.


    The elevator dinged to announce its arrival at their floor. She cleared her throat, and stepped away from Pete, noting Trevor adjusting himself as he exited first.


    “Which way?” Pete stopped beside her, and wove his fingers through hers.


    She closed her eyes to settle her addled mind, and make enough sense of the jumble in her brain to remember where she parked. “Right … I think.”


    “You think?” Trevor smirked.


    “Yes, I think,” she snapped. “Somebody distracted me.”


    Pete chuckled, and pulled her to the right. They walked no more than two rows before the distinctive outline of the rod showed. An older couple wheeling suitcases passed them by, and offered a greeting. Steph returned the courtesy, and ducked her chin to her chest.


    Hopefully they don’t get in the same elevator. Awkward …


    “Are ya sure you weren’t planning this?” Pete tipped his head toward where the rod sat in the corner of the parking building.


    “Hardly,” she laughed. “It was the last park on this level.”


    “Whatever.” He curled one side of his mouth, and leant in to press a kiss to her lips.


    Steph swooned at the contact, and wobbled on one of her heels as they approached the back of the car.


    “Steady on, Love. I need ya to keep your balance a little bit longer.”


    She peaked an eyebrow, and smiled. “Is that so?”


    Trevor dumped his duffle on the ground next to the car, and walked to the waist-high block wall that ran the outside of the floor. He leant his elbows on the top, and looked out over the traffic below, his black hair moving with the warm night air.


    “What are those lights over there?”


    Steph crossed to where he stood, looking in the direction he pointed.


    “That’s the top of the Gateway bridge. It’s got some other name now, but I never remember it.”


    “Yeah?” He straightened, hands still on the wall. “Must be pretty high.”


    “Wait until we cross it.”


    “We doing that tonight?” He looked around at her, and she averted her gaze. The intensity of his eyes did strange things to her conscience—or was it that Pete had slid up behind her? How could either of them know?


    “No, um, not tonight. But we will when Pete and I show you around. Right?”


    Pete’s hands wrapped around her waist. He splayed one palm across her belly as the other traced a path up her abdomen to the swell of her breast.


    “Sorry, Love. I wasn’t payin’ attention.”


    Oh, God. Neither was she now.


    Her eyes fell closed when his lips touched the sweet spot behind her ear. He kissed a line down the nape of her neck, as his hand crested the top of her dress. Her nipple swelled the instant his rough fingers flicked the tip.


    “Pete …” The word fell from her lips on a whisper, carried away on the night breeze. She had to say something. Lying by omission felt wrong.


    His hand on her belly travelled lower as the other continued to tease, and pinch her throbbing nipple. All trace of thought vanished. She couldn’t care less that Trevor was right there beside them, even when she registered the fabric of her dress rising to her waist. Lost in the moment, it was only them: no airport, no car park, no Trevor.


    Trevor.


    The word sung in her subconscious until it became a deafening roar in her head. Steph snapped her eyes open, and gasped at the way her body reacted to find him watching.


    He leant on the low wall, head hung between his shoulders, watching them from a sideways glance. The heat in his eyes told her he’d been watching the whole time.


    Steph stayed fixed to his stare, unable to break it as her body went crazy at feeling Pete’s hands on her flesh again. Her emotions were haywire as it was, but the thought that Trevor watched them in such an intimate moment had heat pooling at the top of her thighs.


    Oh, God. Is this normal?


    She lifted a hand to seek out Pete’s head, wrapping her hand about the back of his neck as he continued to kiss her shoulder.


    Trevor turned so his body faced them, an elbow still propped on the wall.


    “How does it feel, Love?” Pete murmured against her neck.


    “Amazing.”


    “I can’t tell ya enough how much I missed ya. I want to hear everythin’ you’ve been doin’ while I was gone.” Pete moved her around him so that the back of her legs pressed up against the front of the rod.


    Everything you’ve been doing. Panic at her lies threw her off her game. Steph desperately looked for something to halt him that wouldn’t appear too obvious. “Won’t we set the alarm off?” she asked as he hoisted her onto the hood.


    “The sensitivity isn’t set that low.” He gave her a quizzical look, as though to say ‘what does it matter?’


    “Oh,” she replied.


    He placed his hands either side of her butt, and leant in to take her mouth in a hot, short, straight to the point statement of claim.


    Steph glanced over Pete’s shoulder as he pulled away, and caught Trevor’s eye. He winked at her, and gave a quick salute to Pete as he also turned to look at the big guy.


    She hesitated when Pete turned back to face her, shifting marginally away from him when he leant in to kiss her. He edged back, and looked at her with his brow furrowed.


    “Everythin’ okay, Love?”


    “Of course it is,” she said a little too eagerly.


    Trevor turned to face them, and frowned also. “Even I could see through that, sweetheart.”


    “Why would anything be wrong?” she snapped.


    “Come on, Love. Let’s get home.” Pete sighed, and stepped back to let her off the car.


    She bit her bottom lip to stop the damn thing from wobbling, and slid off the vehicle. Sure, her head was on another topic entirely, but it had to be bad if they could both see it.


    Steph yanked the car door open as soon as the lights flashed, and dropped into the passenger seat.


    Not a word was spoken while Trevor crammed himself in the back, and Pete took the driver’ seat. He put the key in the ignition, and turned the engine over. Steph crossed her arms, and waited while the engine idled for them to get going.


    A minute passed, then two.


    Trevor cleared his throat.


    “Why aren’t we going anywhere?” she bit out a little harsher than intended.


    “Love, I ain’t drivin’ us anywhere until you address the giant elephant in the room.”


    “Which would be?”


    “Why you’re sulking.”


    “I’m not bloody sulking.”


    “Yes, you are,” Trevor spoke quietly.


    “Fine, I am. So what? What do you expect me to do after you get me wound up, then stop it short because you think I’m not okay?”


    Pete sighed, and ran an inked hand through his hair. She noticed for the first time how much it had grown in only a week apart. The extra length softened his hard appearance, and made him look boyish in character. “Don’t take is so personally, Love.”


    She twisted in her seat to face them both. “How can I not take it personally?”


    Pete exchanged glances with Trevor.


    She softened a little seeing how lost they were with what to say next. “I’m sorry, guys. I know I’m over-reacting. You’re both right.”


    “Something else is bothering you, isn’t it?” Pete laid a hand on her leg.


    Steph stared at the touch, and slumped under the weight of her guilt. All he was trying to do is think of her feelings first, and she was throwing it all back in his face. “Yeah, there is something else.”


    She didn’t miss the way his body stiffened.


    “Did something happen while I was gone?”


    “Kind of.”


    “Kind of?” Pete ducked his head to meet her eyes. “It either did, or it didn’t, Love.”


    “It did. I had a problem, but I dealt with it … mostly.”


    “Mostly?” Trevor echoed, settling back into the seat.


    “I need a bit of help with the last part.”


    “Love, you’re confusin’ the hell outta me, here.”


    She sighed, and placed her hand over Pete’s. “I know. I just don’t feel like this is the right place to talk about it.”


    Her eyes followed Pete’s throat as he swallowed hard. “Did you, I mean, was there someone …” He tried to pull his hand away, but she held firm.


    “I can’t believe you’d think that.”


    “It’s natural for me to assume the worst.” He twisted back to driving position, and backed the rod from its parking spot. “Talk while I drive. If I’m distracted I might take it better.”


    She shook her head, and smiled, but cut it short when her gaze crossed over the worried look on Trevor’s face as he glanced between them.


    “Seriously, Baby. It isn’t anything bad for you, or us. It’s easier if I show you when we get home.”


    “If you say so, Love.” He reached over, and grabbed a hold of her hand, placing it under his on the shifter. “I trust you.”
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    The headlights swept over the front of her house, revealing nothing out of the ordinary. Pete switched the rod off, relieved. His mind had gone into overdrive with what she’d said at the airport, and truth be told, he was a little worried about how things had gone down while he’d been gone.


    No matter how much he’d asked her, she’d refused to say much about anyone other than Ben, and her dad. If he asked her about Derek, she muttered a single word reply, and switched subjects.


    “I’ll get the jug on for a coffee, yeah?”


    Steph was out the door before he could open his mouth to answer. He watched the sway of her hips as she walked along the front path. His cock twitched at the need to finish what they’d started, but for a change, he recognized that he should think with his brain first. Something was wrong with cutie, and he didn’t feel right sinking himself into her until she’d told him what.


    Trevor contorted himself out of the car, and dropped the duffle at his feet to stretch with his hands over his head. “Fuck man. You need a bigger car.”


    Pete swung his door shut, and hit the alarm. “You need your own fuckin’ car.”


    Trevor laughed, and walked ahead, bag in hand. They crossed through the open doorway to the sound of boiling water, and the fridge opening. Neither of them had specifically asked for a drink—she simply exhibited the need to occupy herself with something. He exchanged glances with the big guy, and shut the door.


    Trevor dropped his things next to the armchair, and sunk into the cushions with an appreciative groan. The guy’s back still caused him grief. Pete had tried to get him to admit he needed a doctor, but the man was as stubborn as he was large, and insisted it would come right with time. Pete searched out the Advil from Steph’s kitchen cupboards, and tossed the packet Trevor’s way.


