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Chapter 1 - Mark
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It felt like a death sentence around my neck. Marriage. The mere idea was a suffocating blanket of dread that was slowly beginning to strangle me. Each step I took towards my impending nuptials had me itching to run away in the opposite direction, as far and as fast as my legs could carry me - but that wasn't going to be possible. I would be marrying Jennifer Courtney Redcliff in exactly one week's time and there wasn't a thing I could do about it. As my body was once again consumed by feelings of utter helplessness and fury, I had to resist the urge to punch something.

I could not believe how easily I had been duped. I still had no idea what Michael Redcliff's end game was, but I had now made it my mission in life to find out. Whilst it was clear he wanted me to suffer in every way imaginable, judging by what he had done to me in the abandoned Greyson building, I was still no closer to discovering what it was he actually wanted. Quite a few theories had been flying around my head but I had nothing concrete. He could be after money, property, status, power, or something else entirely. The not knowing frustrated me. Even though I had Khalil, my head of Intel, working on the problem twenty-four seven, he'd not managed to unearth anything of consequence yet. He had advised me to make the entire staff of my office redundant, and to my chagrin I had found myself doing exactly that. After one key employee's colossal betrayal, I was prepared to take no more risks with my general wellbeing. Though I bore no scars from Redcliff's and Katrina's hands, I had frequently begun to look over my shoulder wherever I found myself alone, and I didn't much like the feeling.

The first thing I wanted to do was get my hands on Miss Morreau. How in hell she'd managed to slip through the net and enter my employment, only to betray me less than two years later, was something I clearly needed to look into. Of course I knew Redcliff was behind the mess, but I wanted to find out just how much she knew. If Khalil managed to unearth the dark hole she'd managed to hide herself in, I would show her exactly the same courtesy she'd shown me. She'd be drugged, kidnapped, and strung up, before being hung out to dry. I would find out everything I needed to know and my methods of torture were as good, if not better than Redcliff's. I might not be quite as extreme, but I took a certain satisfaction in a job well done. Miss Morreau had better pray I never managed to lay eyes on her again, or I was going to make her wish she'd never set foot on this earth. My thoughts maddeningly returned to Jennifer.

I wanted to make that woman bleed so badly. Already I could picture myself wrapping my hands around her neck and squeezing until every last breath of life inside her evaporated. Lucky for her they were just dark thoughts. I was not a murderer. Well, not yet at any rate. In a couple of weeks' time, after the traitorous, lying bitch had walked down the aisle with me, there was a possibility I might change my mind. Scrap that. Death wouldn't be nearly as painful as the torments I had in mind for my bride, and I fully intended that she would pay dearly for her crimes. If she wanted to play with me, then I was more than capable of taking her on, except this time I would fight dirty. If Miss Morreau was in for a hard time, Jennifer Redcliff would be made to think that an eternity in hell was a summer camp, when compared to a single week with me.

Currently, I was plotting the worst possible ordeals that I could heap upon my future wife, so that she would feel compelled to divorce me immediately. I was aiming to have her screaming for her legal counsel inside a week, give or take a couple of days. I had considered the idea of getting the marriage annulled, but that wasn't going to be possible if I didn't want to lie in a court of law. Yes, believe it or not I still had some morals, no matter how questionable they may be. You see I fully intend to fuck the living daylights out of my future wife. Even though I now know her for a scheming, conniving wretch, I also knew that as soon as I saw her, my body was going to go into overdrive. She has an effect on me much like heroin, addictive and deadly in the wrong dose. As much as I cursed my weakness I didn't think I'd manage to make it through a week of celibacy if she was under my roof, and there was no possibility of playing around because the risks were too high. So, if I wanted to expend some of my ample energy and sexual tension, there would be only one way to do so. I smiled. Miss Redcliff was about to reap her own sweet rewards. Except they wouldn't be very sugary, and when I was pissed I was a whole lot of creative. Oh, the things I had planned for that woman. Conjugal rights didn't even come into the equation. I was going to own that body and mind for a week, and when she left my abode she'd be lucky if she wasn't scarred for life. She might have expertly planned my downfall, but now it was my turn to plan hers. I was going to break that girl down piece by piece until her screams were deafening, and her tears formed a veritable ocean. I was going to be the ultimate bastard and I would show no mercy. Lie to me once, shame on you, lie to me twice, shame on me. I'd already decided that after our wedding day, she'd get no further opportunities to lie. She'd either learn to keep quiet or I'd have her jaw wired shut. The idea had merit. I'd add that to my arsenal of threats and torments to inflict upon her.

I was prepared to pull out all the stops to get rid of her as quickly as possible. I was going to fuck with her head in the worst possible way and just when she thought she couldn't take any more, I was going to shovel a load of new cerebral bombs her way, until there wasn't much grey matter left. At this moment in time I honestly didn't care what state I left her in; all I cared about was my freedom. They might temporarily steal it from me, but there was no question I would be claiming it back. I was not going to be used as a pawn in Redcliff's happy-ever-after plan, whatever that might be. Realistically, and upon given the right incentives, I knew that Jennifer would be relatively easy to control. Getting even with the old man was going to prove a much harder task, I suspected, but damned if I didn't relish a good challenge. Grinding his face into the dirt was going to give me an extraordinary amount of pleasure and I was prepared to spend a lot of money, and I meant a lot, to ensure the job was done properly.

