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Our feet padded softly on the fallen pine needles as we ran through the forest. Sunil’s breathing was steady, with no hint of exertion. Without realising it, I’d matched my breathing and running gait to his. We moved as one. The castle loomed above the trees and came closer with every step. The moment we reached it, everything would change back to our routine. Elena and their daughter would be waiting for him, and I would wander the halls feeling like a lost fart waiting until our next sparring session or the next run. All I wanted was to keep running in the woods with him and ignore everyone and everything else, but that wasn’t an option.

“Can we talk?” I asked as I came to an abrupt halt. He came to a stop a couple strides away.

“Of course,” he said with a nervous smile.

I didn’t really know what I wanted to say, but I knew I had to kill the fucking elephant in the room, so to speak, and the only way to do that was with the truth.

“You and Elena,” I said.

“It’s complicated,” he said.

“I get that, but …” My words trailed off as I tried to think about what I really wanted to say without sounding like an idiot.

He exhaled and ran his fingers through his hair.

“We had a relationship while I was her trainer. It ended badly,” he said. “Some of it was my fault. A lot of it was Victoria’s manipulations, and Elena is a complicated woman.”

“So she’s what to you now?” I asked, afraid of the answer.

“She’s the mother of my child, and I owe it to my daughter to at least try and work out our issues. I know it’s hard to understand. I’m not sure I understand it. All I know is that I need to do what is right for my child and at this moment it’s having both her parents working together to make her life better.”

“Even though her mother is a complete psycho?” I asked.

He groaned.

“Elena asked Abigail to kill you,” I said, exasperation tainting my voice.

“That was all a misunderstanding courtesy of Victoria. Elena thought I’d helped Victoria take our daughter away from her. She thought I was part of Victoria’s plans,” he said with a pleading tone. “When I left her to work for Von Zimmer, she’d just found out she was pregnant and then when Victoria took our child away from her as well, it drove her crazy. So please try to put yourself in her shoes. She’s been through a lot, and she needs all of us to set our problems with her aside.”

I sighed.

“And don’t forget, you were the one who worked with Elena on the Island to put Victoria down,” he said. “So you were the one who opened the door to her in the first place. Just saying.”

“That was different,” I said. “Elena was the lesser of two evils, and I didn’t think I’d have to deal with seeing her every day, let alone live under the same roof with her.”

“I know it’s difficult, especially after everything she did to you, but it wasn’t personal,” he said with a shrug.

“It sure felt personal,” I said under my breath.

“You don’t need to be her best friend, but please, as my friend, just give her a chance,” he pleaded. “And I’m a father now. I need to put my daughter first. Please understand.”

“I’ll try not to kill her, but I can’t promise anything,” I said with a half-hearted smile, picked up my feet and ran past him. I’d heard enough and couldn’t deal with the storm of emotions I was feeling. I needed to run. 

I heard him sigh once more before he started running. Once he caught up with me, we ran in silence. Everything that needed to be said had been said.

Elena stood at the top of the stairs leading up to the palace’s front door, holding her daughter’s hand. Even after my conversation with Sunil seeing her standing there bugged the shit out of me. Every time Sunil and I went out for a run, she would be waiting for us with their daughter when we returned.

Every fucking time!

She barely let him out of her sight. It was only for our morning run in the woods that I didn’t feel her watching our interactions. I kept expecting her to scratch my eyes out if I looked at Sunil the wrong way. Even while we were in the training room sparring, she would be watching us with their daughter practically tied around her waist. I mean, I get it, her daughter had been taken away from her at birth, and she was trying to reconnect with her child and build a relationship with the father of said child, but did she have to be quite so crazy about it? I knew I’d told Sunil I would try, but she made it incredibly difficult.

Elena glared at me as I walked past and gave the kid’s hair a ruffle. She was a cute little thing. Luckily Catalina didn’t take after her mother. She was more like her father. Thank fuck for small mercies. I’m not sure if any of us could have survived two Elena’s in the castle. It was bad enough that we had to take Elena in since Victoria’s demise. Von Zimmer had felt it was the right thing to do, but there were times when I wanted to shake him and tell him to stop being so fucking decent. It was annoying.  

“Ah,” Von Zimmer said as he emerged out of the shadows of the hallway and blinked into the morning sunlight. “We must talk.” I was surprised he was speaking to me, he’d pretty much ignored me since we got back from the Island.

I nodded and followed him inside, but made the mistake of glancing over my shoulder just in time to see Sunil pick his daughter up and kiss Elena on her forehead. It was an awkward kiss, but it was more than I’d ever gotten from him. At that moment, I realised I had to let go of something that had never really had a chance to be what I’d hoped for. I had to let him go even though I knew his relationship with Elena was a massive cluster fuck waiting for a place to explode, but he had to give it a shot for Catalina.

“So …” I said once inside Von Zimmer’s office. “Who’s blowing up whom now?”

“I have a coffee plantation in Ethiopia which is under threat, and my presence is required,” Von Zimmer said without any preamble. “I would ordinarily ask Sunil to accompany me, but given his current circumstances, I feel it would be best if he remained here. Many in The Organisation feel that Elena should be punished for her actions, and they could attempt to forcibly remove her from the castle grounds. Sunil is therefore out of commission.”

I nodded.

“Is that why she’s living in the castle and not in one of the cottages?” I asked, trying to keep my emotions and irritation at our current living arrangements out of my voice.

“I know that having Elena living here has been difficult for you, and I appreciate your patience. You will be pleased to hear that it is a temporary arrangement,” Von Zimmer said. “While we are away, Elena, Sunil and Catalina will be moving into a cottage that has been refurbished.”
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