    “Cheers.” He popped two pills, and guzzled them back with half a bottle of water.


    Now that he had the big guy taken care of, Pete turned his focus towards Steph who stirred the drinks. The overpowering scent of lavender caught his attention, and he noted at least a doaen partially used candles on the counter-top. He slipped his hands around her waist, and rested his chin on her shoulder to watch the frantic way her hand spun the teaspoon.


    “Tell me what’s botherin’ ya, Love. I can’t stand you being so distant.”


    Her body relaxed in his hold, and she dropped the teaspoon in the nearby sink. “I’m sorry.”


    “Don’t be. Just tell me what’s wrong. You haven’t quite been yerself since I saw you at the arrival gates, and as much as I can’t wait to show ya how much I’ve missed ya, I need to know what’s wrong first.”


    She pulled in a large breath, and leant her head back on his shoulder, placing her cheek against his. “I know I’m a bit distant, but it’s kind of hard to talk about, I don’t know where to start.”


    “In your own time, then,” he reassured.


    Several tense minutes passed before she began on a whisper.


    “Ivan came over.”


    He swallowed the rage that bloomed at the mere mention of the jackass’s name. “And?” His arms squeezed her waist a little harder.


    “He argued with me. We fought, and, well—”


    “Love, I’m dying here.” Heat engulfed the back of his neck. His pulse hammered in his temples.


    “Come with me,” she said.


    He let her pull from his grasp, and lead the way through the house to the spare room. She paused outside the door, and looked over to him with a pained expression.


    “I’m not sure what you’re going to say, but I can’t ignore it any longer.” She covered her mouth, and nose with her hand, and gestured for him to do the same. Tears welled in her eyes.


    He frowned, and reached for the door handle.


    Small sobs started behind him as he pushed down, and swung the door open. The stench hit him harder than a road train. He gagged, unprepared for the smell, and turned away to stifle his urge to vomit.


    “Jesus!”


    “I didn’t know what to do,” Steph wailed. “I didn’t know what to do.” She buried her face in her hands, and slid down the wall to sit on the floor in a ball.


    He grabbed at his hair, torn between comforting Steph, and dealing with the major issue they had.


    Trevor rounded the corner of the hallway, and stopped dead in his tracks. “Fuck.”


    “Rich, all right.”


    Pete stepped into the room—hand sealed over his face—and winced at the sight. Ivan lay face down in the early stages of decay. He praised whoever wanted to listen that the guy wasn’t laid out on his back. He was spared the sight of the bugged out eyes, and bloated features that accompanied a body this many days past death. What had fucking happened while he was away? What went down?


    Steph howled from her position in the hallway, pulling him from his spiralling thoughts. He quickly stepped out of the room, coughing. Trevor closed the door behind him, fanning the air in front of his face.


    Like that will help.


    “I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know what to do,” Steph repeated, over and over.


    His heart clenched, and he dropped to his knees before her. “You do nothing, okay Love? Trevor and I will sort this out. You do nothing.” He wrapped his arms around her shoulders, and pulled her close.


    Trevor tapped him twice on the shoulder in support, and disappeared into the kitchen. He returned a short time later with several rubbish bags, and an armful of towels.


    “Wish me luck,” he quipped, and disappeared into the room.


    “What’s he going to do?” Steph asked between sobs. Her hands found the front of his shirt.


    He looked at the closed door, and back at his broken woman. “He’s gonna do what he does best.”


    “Should we help him?”


    “No. You and I are going for a walk to get some fresh air, and you’re goin’ to tell me what happened while I was gone.”


    Even if it would kill him to know.


    ***


    Five blocks they walked, and five blocks she stared straight ahead, lost in her head. He couldn’t stand the distance a second longer. This wasn’t how things were supposed to go when he returned.


    Not by a long shot.


    Pete reached out, and entwined his fingers with hers. She obliged, but didn’t pay him any obvious attention while they continued to walk. He dug his heels in, and turned her toward him.


    “Love, this has to stop.”


    “What?”


    “Get out of here.” He tapped the side of her head. “You’re overthinkin’ things. What’s goin’ on in there, huh? Tell me.”


    She looked to the ground, and drew a deep breath. “Do you ever wonder what things would be like if we’d never met? If I’d stayed home that night instead?”


    His brow bunched as he tried to decipher where she was headed with this. “Do you?”


    “Sometimes.”


    He sought out her other hand, and held them both in his. “Do you regret meetin’ me? Us?”


    Steph’s head shot up, and she stared at him wide-eyed. “God, no. Never. I’m sorry, Baby. That’s not what I meant.”


    He let out the breath he’d kept captive while she spoke. “Then what in lord’s name are ya talkin’ about?”


    “Do you think half of this would have happened if our path’s hadn’t crossed?” She shook her head, and obviously struggled to put together the right words to convey her thoughts. “I mean, if Richard hadn’t known a thing about me, with you, then would he have let it go? Not tried to come after me? Do you think Ivan would have kept up his fake friendship?” She shut her eyes, and bit her lip.


    “What’s goin’ on in there? Keep talkin’.” He could see her withdraw, and like fuck he’d let her go it alone again.


    She’d done enough on her own.


    Steph opened her eyes again, and the shock written in her features left a weight in the pit of his gut.


    “I killed Ivan, Pete. I bloody killed someone. I’ve been trying to deny it, shut it away, and ignore the problem. But shit, there’s a fucking body in my house.” Her hands shook in his grasp.


    “Sometimes it’s what has to be done.”


    She scoffed, and let go of his hands. “Of course you’d say that.”


    “You’re doin’ it again.”


    “What now?” she snapped.


    “Pushin’ me away.”


    “We’re so different,” she wailed. “At least, we were,” Steph whispered.


    “Is that such a bad thing?”


    “Being different?” she queried.


    “Not being so different any more.”


    She stared into the darkness. It took every ounce of his willpower to let her be—let her think it through. The tension in his chest eased at the same time as her features softened. She turned back to face him, and offered a small smile.


    “I guess it’s not such a bad thing.” She reached out, wrapping her arms about his waist, and nestling her head into his chest. “I sort of thought that when we finally fit together, it would be different, you know?”


    “I know.”


    And he did. He fucking well knew all right. Every time he’d envisioned their future together it had been one where he was settled with Steph, holding a legit job, and keeping up appearances. Not one where she’d slipped across to his side of the law, one where he was worried for her state of mind.


    Not so long ago he’d been convinced it was her that wouldn’t be able to handle him. He was adamant she would leave when she realized how much trouble he was, how hard to handle he could be.


    But having been on the other side of the equation, seeing her struggle, and knowing that every time she fell he wanted to be the one to dust her off, and get her on her feet again, he couldn’t believe he’d been that closed minded.


    How selfish was he for wanting to push her away to save her the hassle of dealing with his past?


    Truth was, he hurt her more by denying her the right to do what she wanted to do—stand by his side.


    He could see that now given he would glue himself to her side if it meant she’d stop pushing him away.


    “Just let me help ya, Love.”


    “I hate feeling like people are burdened by me.”


    He pulled back, and held her by the shoulders to look in her eyes. “Am I? Do I look like you’re a burden to me?”


    “I don’t know.” She shrugged, looking away.


    “Look at me, Steph,” he barked.


    She obeyed.


    “Do I look like I’m stressed, sleep deprived, underfed?”


    “No.”


    “Do I make excuses not to see you?”


    “No.”


    “Do I forget the things you tell me?”


    “I don’t think so.”


    “Then stop saying you’re a burden. You’re not, Love. You’re my girl, and whatever you need to keep you smiling is what I’ll do. You’re mine to worry about, so stop doing it yerself.”


    Tears crested her lower lashes, and ran in lines across the pink swell of her cheeks. Even whilst crying under the streetlight she could be beautiful.


    “You always know what to say.”


    “Because I speak from here.” He tapped his chest. “And not here.” Pete pointed to his head. “How about ya start doin’ the same, Cutie. Listen to your heart, your gut instinct. Forget the bullshit ya head’s tryin’ to tell ya.”


    Her fingers knotted in his shirt while they stood in silence. He knew she was thinking over what he’d said, and even if it had been below zero outside, he would have stood for hours to give her enough time. She needed to let it all sink in, and start believing it.


    “How do you think Trevor’s doing?” she asked, tipping her head back to look him in the eye.


    “I’m sure he’s okay.”


    “So he won’t miss us if we’re gone for a while?”


    “I wouldn’t have left if I thought he needed the help.” He stroked a strand of hair off her face, and smiled. Could she be thinking … ?


    “Good, because you owe me a public escapade, boy.”


    She is. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. Somebody help the girl, because this wouldn’t be gentle.


    “I’ve been waitin’ for you to say you’re ready.”


    “I was ready at the airport.”


    “No ya weren’t. You were obliging. There’s a difference.” He fisted a handful of her hair, and pulled her head back to taste the flesh at her neck. Of all the places he’d placed his lips on her, that little indent at the base of her throat always left the sweetest taste on his tongue.


    “I don’t think she could tell,” Steph said, rubbing against his leg.


    “Well, he could.” He grabbed her hand, and placed it over his ready erection. “This isn’t going to be slow, or gentle, Love. There’s plenty of time for that later, but right now, I need to feel ya over me.”