Fuck Redcliff, fuck Marianna, and Jennifer, well; she had better fucking brace herself, too. I was rip-roaring mad and my temper, which was normally tightly leashed and carefully controlled, was nearing DEFCON 1. Tension rippled through my body, bile bubbled up my throat, and blood solidified in my veins. I would have my pound of flesh, so help me god. Everyone who had wronged me was going to feel the wrath of my vengeance, and just like Icarus, they were going to burn. I might not be able to control the path of my destiny right now, but I would damn well be shaping my future. A week gave me plenty of time to plot and scheme, and I was extremely good at both. The inactivity was going to kill me, though. Seven days was a long time when trapped with nothing but ugly, dark thoughts inside your head.

Steeling myself to concentrate on the task at hand I continued to flick through several glossy magazines, which all promised to have me in exquisite sartorial splendour for my wedding day. I couldn't help but grimace. Throwing one across the room, I swore. I didn't care who made the damn suit, but I knew it would be black. This whole charade was beginning to make me feel as if I was about to attend my own funeral - so I might as well dress the part.

––––––––
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One Week Later

Anxiety clawed at me, like a beast with no conscience that was intent on swallowing me whole. Giving up all pretence of sleeping, I left the stifling confines of my bed and padded through to the kitchen. I'd been tossing and turning for a good two hours, and it seemed pre-wedding jitters were getting the better of me. I rolled my eyes at the irony. I didn't give a flying fuck what Redcliff thought of me, and Jennifer Redcliff was going to get hers soon enough, but there were so many other tiny little details that I couldn't get out of my head.

What if I couldn't bear to look at her as she walked up the aisle, especially with all those cameras flashing and the video footage rolling? What if I couldn't get the lies of my vows past my lips, or worse, stumbled upon them? Damnit, what if I couldn't bring myself to go through with this farce? I hated to think how many people Redcliff had invited. Some would be close friends and associates of mine and I felt physically sick at the thought of creating an intricate dance of lies for them. Whilst I knew I had no choice in the matter, it wasn't going to make the deceit any easier to swallow. I would have to make a speech, for fuck's sake. How was I supposed to wax lyrical about the love of my life, knowing full well I was marrying the daughter of the enemy? Tomorrow might well be the greatest performance of my life, if I managed to pull it off. What was wrong with me? My usually unwavering confidence appeared to have deserted me this evening and I'd gone from being an untouchable god to a mere mortal. The armour I normally surrounded myself with had taken a good-sized dent.

As I turned on my poor, recently much overused coffee machine, I sighed. Worrying about things I couldn't change would achieve nothing. I would get through this because I had managed to get through much worse. What doesn't kill you makes you stronger. Grunting, I searched around my kitchen cabinet and plucked out a glass tumbler. Filling it with water I necked the lot and then refilled it once again. There was a way out of this mess. Khalil would help me find one. Yesterday, he'd informed me of a possible sighting of Miss Morreau. She'd disappeared before my team could pinpoint her exact whereabouts, but now they had a rough idea of her location they could begin closing the net. I needed answers and I needed them yesterday.

Flicking on the television, even though I knew I wouldn't listen to a word said, I poured myself a coffee and then settled lengthways into my leather couch, with my hands behind my head. The noise was comforting. It calmed the clambering thoughts in my head. Oddly enough, tonight I seemed to need noise in order to receive peace.
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Chapter 2 - Jennifer
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My hands were visibly shaking. Flexing my fingers repeatedly I tried to still the tremors, but they were not to be subdued. It was hardly surprising. Today was the day I walked up the aisle and married... a monster. I was under no illusions that Mark Matthews would forgive me for what had happened, and I could hardly blame him. He'd been manipulated and sexually tortured until he could take no more, and then he'd been neatly cornered. He might have agreed to my father's demands, but he'd come snapping and biting, feral as a wolf.

I sighed. Today was supposed to be a magical day - every little girl's fantasy. A gigantic cathedral, a sea of flowers, a big fancy dress, and the man of my dreams. I'd imagined it would be filled with tears of happiness and protestations of love. How stupid was I?

Inhaling a shaky breath, I wondered what Mark would do with me. Having always been the sacrificial lamb in this family, today I was being sent off to the slaughterhouse. When I'd mentioned this to Michael, I'd refused to call him 'Dad' a long time ago, he'd laughed and told me to stop being so melodramatic. As if that made me feel any better. Dear old Dad couldn't care less whether I lived or died, so I didn't waste my breath trying to plead with him. All I had to do was play my part in this charade and he would be happy. I needed to keep Michael happy at all costs. The trouble was, in order to play my part Matthews had to trust me, and I had a feeling that trying to coax that emotion out of him was going to be almost as impossible as trying to convince the Queen of England to relinquish her throne. Matthews wasn't the sort to trust easily, and now that I had lost what little ground I had gained with him, I would be back to square one. Wrong, I thought grimly. I was going to be at least twenty stories below square one, trying to claw my way out with nothing more than my bare fingernails. Facing up to facts, I stifled a sob. The man was going to annihilate me.