    “I think I like what I’m feeling.” Her hand closed over his junk, and squeezed.


    The pain sent white spots to the back of his vision, but it also had the desired effect of tuning his every sense to the connection between them. He sighed, and pushed his hips toward her hand.


    “Do you want to go up there?” She nodded toward a park at the far corner of the street.


    “No. Here will do.”


    “But there’s houses around, Pete.”


    “Is that not public enough for ya?” He teased.


    She frowned, but her eyes sparked with the thought. My dirty little girl.


    “I don’t want to get in trouble.”


    He trailed a hand over her ass, and squeezed a tight, round buttock. He’d be sure to be slamming that glorious sight into his cock later, but for now, he was limited on what he could do.


    “Love, tell me. Do ya stand around lookin’ out ya front window at night?”


    “Well, no, but—”


    “But nothin’. There are only two houses with front lights on within earshot. I think you’ll be fine.”


    He backed her up against the concrete light post, and grabbed hold under her butt to hoist her onto his hips. Steph wrapped her legs around his waist, and linked her hands behind his neck.


    “I love you, Baby.” She pressed her forehead to his, and watched as he undid his jeans.


    “I know ya do, and I love ya more.”


    She moaned at the sensation of his cock pressing against her opening. “Don’t fuck around, Pete. I can’t handle you teasing me tonight.”


    He nudged her gently, and closed his eyes as her muscles tensed for him. Sweet Jesus. “That makes two of us, Cutie.”


    Steph sucked in a short breath, and clawed at the back of his neck as he slid deep within her warmth. Sunk to the hilt, he paused, relishing the feeling of her pussy gripping at him, trying to suck him further.


    “Still hungry, I see.”


    “Always,” she sighed.


    Pete drew back, and pumped her with another stroke. She gasped, and raised her hands above her head to grip the pole. He eased her breasts above the neckline of her dress, licking his lips at the sight of her flesh pressed over the straining fabric.


    “So beautiful,” he murmured before craning his neck to suck a nipple into his mouth. The flesh peaked under his attention, and he reached over to squeeze the other as he continued to suck, and flick with his tongue.


    “Let me,” she whispered, taking her swollen nipple between her fingers. “You can’t fuck me properly bent like that.”


    He growled as she rolled the flesh between her fingers, eyes closed, and clearly not distracted by the thought of being discovered. Pete slammed a steady rhythm into her eager core, relishing the feel of her tightening with every stroke. Her muscles quivered, and her breaths drew harsher.


    “Tell me what you’ve missed most, Love,” he panted, never slowing his pace.


    She took a few strokes to catch a breath. “You, this,” she gasped, and moaned as her orgasm took her. “The way you make me feel like it’s only us, and only ever will be. I don’t know why I thought I could ever do without you.”


    Such sweet words to cement the fact she felt as strongly about their relationship as he did. “Neither do I,” he breathed as he stilled, and shuddered inside her. “I don’t know how you’d think I’d ever let you go.”


    Steph panted for breath, wedged onto him as he also fought to ease his racing heart. She placed her soft hands on either side of his face, and pulled his lips to hers. He savoured the taste: salty sweat, mixed with her unique sweet arousal. She tasted like sex, and he couldn’t get enough of either.


    “Us,” she whispered. “Just us.”


    He nodded, his forehead against hers. Of course it would only ever be the two of them. How could she think he could fall in love again when she’d taken his heart captive from the moment he first saw her?


    She’d be his forever, and he had a few ideas on how to make that official.
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    The soft click of the front door brought Trevor’s head up from his position on the floor of the living room. He looked toward the entrance, and smiled at the goofy look on his friend’s faces.


    “Nice walk then?”


    Pete smiled, and gave Steph a pat on the arse as she scooted through to the master bedroom.


    “Aye, good.”


    “The package is bundled for postage. I need a hand to lift the bloody thing, though,” he said.


    “Maybe you shouldn’t be liftin’ anything?” Pete narrowed his eyes at him.


    "Well, I don't know what you're thinking, Son, but that girl through there isn’t in any shape to be moving that rank thing out of her house."


    Pete slumped into the armchair. "Aye, I know." He nudged Trevor with a boot. "If ya back is bad enough to warrant ya lyin' on the floor, maybe you should see a doctor?"


    He looked away from the guy. Pete was spot on, he should. But the fear of what the quack would say to him kept him from making an appointment. He didn't need x-rays, or a professional opinion to tell him he'd done something bad this time around.


    Over the years he'd hurt his back more than once, and truth held, the more you damaged your back, the less it healed.


    "I don't want to know what they'll say."


    "And lyin' around feelin' sorry for yerself is goin' to make it better?"


    "True." Bastard had him as usual.


    "Just ask Steph when she comes back out for a number, ya sook."


    He laughed, and winced at the stab of pain that ricocheted through his lower back.


    "A number for what? Are you okay?" Steph's hair fell about her face as she leant over to examine him.


    The woman truly was remarkable: in looks, and demeanour. He could only wish for a girl as devoted one day. But when his life consisted of never knowing day-to-day whether he'd be having a quiet one at home, or spitting blood while he carried out an assignment, there wasn't much room for a lover.


    "I'm not sure." He smirked. "I may need mouth-to-mouth."


    She smiled, and slapped him on the shoulder. "I think Pete will argue that."


    "Counting on it." He eased up on his elbows, and paused to let the pain in his back subside before he sat all the way up. "Sweetheart, would you be so kind as to find a number for a G.P. I can see tomorrow?"


    "Of course," she answered, worry in her tone. "What happened?"


    "Took a fall, landed on something a bit rough."


    "Yeah, the fuckin' concrete gutterin'," Pete grumbled.


    "Shit. And you've left it this long? You might have cracked something." She reached behind him to tug his shirt up.


    He stilled as her delicate hand touched the centre of the ache.


    "Oh my God. Pete, look at this."


    "What?" What was she looking at?


    Trevor craned his neck to look behind himself as Pete stepped over to look. Small problem with having such thick neck muscles, he couldn't move far.


    "Fuck, mate." Pete grimaced. "You're black, and blue, brother."


    "That'll explain the pain," he chuckled.


    He was the only one in the room who laughed.


    Trevor tugged the shirt from Steph's grasp, and covered his back. "We need to sort this parcel out."


    Pete exchanged a warning look, and nodded once. "Fine. But that's the last thing ya do. It's rest after that."


    "Yes, Mum."


    "I'm serious, Trev. You ain't as young as you once were, and I don't give a fuck how many hours ya spend liftin' shit around, you've gotta take care of yerself."


    He raised an eyebrow at the guy, surprised at the turnaround in him. "Since when do you wax on poetic about self-preservation?"


    Pete looked at Steph, and tugged her into his side. "Since I have something worth living for."


    "Fuck me," he moaned. "Could you keep it in your pants for a minute?"


    Pete chuckled, and held out a hand to pull him up. "Let's get this thing out of here, huh?"


    "Gladly."


    ***


    The three of them stood around the packaged body, hands on hips, or crossed over their chest.


    "Why didn't ya cut it up?" Pete asked.


    He looked at the idiot, and frowned. "You honest to God need me to answer that?"


    Pete nodded.


    "I didn’t think Steph here would want to explain to her landlord why there's a smell she can't shift from the carpet."


    "It smells now, though?" Steph questioned.


    The poor girl. She still had so much to learn. "When a body begins to decompose, the bacteria inside breaks down the organs. What do you think is going to happen to all that tissue? It liquefies. I cut him open—" He thumbed at the lump on the floor. "—and a bucket-full of rancid shit oozes into your carpet here. I don't know about you, but I don’t want to try and get that out."


    She placed her hands on the side of her head, and sighed. "If I'd known how hard this was going to be, I wouldn't have done what I did."


    "Rubbish," Pete said. "I'd rather this, than what he would have done with ya."


    "Feet or head?" Trevor asked.


    "Head. I don't care if he's already dead, I want to choke the fucker."


    He chuckled at his friend, and bent down to take the feet. Pete leant over, and encased the corpses neck with his tattooed hands. A wave of pleasure came over his features as he pressed harder than necessary.


    "Don't bust the skin, huh? Can't be assed with the smell today."


    Trevor stretched, and pushed through his knees to lift the weight of the guy. He'd estimated as he wrapped the body that the sucker would have been easily over 150 pounds. Of course that doubled in the current state.


    Dead weight always pissed him off—all the reason why he preferred to take people out in their place of burial.


    The agony spiked as he brought the body past his knees. He bit down, and pushed through the last stages of the lift. Excruciating pain raced up the length of his spine before it disappeared completely. The numbness spread within seconds, but to his mind it took an eternity when he realised what had happened.


    “Shit,” Trevor grunted, and lost his grip on the feet of the package.


    The body hit the floor, and his knees gave out. He grimaced when his head connected with the wall, disturbed as to the reason why his legs wouldn’t co-operate.


    “That doesn’t look good, Trevor,” Pete said, rushing over to help him.


    Steph’s hands flew to her face. He smiled at her, trying to ease her worry whilst inside he screamed in blind panic. He turned back to Pete, and tried in vain to conceal his distress.


    “It doesn’t feel so good either.” Trevor pushed to sit, and failed in his attempts to move his legs from the skewed position they lay in. “In fact, I can’t feel a thing.”
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    Steph stood in shock as Pete straightened Trevor’s legs.