Clutching my two hands together to stop them from shaking, I tried to look on the bright side. Mark Matthews would have to be a better flatmate than my father. Oh you think so, now that you've crossed him and hung him out to dry? The little voice inside my head burst into a fit of hysterics. I swallowed tightly and stifled another sob. Do not cry. Part of the agreement between my father and I required that I walk down the aisle looking every inch the glowing bride, and that I perform the act of lovesick fiancée to the best of my abilities. It wouldn't be a great look if my eyes were of the Rocky Horror Show panda variety, complete with tears dribbling down my face. You can do this, I whispered to myself. Compared with what I'd had to put up with in the past, this would probably be a piece of cake. One could only hope that were true, but my gut feeling said otherwise. There would be repercussions to my actions, however small my part was, and I was positive I wouldn't like them. Three troubling questions plagued me. What was he going to do to me? How long would it take him to tire of tormenting me? Could we ever manage to live together amiably? They were important questions. Divorce was not going to be an option available to me and no stunt that Mark pulled would be worse than the consequences Michael had already threatened, should I fail to carry out my end of the bargain.

Staring at the monstrosity of ivory lace and tulle that had been carefully hung within my wardrobe, I felt almost blinded. The dress was patiently awaiting its victim with quiet determination. The sight of it made me shudder. As soon as my dress fitting had been completed I'd had it packaged up in black plastic and hidden in the garage. There it had remained these last three months. That was the minimum time in which a society wedding could be planned, so I'd been told. It had been three months of hideous torture. Michael was far too busy to concern himself with the details, so he'd hired a very efficient planner, who'd taken it upon herself to bully me into doing whatever she wanted as each choice unfolded. We'd talked to ministers, paraded ourselves around cathedrals, and picked hymns. We'd scoured the ends of the earth for photographers, videographers, florists, caterers and cake decorators. We'd stared at countless albums of wedding invitations and spent hours debating each single word and colour upon them. We'd had ten sample meals at ten different wedding reception venues, and I'd nearly choked upon a different canapé at each. They'd all had fancy names such as Asparagus Barquette, or Watercress Oyster tempura and they'd all tasted like sawdust on my tongue. Thankfully, trying various different vintages of champagne just about managed to keep me sane. Until now I'd had no idea how much effort went into planning a wedding. I couldn't understand why anyone would want to do such a thing willingly. The work was endless. One moment I was picking silks and patterns for bridesmaid dresses, and in the next I'd be co-ordinating them with flowers and favours. My life was a whirlwind of shoes, hair and makeup artists, speeches, readings, menu cards, rings, and gift lists. Each item required a tick beside the box on June's clipboard or we were not allowed to sleep. You think I'm kidding? The woman would have made an excellent mistress at Albrecht. She had more tenacity than a bulldog who'd just lost his favourite bone. At the end of the three months, as soon as I heard her Manolo Blahnik heels smacking into the floor I had heart palpitations. Needless to say we were barely speaking to each other. I daresay she couldn't figure out either my lethargy or obvious depression, and there was no way I was going to enlighten her. I might have to perform for Matthews and a crowd of vultures on my wedding day, but I was under no pressure to continue the façade with her. June could take me as she found me, if she found me.

This morning I'd locked my bedroom door, having no wish to endure her endless chatter and wedding pep talk. I was already a whisper's breadth away from tears, and I knew without a doubt that June would have me sailing into the black abyss of endless despair. You'd have thought it was her getting married, not me, and I heartily wished it was. She could have him. A small part of me desperately needed to clap eyes on Mark again, though. To drink in the perfection of his tanned, toned body, bask under the gleam of his perfect smile, and feel his hand fisting sharply in my hair. I had it bad for that man. I was entering into the most god-awful, fucked-up marriage of the century, and yet somehow I was already in love with my tormentor. I was the kind of crazy that required padded walls and lots of drugs.

Speaking of drugs, I reached for the little bottle of Ativan that had been my only coping mechanism for these last few months and I popped a couple of pills. I suspected it would take the whole damn bottle to get me through today's proceedings, and I wasn't entirely averse to going down that route if I had to. I was going to need at least a couple before I let June in, and she was beginning to get edgy as she paced outside my room. I could tell by the odd scuffle of her heels. Her pacing was getting too fast for the heels to handle. Too bad. If she smacked into the floor headfirst and had to be rushed to hospital, my day would probably improve tenfold. My brain just needed silence. I wanted to analyse every little detail of what I knew about Matthews, and form some sort of attack plan. I'd had months to get this under wraps, but my head was all over the place and I was no nearer to a solution than I was at the beginning. I had a funny feeling that Matthews would give me silence, a whole lot of peace and eerie quiet, and that I would probably rue my earlier thoughts. Be careful what you wish for.

"Do you need a hand in there, Jennifer? You've been in your bedroom for two hours, now. It's okay to have nerves on your wedding day, you know. Let me in and we can have a chat."