    “Can ya feel anything?”


    The big guy shook his head, concern etched in his brow. “I think it’s more than we can fix, Son.”


    How the hell could she call an ambulance when there was a dead body in the room? “What are we going to do? We can’t move him if it’s his back.”


    “We’ve got no choice,” Trevor said.


    “We have to get him to the car,” Pete instructed.


    “But you could paralyse him.” Lessons learnt in first-aid were springing to mind. “We need to stabilise his spine.”


    “And how are we gonna do that?” Pete asked.


    “I don’t know,” she ceded, dropping her shoulders.


    “Sweetheart,” Trevor soothed. “There’s a dead body in the room. I don’t think you want to explain to the coppers how it got here, am I right?”


    “No.”


    “Then we have to make do. We’ve made our bed, let’s lie in it. The only way we’re going to get me help, is move me.”


    Pete bent down, and hitched his hands under Trevor’s arms. He grunted, and heaved, trying to get Trevor off the floor. Pete struggled to get the huge bulk of the man to move with any ease.


    Steph joined in the struggle, wrestling with his enormous shoulders to get him to rise more than a few inches.


    Trevor broke out laughing. “Come on, I weigh more than you two combined I reckon.”


    “Well how the fuck are we gonna get ya to the car.”


    Steph scoured her memory for anything she had that could assist. If only she owned a skateboard.


    Trevor pointed to the doorway. “Hold it steady.”


    Pete walked over, and held the door with his boot wedged at the base.


    “Steph, I need you ready to take some of my weight. Come stand beside me.”


    She nodded, and followed Trevor’s instruction as he shuffled himself over to where Pete stood. He placed his limp legs either side of the door, and stretched his shoulders. With a slight hop from his seated position, he latched both hands onto either side of the door handle. She watched as the muscles in his arms bulged while he dragged his body weight upright.


    Trevor swung a hand off the handle, and landed his arm around her shoulders. Her back, and knees complained at the strain, but she was determined to help however she could. After all, it’s your fault he was in here doing this.


    Pete took the other side, and together they managed to shuffle the big guy out to the car. His thick legs hung between them, useless as a newborn’s.


    “I’m so sorry, Trevor.”


    He pushed his black hair from his face, and smiled up at her from the passenger seat. “It’s not your fault, darling. I should have listened to our boy here when he told me to see the quack earlier.”


    “Are ya comin’?” Pete asked, holding his door open for her.


    “I think I might stay here, see what I can do with our little problem inside.”


    “Are ya sure, Love?”


    Not really, but it has to be done. “Positive.”


    “All right. I’ll phone ya as soon as we know what’s going on.”


    “Okay, thanks.” She took hold of Trevor’s hand, and gave it a squeeze. “We’ll take care of you, okay?”


    He reached up, and touched her cheek gently. “I know.”


    Steph closed his door, and rounded the car to the driver’s door. She leant down to the open window, and sighed. “I feel terrible, Pete.”


    “He’s right, Love. It’s not your fault, so don’t start that shite while I’m gone.” He reached out and ran his thumb across her lips. “Onwards, and upwards, Cutie. No lookin’ back at what ya can’t change.”


    She leant in, and placed a soft kiss on his delicious lips. “Love you.”


    “We’ll be back soon.” He turned the car over, and reached back up to cup the back of her neck. “Love you.”


    “I know.”


    Steph stepped back, and watched as Pete backed the rod out the driveway. Dawn tickled the horizon, and the lack of sleep crept in now that her mind wasn’t so occupied with other things. She stifled a yawn, and waved them off, aware the sinking in her gut wouldn’t shift, no matter how many times the two of them told her it wasn’t her fault.


    She headed indoors, and straight through to the spare room. The body lay shrouded in plastic like some sort of BDSM mummy. Her anger built as she stared the ‘package’ as Trevor had called it. Even in death Ivan had to go and fuck things up.


    In a moment of blind rage, she stepped forward and laid a swift kick into the side. Her stomach roiled at how soft the connection was, and thoughts of bloat, and liquefied organs assailed her.


    Thank God I didn’t burst it.


    She stepped back, her heart racing. A tear rolled over her cheekbone, soon followed by a mob of droplets. Each time she thought she’d reached breaking point, something else would crop up, and her down times would sink lower.


    When would she be able to look forward like Pete had said? When would all these problems go away? She wanted to believe that disposing of Ivan’s body would be the answer to the end, but her voice of reason knew better.


    Old ghosts would continue to haunt her as long as she lived, and breathed. It was how she dealt with them that mattered. Perhaps the answer wasn’t making her troubles go away, but rather knowing how to incorporate her troubles into everyday life, and find a balance.


    The good with the bad.


    The pretty with the ugly.


    Steph slammed the door on the bad, and went in search of the good. Perhaps a bowl of ice cream with chocolate on top would help balance out this problem.


    It was a worth a shot, right?
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    Trevor touched his thumbs to each finger on his hands in turn, bored out of his tree. They’d been in the ER for over two hours, and all that he’d been given so far was a neck brace, a bed to lie on, and some pain relief.


    He tried telling the young doctor he didn’t need the pain meds, but the idiot wouldn’t listen. Apparently the guy knew best. What would the patient know, huh?


    “Try and get some sleep while ya wait.” Pete spoke from the corner where he sat with his head leant back, and his eyes shut.


    “Easier said than done when your wondering if you’ll ever walk again.”


    “Positive thinkin’, brother.”


    “Hasn’t got me anywhere so far,” he moaned.


    The curtain shifted aside, and he caught sight of the top of a woman’s head as she read over his notes. About bloody time.


    “Mr Dunstan?”


    “That would be me,” he rumbled. Hopefully this bird would get something happening.


    She stepped up to the side of his bed, and stilled as their eyes connected. Yep, something was happening all right. Apparently the blood flow to his groin was in perfect working order.


    “How are you feeling?” she asked, snapping out of her daze.


    “A little laid up.” He smiled.


    Her cheeks coloured, and she quickly looked down to the notes with a forced frown.


    Trevor ran his eye over the beauty beside him. Her brunette hair fell over her shoulders from the ponytail she kept it in. Olive skin accented the most stunning honey coloured eyes he’d ever seen, and her long lashes batted against her high cheekbones as she read over the same word time after time.


    If this is what nurses in Australia looked like, he should have come here and done himself in sooner.


    “On a scale of one to ten—one being none, and ten being unbearable—where is your pain at?”


    “Two.”


    “Okay.” She scribbled on the board. “I need to take your vitals, and then we’re going to shift you through to get a scan done.”


    The poor girl was in for a shock when she took his heart rate. “Tell me where you want me.”


    Her eyes flicked to his, and she cleared her throat. “Um, first I need your hand, I mean, your finger.” She ducked her head as a flush crept over the smooth skin at the neck of her uniform. “I’ll just clip this on here.”


    He kept his eyes on her as she placed a monitor over his finger.


    She looked to Pete, who watched her with a slight smirk. “Are you a friend?”


    “Aye.”


    Great. One whiff of his fucking accent and he’d have lost her. “I’m staying with him, and his girlfriend at the moment,” he quickly filled in.


    Pete chuckled from his corner. The guy could count his lucky stars he sat out of arms reach.


    “Oh, okay.” The nurse slipped the monitor from his finger, but her hand remained under his.


    He swallowed the tension away, and willed his hand to relax.


    “I have to take your blood pressure now, so I’ll need to roll your sleeve up if that’s okay?”


    Say the word, and I’ll have the whole shirt off.


    She struggled to connect the Velcro on the strap, the two ends not quite matching around the size of his arm.


    “Wow. I haven’t had this much trouble in a while.”


    Yeah, his ego swelled a little.


    She pinned the Velcro together with her fingers, and pressed the button to start it inflating. He watched her concentration, the fine lines around her eyes as she read the numbers. She scribbled the answer on the notes, and pulled the strap from his arm.


    “All good to go.” Her ponytail swung off her shoulder as she turned her head to Pete. “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to return to the waiting room.”


    “All good, Love.” Pete stood, and grinned at him. “Have fun, brother.”


    He glared at the cheeky shit while he left the cubicle, and headed for the waiting area.


    “He’s got a lot of tattoos, huh?”


    He relaxed, and turned his head to look back at the angel beside him. “Yeah. You like tattoos?”


    She nodded. “Don’t have any myself, but I love how they look when they’re done right.”


    “You want one?”


    She smiled, looking over from the corner of her eyes. “Yeah.”


    “What would you get?”


    Her shoulders bopped as she stashed the machine aside. “Not sure. I’ve got a few ideas.”


    “Karla?” The idiot doctor from earlier poked his head around the curtain.


    “Yeah?”


    “When you’re done in here, can I get you to head to seven? There’s a little girl who scared of needles in there.”


    “Sure thing.”


    Karla. “Got a soft touch, have you?”


    She laughed. “Yeah, I have a way with kids.”


    Damn. If his bloody legs worked he might drop to one knee, there and then.


    “One last test before I get the orderly to wheel you through.”


    “Anything for you.” He winked, and she blushed for the third time. Going for the record.


    Karla moved to his feet, and carefully removed his boots, placing them on the floor. She rolled his socks down, and placed them inside the boots.