A hand? Now that was hilarious. No I did not need a hand, or even two. What I needed was a one-way ticket to a remote desert island and a team of marines, and even that wouldn't save me now. It was payback time, and I was about to be served up as the main course in a gigantic dish of revenge. I didn't want to think about it. I couldn't stop thinking about it. What was he going to do to me? Would I be able to endure this new round of cat and mouse? How was I going to keep it together? I was so close to cracking. When I did, not if, broken glass would have nothing on me. When Mark and Michael finally finished with me there would be nothing left to put back together.

A series of frantic raps sounded on my door, followed by lots of clucking noises and I banged my head against the wall, praying I had the strength to get through this.

"I'm fine. Just soaking in the bath. It's not every day a girl gets married, you know." My voice sounded bizarrely cheerful as I reeled off the lie. Perhaps my acting skills were better than I thought.

"Okay sweetie, but don't take too long in there. You've got two hours until the Bentley arrives, and the photographer wants a formal family session in the drawing room prior to that. Are you sure you don't need my help?" June's voice had a whiney note to it.

Positive. "I'll be fine. I promise I'll be downstairs in half an hour. Just give me a few more minutes."

She huffed, but I heard her heels receding back into the distance. Thank god. Leaning against the wall I slowly slid down it until I reached the floor. My heart was beating double time and nausea consumed me. There was no escape from my fate. Caught in the line of fire, all I could do was take a bullet and crawl forward, one day at a time. I would survive this. I was strong, reasonably smart, and very resourceful. This was just another obstacle that needed to be overcome in order to attain my freedom.

My gaze wandered to the La Perla lingerie that hung on a velvet-lined hanger on the front of my armoire. I was about to attire myself in over one thousand pounds of sensual, sheer, cream lace and silk. Beautiful macramé cut outs would reveal more of my body than they would conceal and a large rhodium-plated metal buckle would accentuate my now tiny waist. Hysterical laughter began bubbling from my lips. I guess I had something I could thank Mark Matthews and my father for. Between them they'd successfully wound my stomach in knots so tight that I had barely been able to eat since I'd left Albrecht. I now had the figure I'd always dreamed of, whilst stuck in a nightmare that was worse than any hell I could have imagined.
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Chapter 3 - Mark

[image: ]




The morning of my wedding dawned bright and clear. There wasn't a single cloud gracing the skies of London, and that in itself was nothing short of a miracle. Unlike the glorious weather outside there were plenty of storm clouds gathering in my head. They were shortly due to explode, but not before I'd played my part to perfection. That was the deal, after all. Marry the girl and whisk her away to my abode. Then I could do what I liked with her, except I still hadn't decided what that was. One minute I wanted to chain her up so damn tight she'd never be able to get into another moment's mischief in her entire life, and in the next all I could think about was fucking her. I wanted those big blue eyes swimming with tears, her lips swollen and begging for forgiveness, and her body feverishly hot and sweating beneath me. I'd probably settle for a combination of the two.

Fastening the last of my platinum cufflinks, I cursed myself for being weak. The girl deserved to be punished, not fucked. She deserved to be spanked, cropped, whipped and clamped, and I had no doubt she would be. Throughout all of the exquisite sexual torture I was going to heap upon her, she did not deserve my cock inside her body or my fingers on her clit. For the first night, maybe two, I knew I'd be able to hold my plans of revenge together. I could be callous, indifferent, and cold-hearted, while the white-hot heat of my fury rode through my body. The trouble was I wasn't a complete bastard, and when my anger had waned and her beautiful tears continued to fall it would be a challenge to stand firm. One could only hope she gave me continued reasons to remain angry, and knowing Jennifer Redcliff, this was a distinct possibility. I knew I could never trust her again, and that left me with no room for manoeuvre. At least I wouldn't give her an opportunity to bore me. With a one-week timescale for my events, that shouldn't prove a problem.

Banishing the lesser of the annoying Redcliff's from my thoughts, I shrugged on my black morning suit and fiddled with my pink cravat. The silk glistened in the mirror before me, and complimented the bright pink peony on my lapel. If a smile had adorned my face I would look every inch the quintessential English gentlemen, about to be reunited with the love of his life. What a laugh that was. Today my acting skills were going to be pushed to their limit, but I had no doubt I could accomplish the task. By the end of the evening I was sure my lips would look like Mick Jagger's because they'd be under such a colossal amount of strain from smiling.

The good news was that I now had everything in place for a successful divorce. I'd mapped out my week with exacting precision and skill, and if Jennifer Redcliff made it through those seven long days still attached to my name, I would spank my own ass. Somehow. As soon as our nuptials had been concluded I was whisking her away to the countryside for our 'honeymoon', so to speak. We would be spending the time at my secluded estate in Hertfordshire, which had undergone a few special renovations in the past couple of weeks, in order to welcome my new bride properly into the family. The girl wasn't going to know what hit her. Actually, that was a lie. I'd make sure she knew what hit her, be it my hand, whip, or crop. I was going to make her beg for my forgiveness every day, several times a day, until I thought she'd learned her lesson, and then I was going to make her beg some more. It wasn't going to be pretty, but I didn't have a problem with that. There would be no one around to hear her screams because the staff were on vacation at my request. Jennifer Redcliff would be up shit creek, and not only would she not have a paddle, but I'd make sure that her boat had a damn big hole in it.