    “I need to check your pain threshold.”


    “Bit much for a first date, isn’t it?”


    She smiled, and gave him a playful tap on the calf. Her slender fingers pinched his big toe. “Can you feel that?”


    He shook his head. He knew how this would pan out. They’d done the same test when he arrived, and he hadn’t felt a singular thing.


    “What about now?” She moved to the next toe.


    He shook his head again. She continued along his foot until she pinched his little toe.


    “What about this one?”


    Was that what he thought it was? “Do it again?”


    She pinched his toe, a little harder. There was a definite reaction, muffled, but noticeable.


    “Yeah,” he smiled. “I can feel it.”


    “Great.” Karla held his foot between her hands, and smiled at him. Her eyes sparkled with pure joy for him.


    Damn.


    He may have fallen in love.
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    “How’s he doing?”


    Pete drummed his fingers on his leg, irritated that the three of them were in such a predicament. “They’re takin’ him off to get a scan done, see what the damage is.”


    “Is he … paralysed?”


    “I don’t know. Fuck, I hope not.”


    “Me either.”


    Silence hung on the line. He knew what he wanted to say, but how would she take it?


    “Love, whatever happens, I want him to stay with us.”


    “I know. I understand,” Steph whispered.


    “I just, I don’t want it to get in the way, ya know?”


    “It won’t.”


    How could she be so certain? Their relationship was so young. He still had so much he wanted to discover about her, and she had only scratched the surface of his past. How could having Trevor around—possibly fully dependant on them—not get in the way?


    “I feel as though it’s on my shoulders; that if he hadn’t come back to help me, he wouldn’t be hurt.” Pete rubbed at the ache behind his eyes.


    Steph chuckled. “What was that you told me about not overthinking things?”


    “Love …”


    “Love nothing. You’re doing the exact thing you tell me off for. So, stop it.”


    He grinned. She’d called him out, big time. “Aye, and thankfully I have you there to point it out.”


    “I wouldn’t be anywhere else. We’ve put up with more than most others would in a lifetime, Pete. I think we’ll be okay.”


    We have to be. His heart couldn’t take another blow. Sure, he was cold and calculated when he needed to be, but it didn’t mean that things like his friends getting hurt didn’t bother him. He was human after all. To have sat next to Trevor, and have seen the man’s fear, then feel nothing would have been utterly … wrong.


    “I’m gonna stick around until they find out what the issue is. Are you okay with that? How ya doin’ there?”


    “Yeah,” Steph said on a sigh. “Not bad. I’ve got it to the hallway, so that’s a start.”


    He smiled. “You do realize you’re talkin’ about him like a piece of furniture?”


    “I guess I am,” she laughed. “Hey, maybe we could have him immortalized in resin, or something, and use him as a table.”


    “Okay, now you’re disturbin’ me.”


    Steph giggled on the other end of the call. He smiled at the sound, relishing the fact she was finally on her way back to happiness.


    “What do you plan on doing once ya get him to the door?”


    “Fucked if I know. I was only planning on dragging him to the garage so you can do something with him later. All I’m worried about now is making the spare bed.”


    “It’s good, ya know.”


    “What is?”


    “That you’re feelin’ okay enough to make jokes about it.”


    “Have to move on some time.”


    “That ya do. I’ll talk to you later.”


    ***


    Steph placed her phone on the counter, and stared at the black lump on the floor—a constant reminder that her life would never be the same. So what if Pete managed to get rid of the body, and they managed to live without anyone ever finding out? She still held the guilt that she was the one who’d done it. She had taken Derek’s last child from him.


    Her hands shook uncontrollably, and she fumbled with the rope she’d tied around the middle of Ivan’s makeshift body bag. She’d discovered that pulling the body sideways was easier than lengthways. Probably something about less drag, but whatever, she wasn’t stopping to work out the physics of it.


    She looped the rope around her wrist, and took hold of the top of the bag with her free hand. Sucking in a breath, she heaved him along the floor another few feet before stopping to get a better footing. Only a few more pulls, and he’d be at the internal door to the garage.


    At that moment she would have spent her life savings if it meant being able to hire somebody to do the dirty work for her. But as Trevor had said about their predicament, she’d made her bed, now she had to lie in it. Steph wound the rope tight again, and took hold of the top of the bags. She held her breath, heaved, and landed flat on her ass … a mangled rubbish bag still clutched in her left hand.


    Her heart sped as she slowly looked toward the body. Ivan’s head protruded from the wrapping, barely recognizable. Her stomach revolted, and she clamped a hand to her mouth. Too little, too late. Rolling to all fours, Steph heaved the contents of her stomach over the tiled floor of the living room.


    Great. Something else to clean up.


    The smell permeated her nostrils, and the second round of burning stomach acid rose. Feet sliding all over the place, she managed to propel herself toward the laundry door, hurling it wide open, and stepping out into the fresh air.


    How the fuck did Pete, and Trevor do this?


    One thing for sure, she wasn’t born to be a contract killer. She’d take her dull numbers, and equations any day, thank you very much.


    The mere act of looking in the direction of the mess in her house had her gut clenching, and not in a good way. She slid the door shut, and slumped down against the bricks of the house. If she wanted to move that damn thing before the boys got back, she had a bit of psyching up to do first.


    Never, ever, doing this again.


    ***


    Pete startled from his sleep, and gripped the wrist of a frightened looking nurse.


    “Uh, excuse me, but your friend would like to see you.”


    He released her arm, and smiled in apology. “Sorry, darl. You took me by surprise.


    “You and me both,” she mumbled as she turned to lead him through to the wards. “This way.”


    He followed her down sterile hallways, and past buzzing monitors until they came to a dark room opposite the nurse’s station. She opened the door and gestured him inside.


    The door closed, and he hesitated to let his eyes adjust to his surroundings. “You a bloody vampire now?”


    The bedside light clicked on, illuminating the small, private room. “Just been resting.”


    Trevor sat propped up by pillows, shirt removed, and with a lure protruding from his hand.


    “So, what’s the verdict? Do I need to find you a gym with ramp access?”


    The big guy chuckled, easing Pete’s nerves. If he had his humour, it couldn’t be that bad—could it?


    “No gym for a while, brother.”


    “You said ‘a while’, so does that mean …”


    “Yep. No permanent damage. I herniated a disc when I fell, and the pain was it pinching my spinal cord. When I tried to lift the parcel, it caused inflammation, which pinched it further and caused temporary paralysis.”


    “Jesus.”


    “Pretty lucky from what they tell me.”


    “So?” Pete gestured to Trevor’s legs in a sweeping motion.


    “Check this out.” He wiggled his toes, a stupid grin on his face.


    “Thank fuck for that. Steph will be relieved.”


    “How’s she getting on?”


    “Managing.” He looked to the floor—his elation at Trevor’s news killed by the thought of the problem at home.


    “You don’t sound so convinced, Son?”


    Pete shrugged his head to one side. “You know women are; try to do everythin’ themselves.”


    “That they do.” Trevor chuckled. “I’ll be here overnight while they make observations, so you may as well go home.”


    “Shit, I don’t know what the time is.”


    “A little after three.”


    Pete lifted his gaze to the sunlight trying to get around the blackout curtains. “In the afternoon?”


    “Uh, huh.”


    Damn, he must have been jet-lagged. “I’ve got to call Steph, tell her how ya are.”


    “All good, brother. Leave me your number so I can get Karla to call you when I’m ready to go.”


    “Karla?” He quirked an eyebrow at the sheepish look on Trevor’s face.


    “Yeah, the nurse.”


    “First name basis, already?”


    “First name, and phone number.”


    He shook his head, and laughed at the mug. Always had a way with the women. “You’ll find one worth keepin’ one day.”


    Trevor winked, and shifted his gaze over Pete’s shoulder. Pete turned, and saw the brunette nurse from the ER behind him.


    “Hi, again,” she greeted.


    “Afternoon, Karla.”


    Her gaze flitted between the two of them. “Trev, it’s time for your obs.”


    He spun around, and smirked. “Trev?”


    “Piss off, would you?” The big guy waved him off, and straightened in his bed.


    He walked out of the room, laughing to himself. How things could change in twenty-four hours. Just wait until he told Steph this one.


    Steph.


    His pace increased as he headed for the bank of elevators, and pulled his phone from his pocket. He swiped through to her number and hit dial.


    “Hey.”


    “I’m on me way home.”


    She sighed. “Babe, I’m at work.”


    “Couldn’t you take the day off?”


    “I had several off already.”


    Pete growled, and clenched the phone in his fist. Not today. He wanted her close. They’d spent enough time apart to last a lifetime.


    “How’s the parcel? Ready for me to post?”


    “Yeah. It’s in the garage. I left a key tucked under the wheelie bin for you.” She sighed again. “Baby, it’s only two hours until knock-off. I miss you like crazy, but I’ll have to see you then.”


    “Fair enough, Love. Talk to you later.”


    He hung up the phone as the elevator reached the car park, and headed for the flashing lights of the rod. Her tone had been curt, short, and resigned. To what though? Was she mad that he’d left her no sooner than they’d got home? Angry that he left her alone to go and care for Trevor?