Enough. I needed to clear my mind of all thoughts of revenge. My car would be arriving in thirty minutes, and I had an adoring public to impress. What sort of idiot would I look like if I glowered my way down the aisle? Hello magazine would have a fucking field day, and too many people had already had far too much fun at my expense lately. Try and think of something nice, I encouraged myself. So I sat down on my leather armchair, and thought. It wasn't as easy as it should have been. It took several gulps of black coffee and a small shot of brandy before something came to me. All I needed to do to get through today was imagine having Jen at my complete and utter mercy. Tied up, chained, helpless, begging for an orgasm, and desperate for a release that would never come. The girl would be able to think of nothing but my body, and whether she would be able to endure her next moment of torment. Now that put a smile on my face. Looking at my watch I decided I was only twelve hours or so away from my objective and that put an even bigger smile on my face. It was almost worth marrying the girl for. Almost.
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Chapter 4 - Jennifer
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The family photographs had taken over an hour, which meant we were going to be late arriving at St Paul's cathedral. June assured me this was par for the course, but it didn't do much to stem my overflowing wedding nerves. Having Michael's hand draped over my shoulders whilst I had to glance adoringly up at him through layers of thick, black, waterproof mascara had done nothing to improve my almost psychotic mood. I hadn't eaten a thing so far this morning, and already my stomach wanted to violently upend its contents onto the cream carpet below. Wouldn't that have been a delightful shot for the photographers? Having taken a brief break half an hour into the photo shoot, I downed two large glasses of champagne and took a double dose of Ativan. I had a feeling I was going to need it, if I had any hopes of walking down the aisle without screaming or vomiting.

Twenty minutes after that the world once again looked rosy. Well, rosy-ish. I no longer cared whose arm I was draped over, and had virtually no idea what I was going to be doing today, although my dress should have been a big giveaway. All I felt was incredibly light-headed, giddy, and blissfully unaware of just about everything that was going on around me. Smiling and laughing became a whole lot easier, and it was as if a sudden heavy weight had been lifted from my world. I was now in my own precious little bubble, and I just had to hope I got a decent ride before it popped. Realistically I knew the fuzzy feeling couldn't last, but I was going to enjoy myself for the next few hours if it killed me, and there was a distinct possibility that it might. One step forward at a time, Jennifer, I told myself. Even if that one step was in Mark Matthews' direction, it had to be better than going back to where I was now.

Time sped by in fast forward mode after the Ativan, although I barely noticed. When I blinked the photographers had magically left and I was being ushered into a sleek white Bentley. June practically had to carry me to the car, but I made it without breaking one of my five-inch, crystal shimmer, Jimmy Choo heels. The bizarre thing was, in the last few minutes June had suddenly become my new best friend. She frog-marched me wherever I needed to go, applied touch-up make-up, propped me up when needed, and gave me little words of encouragement at every opportunity. Her constant chatter gave me no time to think and I was thankful for that. If I started thinking I had no doubt I would run, and that would end badly. My dress was not built for speed, and the shoes were barely suitable for walking, let alone sprinting. Besides, I was no coward. The least I owed the guy was a proper explanation for my behaviour back at the warehouse, and I'd just have to hope I'd make him understand. It was a long shot, but I was a resourceful lady. Where there was a will...

There was absolutely no chance of making him understand. Who was I kidding? Resisting the urge to place my face in my hands, knowing June would freak out about my make-up, I let out a long breath and let my eyes focus on the maze of traffic that was London. Everything blurred in and out of focus, but I didn't care. My little bubble was holding firm, there were no uncontrollable sobs or screaming, and my mascara was still intact. On the outside I appeared almost normal. On the inside, however, my mind was rotting away.

When we began ascending upwards my heartrate increased, and there wasn't a damn thing the Ativan could do about it. St Paul's Cathedral sat on Ludgate Hill, which is the highest point in London's city centre, so I knew we weren't far away from the start of my big day. Holding my breath until its large white dome came into view, I began to feel very small. Dwarfed by the grand buildings around me, and the magnitude of the event I had just arranged, I wondered if I would be able to put a foot out of the car. My legs had turned into meringue. Whilst they might look firm on the outside, there was nothing but fluff on the inside and there was no way they were going to hold me up.

Trying to distract myself from my overwhelming nerves, I glanced out of the window to admire the swiftly disappearing river Thames. The water sparkled in the bright sunlight and it looked like a glittering net of stars all melting into one another. There wasn't a single boat or bird to mar its beauty, and that was a rare enough sight in London. It was strangely soothing and I found myself lost in the gentle swell of its current.

"We're here, Miss." The chauffeur snapped me out of my reverie with those three words and my stomach turned itself inside out. This couldn't be happening, but white dresses and an entourage of six bridesmaids did not lie. I saw them all lined up on the pavement in their pastel pink satin gowns, shivering away in the cold, and probably cursing me every which way to hell. They'd probably been waiting there a good half hour. Feeling guilty, I shuffled around in the back seat and prepared to make my entrance.