    Fuck, this emotional shit did his head in. Every time he thought he had the logistics of caring for people other than himself nutted out, it all shifted again.


    He opened the door to the rod, and fell into the driver’s seat, his left hand fishing the regular spot for smokes.


    Shit.


    Pete gunned the V8 to life, and drove out of the parking building. No time for crying about things he couldn’t change—he had some cleaning to do before his girl got home.
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    Water, soap, copious amounts of scrubbing—nothing washed the feeling of death from her hands. Walking the length of the office to head for the ladies was a lot like a gauntlet. Steph could swear that at least two of the other accountants had given her a double take.


    She turned before the mirror and ran her eye over the fabric of her dress. Perhaps there was a spot she’d missed? Somewhere she’d brushed up against blood, or dirt? The sane part of her mind beat against glass walls at her paranoia, which merely looked on with disinterest. Once again, the devil on her shoulder won out.


    She sighed, and walked away from the mirror, irritated that she could fall so easily into old habits. Why would anyone know what she’d done that morning? It wasn’t as though she had an inter-office memo sent out.


    “What up, Steph?”


    Heart hammering, she clutched at her chest. “Jesus, Marcus. You scared the shit out of me.”


    “Living in your head will do that to you.”


    “I wasn’t in my head.” She frowned at him.


    He raised an eyebrow. And ticked his points off on his fingers. “Vacant stare, check. Constant frown, check. Skittish nerves, check. So, are you going to tell me what’s up?”


    She shrugged. “Nothing major.”


    “Looks major to me. Not quite twenty-four hours ago you were bouncing off the walls, ready to go get your man. So what changed?”


    Steph looked around where they stood, halfway through the office, and at the people who tried to look as though they were so engrossed in their work they couldn’t possibly be eavesdropping.


    “Can we go get a coffee?” She thumbed to the staffroom.


    “Sure.”


    Marcus followed close behind, and shut the door once they were both inside the empty room.


    “Spill,” he said, crossing his arms across his broad chest.


    “I did something bad, and it’s playing on my conscience.”


    “Like what?” He pulled a seat out, gestured to it, and took his own. “Bad, kinky? Or bad, bad?”


    Steph perched on the edge, hands clasped between her knees. “Bad, bad. I can’t say what exactly, and it doesn’t matter anyway. Nothing can be done to fix it, so I need to learn how to deal with it.”


    “Cryptic, yes. Useful, not so much.”


    With her fingers pressed to her temples, she squeezed her eyes shut to gather the swimming thoughts in her head. “Can we just, I dunno, sit or something?”


    “Whatever you need.”


    “Thanks, Marcus.” She opened her eyes, and fiddled with the hem of her skirt. “I need a moment to get my wits about me.”


    “Still want a coffee?”


    “Sure.”


    Marcus crossed over to the kitchenette, and started making their cups. Steph watched him go about the routine of measuring, pouring, and stirring. There was a strange calm in watching an everyday task be executed. Some sense of … normality perhaps.


    He brought the cups over to the table, and placed them down. “One question before we enter an awkward silence though. Does Pete know about this?”


    “Yeah.”


    He placed his hand over top of hers, and gave it a quick squeeze. “Well, there’s who you should be talking to. Don’t trap it all up in there—” He gestured toward her head. “—When you don’t have to.”


    “Yeah, I’ll talk to Pete tonight.” Maybe.


    ***


    Crows squawked their evening chorus while Steph walked along her street toward the ominous rod. Pete had text as she left the office, asking if she wanted to be picked up, but she’d declined, and told him a little white lie about already paying for the train.


    Truth was, the devil on her shoulder had set up residence after her brief talk with Marcus. The little guy had flicked out his bedding, and started a campfire while she’d finalized the afternoon’s work.


    Her gut told her to talk to Pete about her concerns, and her fears. But yet again, that niggle to her left said that she should keep it to herself. How many times would he stand by, and pat her leg while she whinged, and broke down with him? How many times before he said enough was enough, and left? And then what would she do? Blame herself. Take it out on herself.


    One more day. Maybe another day of ‘normality’ would wash away her regrets about Ivan. Maybe.


    She looked at her stilled feet, and realized that somewhere amidst her ministrations she’d arrived at her driveway. The rod sat parked in the middle, gleaning in the dying sun like it winked at her.


    Now you’re imagining cars have it in for you. Clinical, Steph. You’re bloody clinical.


    Still, her eyes never left it as she passed. Some ludicrous part of her expected it to spring a ‘Christine’ on her, and whip a door out to smite her.


    Fucking clinical.


    She pushed the front door open, and let her feet guide her inside when the smell of dinner drifted to greet her. The aroma of beef and vegetables alone could have filled her belly for a week. When was the last time she ate properly?


    “I was startin’ to worry about ya.” Pete rounded the corner of the kitchen, and stopped before her. He took her face in his hands. “I thought you would have been back a while ago.”


    Probably would have if she’d been on the train she said she was.


    “Sorry, babe. Dinner smells great.”


    “Agh, fuck dinner.” He ran his nose up the side of her face, and stopped in her hair. “You smell good enough to eat.”


    The stirring in her belly felt more like coming home than walking in her front door ever would. She smiled, and placed a hand on his waist.


    “Let me put my things away. You can turn that off before it burns.”


    He waggled his eyebrows at her. “You givin’ me a promise?”


    “How could I not?” She closed the gap between them, and pulled his lip ring between her teeth. God, he tasted divine.


    A sharp crack on the ass broke her spell, and she stepped back, giggling. “What was that for?”


    “Carry on like that Love, and there won’t be anything left of the house by the time I’m finished. Get.”


    He moved to the stove, adjusting his jeans as he went. How could she spring her insecurities on him at a time like this? The guy had made her dinner, and cleaned the house. Her eyes drifted over the immaculate surfaces, and neatly stacked cushions on the sofa.


    Why spoil the moment?


    Curiosity got the better of her, and instead of turning right for her bedroom, she steered left and headed for the garage door. Swallowing back the building anxiety, she turned the handle, and eased the door open.


    “I got rid of the smell for ya,” Pete called from the kitchen.


    The concrete floor was spotless—not a singular stain, or mark.


    “Thank you,” she called back, moving to the spare room.


    Again—spotless. Not a single sign. The guy was a fricking miracle worker.


    Pete looked up at her as she passed by the doorway to the living area. “Hurry up woman,” he growled.


    “Aye, aye, Sir.”


    Steph stopped in her tracks, realizing what she’d said.


    Pete’s eyes grew wide. “Now you’ve done it.” The utensil he’d been holding fell in the sink with a clatter.


    Steph squealed, pushing off as he swung himself around the end of the island. Her heart beat like crazy, adrenaline pushing her forward while he chased after her. She giggled like a little kid, hurling her bag into her room, and swinging herself around to lunge at the door.


    It stopped in its tracks so suddenly reverberations shook up her arm, into her shoulder.


    “Now, now, Cutie. Play nice.” Pete pushed the door open, removing his foot from where he’d jammed it in the way.


    The devious smirk Pete wore damn near melted her underwear off. She took two steps back. Recognition of the situation being too similar to one she’d ben in earlier in the week crept up her spine. Not now. She tried her best to quash the feeling, but the more he stalked toward her, the worse it got.


    This is Pete. It’s Pete, your boyfriend. It’s the man you love.


    He shot a hand out, and pushed her back onto the bed. Fear at being trapped, of being the weaker out of the two of them caused sweat to break out over her brow.


    “Pete …”


    “You run from me, Love, you know I’m gonna chase.”


    Steph shut her eyes, and saw Ivan. She opened them again, but the sight of Pete did nothing to diminish her panic.


    “Pete. Please.”


    “Jesus, baby. You beggin’ already?” He crawled onto the bed, covering her with his weight.


    Air.


    Where had it gone?


    There wasn’t enough to breathe.


    Shit.


    “Pete, stop!”


    He sprung off her, and backed away into the wall with his hands raised. “Shit, Love. What did I do?”


    Tears coursed down her face. When did I start crying? She swiped uselessly at them with the backs of her hands. “You didn’t do anything.”


    “Then why are ya cryin’?” He edged toward her, testing the water.


    “I can’t do it. I can’t pretend with you. I can’t pretend anymore.”


    Even through the blur of her waterworks, she could see the colour pale from his face. “What do ya mean?” He cocked his head, staring intently at her.


    “Pete, no—“


    Too late.


    “I told ya if I left it would be too long.” He moved away again, fisting his hair. “Shit, who is he? That guy at ya work?”


    Could this go any more wrong?


    “Marcus?”


    “The limp dick with the fucking chain and shite.”


    “Marcus,” she repeated more resigned. “He’s gay, Pete. Why do you always assume I’m cheating on you? What is wrong with you?”


    He pinned her with a glare. Completely the wrong thing to say.


    “Everything is wrong with me, Love. That’s why I always assume you’ve got another fella. So, who is it?”


    Damn. Was he crying?


    “Who is he?” he roared.


    Steph scooted back on the mattress, placing the length of the bed between them.


    “Do you trust me that little?” she whispered. “Do you think I’d do that?”


    He shook his head vigorously. “I trust myself that little. You’re too good for me, Love. Why could you last? Why would you stay? Why would you choose … me?”