When the chauffeur opened my door I tried to get to my feet but immediately shot back downwards again. Three tons of tulle and lace did not want to be forced out of a very small opening. After three attempts I gave up, and let both the driver and June pull me out by brute force. Exploding forward from the car like a rocket, they thankfully had the foresight to hold on to my arms, ensuring my entrance did not start with me landing flat on my face. Smiling tightly, I turned towards the barrage of photographers swarming towards me like ants, flashing and clicking noisily. Striding forward, as if there were a herd of stampeding buffalo behind me, I shook off June, who was trying her best to smooth down my skirts, and made a beeline for the massive stone steps. Due to the surge of adrenaline now in my system the Ativan was all but useless, and I managed to make it up the never-ending stone staircase without breaking into a sweat or breaking a heel. I could thank the Lord for small miracles. I had a feeling they were the only type I was likely to get.

Reaching the regal, Corinthian columns at the entrance to the cathedral, I squared my shoulders and took a deep gulp of courage. I could do this. The imposing wooden doors that were at least four times my height loomed in front of me with a foreboding air. Once I stepped through them there would be no going back. No matter which way I turned, there was no way out for me now.

Moving my feet, one in front of the other, I crossed the threshold, and then life as I knew it took a decidedly sharp turn for the worse.

As soon as my feet hit the black and white marble, chequer-board floor, my confidence faltered. I was immediately swallowed up in the sheer vastness of the nave. Stone arches rose majestically all around me, and led towards the central dome. Giant candelabra stood like tall sentinels at regular intervals beside the arches, and giant towering trees of peonies and old English roses managed to fit between them. The air was filled with the sweet scent of flowers, and the taste of them was cloying upon my tongue.

My eyes worked their way up and down the walls, and I couldn't help but admire the ornate vaulted ceiling with its incredible gilded artistry, before becoming lost in yet another crowd of people marching towards me. The florist was the first to reach me, and she gushed over my dress before thrusting a tall bouquet of pink peonies and frilly 'St Swithin' roses into my hands. An official of the cathedral was hot on her heels and she began herding me away, cutting through hordes of well-wishers and friends with remarkable ease. I spotted Michael trying to push his way through to reach me, and a glance behind me revealed a bunch of snapping bridesmaids and an already frazzled June bringing up my rear. My nightmare had officially begun.

––––––––
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Weddings in St Paul's cathedral took place in The Chapel of the most Excellent Order of the British Empire, which was located in the crypt. It seemed eerily appropriate, considering the circumstances. Propped up by both my father and my chief bridesmaid, I made my way down the stone steps with legs now full of lead. I was going to have to step up my game if I wanted to make it through this, but at the moment, facing Mark Matthews again seemed an insurmountable challenge. You can do this. You can.

When we reached the bottom of the staircase we were given a few minutes to make sure my train was just so, and to allow June to do some further fussing with my hair and make-up. I honestly didn't care how I looked at this moment in time. All I cared about was whether I was going to make it through the entire day in one piece, because I badly wanted to be in pieces, tiny little sobbing pieces that would never have to lay eyes on either my father or Mark Matthews ever again. Plaster a smile across your face and walk down the aisle like you mean it. Those had been my orders. Whether I would be able to be obey them was anyone's guess, but I did have several layers of gauze netting to hide behind, and for that I could be thankful.

As June lifted my veil to pinch my cheeks and fluff the front of my dress the triumphal march began to play, and my fate was sealed. My heart disintegrated inside its casing of blood and bone, and the air around me must have turned poisonous because I couldn't draw a single drop into my body. No one cared. My father dragged me forward by my elbow and the weight of the music crushed me, but that was nothing to the mountain of eyes now boring into mine. There was a sudden hush throughout the chapel and the almost insurmountable Everest of eyes were accompanied by smiles and muted whispers as we moved forward. I wanted to scream at them that this was not a marriage they were about to witness, but a power display between two grown men that should know better. In my opinion it was arguably worse than my funeral, providing my death proved quick and painless. A lifetime under Matthew's hands would ensure no such guarantees. Quite the opposite, I was sure.

"Remember what we agreed upon," Michael whispered as he propelled me down the ancient stone floor. As if I could forget. I did not turn to face him or acknowledge that I had heard his words because my face was almost petrified and the smile I wore was a hideous caricature of the genuine article. One day I would be free of all this, I promised myself. One day it would seem like a tiny blip in my otherwise serene and happy existence. I would be strong. I would get through this. I had no other choice.

Small details managed to steal their way into my subconscious with each step forward that was completed. I kept focusing on the little things; they helped to keep my mind free from the complete terror that threatened to consume me. For instance, the décor of the chapel was decidedly understated when compared to the main halls of the cathedral above. Plain wooden chairs, bright white candle sconces, decorative iron railings, and floors inscribed with wisdom I could neither read nor appreciate all flittered past my eyes, but I knew I would remember none of this as soon as the ceremony had concluded. At this stage in the game I could barely remember my own name and that was probably for the best. At any moment I was about to lay my eyes on my husband-to-be and my heart was in my mouth. What I actually meant was I had bitten a good chunk off my left ventricle and was slowly bleeding out, blood pressure plummeting, as I got ready to blackout. For a slow second or two I wondered if I was going to faint and realized that it was probably going to be rather painful on the terracotta slabs beneath me. Then a pair of bronze eyes turned around and caught me, accompanied with a smile so wide and malicious it couldn't be anything other than fake.