    Well wasn’t this a turn of events. Here she was, worried about her insecurities, worried she could never be enough, when all along he felt the same way.


    “Babe. There’s no-one but you.”


    He dropped onto the bed at her feet. “Then why did you say you couldn’t pretend with me?”


    “I meant I couldn’t pretend to be okay. Pretend everything was all right after what Ivan did. After Richard, even.”


    “Love,” he crooned, taking her ankle in his hand. “Are ya sure?”


    “Why would I need anyone but you? It’s me who’s scared you’ll leave me. I didn’t want to tell you that I was struggling with things in case you left. In case you, well, wanted something better. Easier.”


    “Easy ain’t fun.” He slayed her with his lop-sided grin. “Am I easy?”


    “Well, no, but—“


    “Nothin’.”


    She gasped when with one hard tug, he yanked her down the bed towards him. Steph righted herself, and sat beside him, leaning on her hands.


    He wrapped his fingers around the back of her neck, and pulled her in until their foreheads touched. “Love, you tell me when you’re not doing okay. You always tell me.”


    She relaxed a little at the sweet, soft kiss he gave.


    “I don’t want ya to ever think you can’t tell me when ya need help. I don’t care how fucked up it is, whatever’s going on in your head, you tell me. I’m never—“ He slipped his hand around to grip her chin. “—Never ever going to leave. You’d have to kill me first.”


    “You know I can do that now, right?” Nothing like a little humour to deflect the seriousness of the situation.


    “No jokin’,” he scolded. “I’m not leavin’ you.”


    Steph smiled, and tried to drop her face, but he held firm.


    “Look at me, Love.”


    Steph met his sincere gaze.


    “Will you marry me?”


    Heat prickled across her skin. Way to ratchet up the anxiety levels there, Pete. “Did you …”


    “Ask ya to marry me? Aye.”


    Her inner voice screamed ‘yes’ until her throat felt raw despite having not physically said a thing. For whatever reason, the words wouldn’t come. She sat there, mute, staring like an idiot.


    “I’m hangin’ here, Love.”


    A nod formed, looking more like a sporadic twitch, but a nod none-the-less. “Of course.”


    The smile that graced his lips was the single most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. All this time together, and only now did she realize she’d never seen him truly smile.


    “Jesus, you have no idea how happy I am,” he said.


    “I think I know,” she replied, tracing his lips with her finger.


    “While I was gone, I did a lot of thinking. And the same thing kept coming back around; I don’t ever want to wake up without you by my side, or go to bed without ya there as well. I might be a little fucked up in here—“ He tapped his head. “—And you might have been through the mill as well, but who said two wrongs don’t make a right?”


    “I couldn’t expect anyone else to understand the way I am.”


    He pulled her in for a kiss, whispering, “I wouldn’t change a single thing about ya.”


    Their lips met, slow, and gentle, as though they explored each other for the first time all over again. But they kind of were. So much had changed, and so much had happened since they first met.


    When she laid eyes on him at the bar, he was over-bearing, intimidating, and dominant as hell. But they’d settled into each other. She’d accepted who she was, and not who the world expected her to be. She’d grown more confident in her decisions to get tattoos, have piercings, and wild hair to set her apart. And all because he’d taught her that being different wasn’t meant to be a burden. She had no reason to feel bad that her mother disapproved of her lifestyle. She had no reason to think that being the odd one out in a family photo meant she was doing anything wrong.


    She simply embraced who she was. Broken, different, sick, or unstable. Whatever the label, she wore it with pride.


    And in showing her these things, Pete had changed. The guy who was afraid to get too close, afraid to show his true emotions, now sat before her sharing his deepest feelings for her. He accepted that his past was a tough one, and one that had sent him into the world with a skewed view on loyalty, and relationships. But here he was, ready to change, ready to start again with her.


    So what if they’d both done things that if discovered could land them both in jail? It was the reasons behind their actions that mattered.


    He understood why she did what she had to Ivan, and as long as he stood by her side, holding her hand and telling her everything would be okay, she had every confidence it would be.


    They could move past this.


    They could do it together.


    “Thank you,” she whispered against his lips.


    “What for?”


    “Being you.”


    “As messed up as I am, eh?”


    “Easy ain’t fun.” She smiled. “I spent so long worrying about the fact that I didn’t fit the mould of what’s ‘normal’, that you didn’t fit the mould of what every parent wants their daughter to date, that the things you’d done, I’d done were so questionable, that I forgot what the point of life is.”


    He ran the backs of his fingers along her jaw, and grinned. “What would that be, Love?”


    “To be happy, and you make me that.”


    “Come on, Cutie. Be honest. I’ve made you equally as unhappy these past weeks.”


    “Only because I care. Because I love you. I want you. I need you in my life.”


    “Which is why I want you to be my wife. I need to know ya will always be there with me, too. You remind me that I can have a slice of normal in me messed up world.”


    “I’m not normal, baby.” She leant her face into his hand.


    “What is normal anyway?”


    “My thoughts exactly.”


    Pete pushed forward, forcing her to lean back until she lay on the bed below him.


    “Enough talkin’ for now, Love. I believe we have an engagement to celebrate.”


    “Sounds like fun.”


    The way he looked her over with desire, not trying in the slightest to disguise the thoughts running through his head, damn, whatever they were about to start, it couldn’t last long.


    “How am I going to tell my parents?” The thought spilled from her lips before she had time to stash it away for later.


    He placed a finger over her lips. “I said no more talkin’.”


    Steph grinned, and took his finger into her mouth. She sucked on it, swirling her tongue around the tip before letting it go with a pop. “Sorry, baby.”


    “Jesus. Do that to somethin’ else and we’ll be back to talkin’ before ya know it.”


    “Just shut up and show me how you’d treat your wife.”


    Pete pulled his lip ring between his teeth, and let out a low, rumbling growl. “With pleasure.”
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    The damn woman worried far too much.


    Pete ran his gaze over her splayed out beneath him; her back arched that little bit to press her breasts into his chest.


    Fucking perfection.


    What kind of selfish prick would leave her because she shared her weakest moments, and darkest thoughts with them? Oh, yeah, that jerk of an ex he still had to deal with—Dave.


    Just one more reason he wanted a ring on that finger of hers; to clearly mark that she was his, and warn every other fucker who looked at her twice what was in store if they crossed the line.


    He may have taken out the immediate threats to their future, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t kill again to eliminate any competition.


    “Love, I missed ya so much this past week. I know I’ve been back a day, but I can still feel where that space was in me heart.”


    Her slender fingers caressed the side of his face. “I’m here now. Now, shush.”


    Her lips twisted into a smirk, and he fed his desire to kiss that look right off her face. He was the cheeky one, not her. She moaned as they kissed, her tongue fighting with his for dominance.


    Fiesty, huh?


    “Get ya collar.”


    She looked at him for a split second, before springing to action. Steph wiggled out from beneath him, and dashed to the opposite side of the bed, pulling her studded collar from the nightstand.


    “Would you like the honours?” She held it out to him.


    He grinned, and took it from her waiting hand. “Of course.”


    Steph drew her hair to the side, and held it in a loose ponytail as he scooted closer to her side of the bed. The milky skin on her neck sung to him, and within a flash he had the collar in one hand, and her throat in the other, licking her like a melting ice cream in long lines from her collarbone to her jaw.


    She groaned, and clutched at his hair as he peppered kisses along the damp flesh. Pete brought the purple, and pink collar up to her throat, and gently latched the buckle to secure it in place.


    Fucking, amazing.


    “Do ya think anyone would mind if ya wore one on our wedding day?”


    She chuckled, and placed her hands on his chest, pushing him off balance. “You wouldn’t last the ceremony.”


    “Aye. I don’t think I will anyway.”


    Steph straddled him, and he looped a finger through the rings of her collar to tug her closer. Her mouth smashed into his, her teeth drawing his lip-ring into her mouth. He groaned at the sweet pain, and reached behind her to unzip the dress she wore. How it had lasted this long, who knew. He had to work on that.


    Steph pulled back, allowing him room to wriggle the fabric up, and over her head. He tossed it aside, smirking at the satisfying clink the zipper made as it hit the mirror. “Ya still over-dressed, Love.”


    Heat hooded her gaze as she reached behind herself, and undid her bra. The lace flew across the room, and she stood over his hips to wriggle her panties off. What a sight he had; perfect, smooth skin asking to be tasted as he found his way to her centre.


    She moved to resume her position straddling him, but let out a small squeak as he took her hips in his hands. He had other ideas. Steph collapsed onto his chest, and he smacked her on the ass, urging her to scoot upward.


    She settled her knees either side of his head, and he drew in a deep breath, growing ridiculously hard at the sheer smell of her arousal.


    “Mmm,” he moaned, nuzzling into her moist centre.


    “Shit, Pete. It’s been so long without you.”


    He smiled, and dragged his tongue along the length of her sex. Beautiful. “I had ya this morning, Love,” he murmured against her swollen flesh.


    “It wasn’t enough,” she groaned, taking firm hold of the headboard as he ran his tongue through her once more.


    Steph mewled, and bucked on his face as he dove his tongue deep, milking her unique essence from deep inside. Nothing compared to the taste of his woman, and it was certainly one he’d never tire of. If he could live off of her, he’d eat her morning, noon, and night.