My left heel skidded against the slippery stones, and for a moment I really did think I was going to make a name for myself as the worst bride in St Paul's cathedral's honourable history. I felt my body tilt, my teeth snap together, and my hips surge forward. The horror of my impending fall did not go unnoticed by my groom, and if possible his grin became even wider, but then it faltered.

My father somehow managed to hoist me up with one hand against my back and the other glued to my arm, as if he had been expecting my clumsy mishap. Satisfied he had me upright he condescendingly patted my shoulder and smiled for the crowd. There were murmurs of delight all around and a few timid claps at his impressive save. The minister before us didn't bat an eyelid. I'm sure he had seen it all before. Drawing in a strangled breath, I reached the dais and smiled weakly. I didn't dare turn around and look at Mark again. To do so would have required more courage than I possessed. The soft pink petals of the peonies trembled in my hands and in what could have been mistaken for a thoughtful move, Mark's warm hand covered mine in a firm grip. It was actually an assertion of power and I was not stupid. Today was the day I swapped one monster for another. As of yet I wasn't sure which one would prove to be the greater beast, but here I was in church, praying for a miracle. I held no real faith that it would be delivered.

––––––––
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The ceremony was formal and the hushed silence that surrounded us fuelled my terror. Marriage should have been a sign of love, trust, commitment and devotion, and we were about to make a complete mockery of the whole affair. This was all about ownership. I would swap one ugly cage for another and I would bear Mark's surname for life, because realistically I knew my only escape from this arrangement was death. Understandably, that thought was not one I wanted to dwell on. Instead, I tuned out my thoughts and let the droning voice of the minister penetrate my consciousness. There were important speaking bits coming up, and I didn't want to look like a complete ass. They took far longer than they should have to arrive, but eventually my moment of stardom was upon me.

"Do you, Jennifer Courtney Redcliff, take Mark Matthews as your wedded husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love, cherish, honour and obey, till death do you part, according to God's holy law?"

I smiled sweetly, looking at my openly grinning husband-to-be and nearly choked. How the hell had he managed to get the 'obey' word in there? I was the one who'd had the interview with the minister. I'd picked the vow I was happy with, and somehow the whole thing had changed without a word breathed in my direction. As stamping my feet and throwing a fit wasn't really an option at this stage in the proceedings, all I could do was stare my future husband down with a pair of bold blue eyes that were now glacial and hope he caught frostbite. The utter bastard. How dare he!

There was a pause as I cleared my throat, and for a moment Mark's eyes flickered as if he dared me to object. Little did he know my father would rip my throat out if I decided to pull a stunt like that. How could he be so stupid? Men. So, I simply gazed up at him adoringly, and with a simpering voice that was an octave too high and coated with fine white sugar, I gushed, "I do." That wiped the smug smile off his face. There was little time to applaud myself, though. The room began swimming in dizzying circles as the priest finished up his speech and said something about 'kissing the bride.' Shit, I'd forgotten all about that part.

Stiffening in panic I almost gasped out loud, but Mark didn't let me spoil the carefully orchestrated show. Gently raising my veil, he looked into my eyes for a long moment before carefully smoothing it behind the back of my head. He let his hand caress my cheek briefly, which sent stabbing goose bumps everywhere, before pressing his body firmly into mine. He then took my legs out from underneath me with a firm jolt forward, and my spine curled painfully in the wrong direction. This time I really was going to hit the deck, and as the overdose of Ativan swirled in my brain, I could only hope that the stone beneath me knocked me out cold for the whole duration of the festivities to come. Dropping my bouquet and watching as a shower of pink petals rained down upon us like confetti, I almost screamed, but then a hand curled around my neck and my imminent meeting with the floor was halted. Then and there, I decided that either this cathedral didn't like me very much or maybe God was trying to tell me something. Before I got the chance to muse upon those details a set of firm, determined lips began to descend upon mine. Oh no. The scream that had frozen in my throat decided to make itself heard again, but it wasn't given a chance. As Mark's lips covered mine all sensible thought left me, and though I was vaguely conscious of the loud applause and cheering behind me, I paid it little heed. The intense chemistry between us instantly made itself known, and as he dipped me towards the floor, scattering hairpins and sequins everywhere, all I wanted was for that kiss to reach a certain place between my thighs and reignite the fire within me. As his tongue swept inside my mouth and sent my hormones crashing into attack mode, my eyes fluttered shut and I could do nothing but pose for the crowd and give them everything they wanted. Even my arms betrayed me as they curled up around Mark's neck, my fingertips needing the feel of skin on skin. It took Matthews less than ten seconds to get me to the point where I wanted to rip his clothes off and rut around naked on the floor. As my eyes opened at the shocking thought his lips pulled away and he smiled. The bastard knew. He knew exactly the effect his body had on mine and he was playing me for all I was worth. Bringing me up slowly to a vertical position he took a moment to wink at the crowd, and that was all it took for fury to rip through me. Giving him a wide smile of pure venom I took his face in my hands. In a calculated move I waited until the folds of my dress had covered his feet and then drove one of my spike heels through the toe of his left shoe. As his face contorted in pain I decided he could be thankful for two things. The first was that he had invested in a pair of good quality leather shoes. There was a distinct possibility he'd have lost a toe, otherwise. The second was the fact that no cameras were allowed in the wedding chapel, not even those of the official photographer. If they could have caught the expression on his face for that single second in time, even though it was quickly masked, there might have been several novel pictures of wedded bliss posted in tomorrow's tabloids.