    Her hips rocked faster, and the feel of her muscles quiver over his tongue told him she was on the brink. Not yet. With his hands on her waist, he lifted her off, and guided her aside. Steph lay on the bed beside him, her lids heavy with want, licking her lips.


    “Hungry?” he asked.


    “Famished,” she purred.


    Pete stroked himself as he shuffled beside her, growing at the sight of her moving her head to the side, and parting her lips in anticipation. He lay the head of his cock on her top lip, and she tilted her head to take him inside her warm mouth.


    Air hissed from between his teeth as he relished the feel of her velvety tongue glide around the top of his length. She drew him deeper, until her throat closed over the tip.


    “Stop, Love. Stop.” He was a fool to think he could make it last; he’d had too little of her for too long.


    She released his erection, and drew her head back. “What did I do?”


    “All the right things.”


    Pete maneuvered himself between her legs, unable to hold out from sinking himself deep into her heat a second longer. He pushed forward, and closed his eyes as her eager pussy guided him home. She’d spoilt him, and he knew that if the worst happened between them, he’d never find anything that would compare to the high he got thrusting deep inside her.


    They moved in unison, a mismatch of heavy breaths, and desperate hips as they clawed towards their release. Steph dug her nails into his biceps, trying to hold him close.


    But he needed more. He had far too much pent up frustration to go easy on her.


    Pete reared back, and took the loops of her collar in hand. He placed his free hand on her shoulder, pinning her to the bed, and pulled down the length of her body with the collar, forcing her into him harder. The depths he reached with every thrust left him light-headed, greedy for more of his unique high.


    He wanted to pound her hard enough to pass out, all to know he’d reached the best he could ever have.


    Selfish.


    Steph cried out his name, fisting her hands in the bedding, her face contorted in a mixture of ecstasy, and pain.


    He pushed harder, faster, until at last his legs grew weak, his toes numb, and all sense of co-ordination was shot as he lay above her twitching out his release.


    He opened his eyes, and saw the sheer love in Steph’s as she looked at him, a smile on her lips.


    “Shit, I’m sorry, Love.”


    “What on earth for? That was …” She sighed, short for words.


    “You didn’t come.”


    “Next time, baby.”


    Pete drew back, kneeling between her legs. “Like fuck my girl doesn’t get a go.”


    “Baby—“


    “Nothing.”


    He reached out, and rubbed circles over her still swollen clit.


    “Baby, it’s a little messy.”


    “Stop bein’ so fuckin’ shy about it, and take what’s yours.” He thrust two fingers inside her, feeling her muscles grip at the intrusion, eager for more. “See, ya still lookin’ for it.”


    “Oh,” Steph moaned, throwing her head back, and shutting her eyes. “Damn, Pete. I’m close.”


    “I know ya are. I can feel it.” He increased the pace of his fingers, rubbing her with his thumb at the same time.


    Steph’s hips pushed against his hand, looking for more. He inserted a third finger, and felt himself grow at the sounds she made as he plied for her release. The things this woman can do.


    Within seconds, her muscles rippled about his fingers, and the moistness that coated his hand doubled. She cried out, falling limp. Sated.


    “That’s better.” Like he wouldn’t have let her finish.


    She looked up at him, an amused grin on her lips. “Thank you, baby.”


    “Don’t ever thank me for what you deserve, Love.” He backed off the bed. “Stay there.”


    “I’m not arguing,” she replied, squeezing her legs together.


    He turned for the bathroom to get a warm cloth to clean her with, and sucked a sharp breath at the reflection that greeted him.


    He hadn’t seen that guy in such a long fucking time.


    Staring back, grinning like an idiot, and looking relaxed was Pete. No more Pistol. Not for a while anyway.


    He’d changed into exactly the person he’d been searching for. Only until he met Steph, he never knew how much he was going about it the wrong way.


    One amazing woman was all it had taken all along.


    One soul mate.


    His soon-to-be wife.
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    Trevor looked around the room at the mess of hazards strewn across the floor. Sure his back had healed nicely over the past year, but it sure as shit didn’t mean he wanted to risk falling ass-over-kite and doing himself in a second time.


    He squat down, and started piling the small plastic objects away into a storage bin that was lying on its side.


    “You don’t have to do that.”


    He looked over his shoulder at Steph, standing in the doorway. Staying with the two of them was always going to be a temporary gig, until that was he had almost ended up in a bloody wheelchair. The two of them had taken him in, and helped out through the months of physical therapy he’d needed to feel free to move unhindered again.


    “I don’t mind. Beside you’ve got your hands full.” He nodded to the bundle in her arms.


    “She’s asleep. Honestly, I’ll do it soon. Don’t you have a date to get ready for or something?”


    He grinned. Karla. Yeah, he had a date to get ready for. Months of pursuing the girl paid off, and she’d finally agreed to go on a proper outing with him.


    “I’ll never understand why she’s given you the run-around,” Steph continued. “If I didn’t have Pete, you’d be in trouble.” She smiled, teasing.


    “No-no, darling. You’d be the one in trouble.” He laughed. Banter with Steph was always so easy.


    “Hurry up and get changed. I doubt she wants to go out with you wearing that.”


    He looked down at his dust-covered clothes. “I thought you girls like a man who was good with his hands?”


    “In the bedroom, not with a hammer.”


    He chuckled, and stood to head for his room. “I admire you, you know.”


    “What for?” she asked, bopping the wee baby in her arms.


    “Being able to do the nights on your own while Pete’s at work.”


    “He’s looking for another job, but it is what it is until then.”


    “I don’t get why he doesn’t open his own place with that money.”


    “He wants to earn it himself.”


    “She’s settled you down, huh?” He edged the blanket aside with a finger, and traced the tiny button nose.


    “Yeah, she has,” Steph replied, looking down at the infant. “I was so scared that I wouldn’t be able to do it, you know. But I think she’s proved me wrong.”


    “Sophie Rose.” He kissed her tiny forehead, and placed another on Steph’s cheek. “I’m in the shower.”


    “About time.” Steph chuckled.


    He tugged his work shirt over his head, and tossed it in the laundry as he passed by. Nerves swirled in his gut as he cranked the water on in the shower, and shirked his shorts off. He hadn’t felt this giddy about a girl in a long time, but he knew Karla was worth it.


    That first night they met, there was a pull he’d never felt before. He was drawn to her, and he knew she felt the same way—even if it had taken months to get her to admit it.


    But, guess that’s what he got when he was upfront with her from the start.


    She hadn’t taken too kindly to knowing what he left Ireland for, what his previous job had been. He hadn’t come right out and said ‘Oh, I was a hit man.’ How stupid would that have been? He didn’t know if she would run to the cops. Instead he’d told her he had been caught up in illegal activities.


    And she’d run, which he couldn’t blame her for at all. In her position, he probably would have run like hell, too. All the same, he’d never let her get far. He’d kept his distance, watching, waiting for her to be ready for him to try again. And he did.


    Repeatedly.


    Trevor stepped under the warm flow of water, and took his semi-hard cock in his hand. He stroked the tension away, eyes closed, thinking of how it felt to touch her, of the way his body reacted at the sight of her.


    Over a year since he’d had sex, but he wanted to show her that she meant more than a conquest. He was paying for it, with a severe morning glory every fucking day. But she was worth it.


    He knew it.


    Now he had to convince her he was, too.
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    To my hubby—are you sick of getting the top spot yet? No? Didn’t think so ;)


    Thank you for always encouraging me, listening to me rant on about whatever problem I’m having, even if it sometimes sounds like jibberish to you. I know it sux going to bed on your own most nights, but I know you’re equally as proud as I am at what we’ve managed to achieve these past two years.


    To my babies—although you aren’t so little anymore. Time goes fast, and I’m forever grateful that I get to spend more time with you two than I would had I needed to go back to work in an office. Pretty soon Mum is going to have to hide her books from you so we don’t have any awkward conversations with your teachers about the things you tell the other kids at school. But until you can fully understand what it is that Mummy does, I’m happy getting cuddles for no other reason than because you want them. Love you so much.


    To the girls of TGNAFN—you know who you are—thank you. The support, and genuine friendship that I’ve got from our bunch means the world to me. Know that I look up to each and every one of you, and the shared knowledge is something I will never be able put into words how helpful it has been. To the locals in the bunch—can’t wait for our next night out ;)


    To my dedicated followers who interact with me daily via Facebook, and Instagram. I love waking up and reading my notifications. Every time you share something for me, or post some eye candy, it makes me a little fuzzy knowing that you’re there to support me. It means the world, so thank you, thank you, thank you.


    I love hearing from fans, and sharing your experiences, so please feel free to contact me via Facebook, or my email, maxhenryauthor@outlook.com.


    Until next time ...
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    Originally born and bred in Canterbury, New Zealand, Max now resides with her family in beautiful and sunny Queensland, Australia.


    Life with two young children can be hectic at times, and although she may not write as often as she would like, Max wouldn’t change a thing.


    In her down time, Max can be found at her local gym, brain-storming through a session with the weights. Or, she may be out bumping, and jostling her way along a dirt track with the family in hubby’s 4WD.


    BE SURE TO FOLLOW HER AT:


    Facebook - Profile


    Facebook - Page


    Goodreads
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