Victory was short-lived, however. Tangling his fingers in the back of my hair once more, he tugged so hard he brought tears to my eyes and as he swooped in for the second kiss of the day, much to the crowd's delight, he tugged at my lower lip and bit into it painfully. When I could bear no more he finally pulled his lips away to whisper in my ear, "If you even think of pulling another stunt like that, the wedding night festivities will begin immediately. You're mine now, Mrs Matthews, and if you want to be whisked away to my abode sooner rather than later, you're going the right way about it." He gave me an obnoxious wink, linked his arm in mine, and led me back down the aisle to the accompaniment of much snide giggling and laughter. Now that the veil wasn't covering my face everyone could see my beetroot-red cheeks and the heat that stole through me was fierce and unpleasant. God damn. I needed to pull it together and fast. The photographers would be waiting outside for us, and the camera never lied, even when your wedding was a great big lie from start to finish.

In just under forty-five minutes we were married under the eyes of God and I decided that He and I were going to have a long chat about that later.

Standing once again on the checkerboard tiles of the cathedral, catching my breath, Mark put his arms around me and pulled a strand of my blonde hair towards him, eyeing it distrustfully. Examining the long length carefully, he frowned.

"It's grown a lot in three months and I preferred it dark," he commented.

"They're called hair extensions and I don't particularly care," I replied.

"Hmm." His lips tightened, but he decided to change the subject rather than argue. "Are you looking forward to sharing the backseat of a car with me, precious? I've been waiting a long time to a have a little chat with you, you know." Mark's hand tightened on mine as we exited the chapel, and as blinding flashes hit us left, right and centre, it took some considerable degree of effort to keep my smile plastered to my face.

Mark's acting skills far outstripped mine. He was the epitome of a blissfully happy, newly wedded husband, and the way his eyes shone down upon mine as if he were completely infatuated was simply astounding.

"Can't wait," I finally managed to purr in response, when the barrage of clicks and snaps had faded.

"Oh good. I'm looking forward to testing the 'obey' part of our new relationship." He gave me a dirty look.

"I'll just bet you are," I spat in his ear, before blinking innocently to accept numerous kisses and murmurs of congratulations as the first few guests managed to catch up with us.

"Yes, I quite fancy a blow job as it happens." His tongue licked at my earlobe and I shuddered.

"Well, I fancy biting your cock off and spitting it out of the window of a speeding car. Let's see who wins, huh?" There was a pause as he considered that information.

"I've never pictured you as a Lorena Bobbit. Hmm, I'm not sure you could deal with all the bad press that would inevitably provide."

"I'm not sure you could deal with a severed penis," I bit back. "Want to test the theory?" I stood up on tiptoes and kissed him square on the lips as we stood on the steps outside St Paul's. The cameras lapped it up and even the sun, a rarity in England, stayed a firm presence above our head, blessing our union with its blinding winter rays. Christ, even the weather was traitorous.

Descending slowly down the numerous steps, we managed to get halfway down before I felt another wave of vertigo swoop over me. Suddenly my ankle swerved to the left and I nearly broke a heel in the process. Mark caught me before I could fall and hurt myself, but the look he gave me was anything but friendly. Pulling my body in front of his, he hid his face from the cameras.

"What the fuck have you taken? That's three times in nearly an hour you've almost been on your ass. You're either drunk or high."

I rolled my eyes. I wasn't drunk and the Ativan wasn't nearly as good as I'd hoped it would be. "I'm fine." I gave him a strained smile and rotated my ankle around a few times, to ease the soreness.

"You're anything but fine, but we'll discuss that in a minute." Hoisting me into his arms, he practically jogged down the rest of the steps before coming to a standstill as the chauffeur walked around the car to open the door for us. The photographers were going to love us, not that I cared.

It took a whole two minutes to stuff the hoops of my dress into the car. There was less than a postage stamp's worth of room for Mark, but somehow he managed to squeeze himself in the back with me. Finally the drugs must have kicked in, because I began to laugh hysterically.

"What the hell is so funny?" Mark's mouth was open wide as he stared at me, clearly thinking he had married a mad woman, and to be fair, he probably had. I now had tears of mirth running down my face and was choking on my own laughter. He had to give me a couple of firm backslaps before I could breathe again.
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