
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]


Stifled

M/M Rescue Romance

.

By 

.

A.B Julian

Tarnished: Vol 3

Published by A.B Julian Books, Inc, 2025

​

COPYRIGHT

Copyright ©2025 A.B Julian

Cover material and any graphics by Depositphotos are used for illustrative purposes only, and any person depicted in the licensed material is a model.

This novella was originally published at abjulian.com September 19th, 2024

This book is a work of fiction. All characters, places, and events are fictitious or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to any actual events or people is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under A.B Julian Books, Inc. Reproduction of any part of this book—electronically, in print, audio, photocopy, or for AI training—is strictly prohibited without written authorization from A.B Julian Books, Inc.

Reviewers may use brief passages in their reviews.

This standalone book is the third story in The Tarnished Series.

The first book is Submerge and the second is Shattered.


​Synopsis/Book Info

​

Stifled: M/M Rescue Romance is a stand alone Book 3 in the Tarnished Series.––––––––“I don’t need help, officer,” his pretty lips insist.

“Detective,” I correct softly, and when his grey eyes flash at me, I know I’m already in too deep.

​Charles Winter doesn’t realize he’s in danger. He believes his husband is love and safety, when in reality the man is a fraud, constricting Charles in his lies. Charles is too trusting, too heartbreakingly beautiful. And I can’t stand by while he’s destroyed. The thing is, Charles doesn’t want my help, but I’ll be damned if I let him die before he ever learns what it feels like to be truly loved.––––––––Running Themes: Police Drama. Psychological Thriller. Cop Romance. Detective and Victim Relationship. Some domestic abuse. Intended for mature readers only who enjoy male on male sexual content.
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​Chapter One


​When a Stranger Knocks



​Declan
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“Yes, how can I help you?” He asked. His beautiful eyes glanced at the flashing blue and red lights of the car behind me as he opened the door. I knew the sight of a police car outside your house at any hour was unsettling, let alone at 2 a.m but I couldn’t just knock at people’s doors without flashing the emergency lights, especially not in this expensive neighbourhood where every house looked like a mansion.

“Detective Declan Graham,” I flashed my badge at the slender, young man. His dark hair and stunning grey eyes were gorgeous. Underneath his thick lashes, his eyes strained to read my card, and I frowned, noticing his pupils were slightly dilated. He was high on drugs or liquor on a weeknight. My bet was on drugs. What else would you expect from the rich, spoiled brats? “Are you the owner?” I asked, while I slipped my badge back into my jacket pocket.

He nodded, meeting my eyes. “Yes.”

“Mind if I come in?” I asked so I could meet the protocol requirement, but didn’t wait for him to answer as I pushed through the door.

“Hey,” he reflexively stepped back as he tried to object.

“Thank you for your cooperation,” I quickly added. “State your name for the record,” I ordered, as I took out my notepad. That trick worked with most people, but when he said nothing, I again met his beautiful grey eyes. “Your name?” I repeated, raising my eyebrows.

He exhaled and revealed his name, “Charles Winter.” His voice was husky and annoyed, as if he just woke up and was upset at me for disturbing his beauty sleep.

“Charles Winter, is anyone else in the house?” I inquired.

“Do you see anyone else?” He squinted his eyes, and his attitude made me smile. He was gorgeous and clearly didn’t care about law enforcement. Most privileged in this neighbourhood didn’t, since they thought we were one of their servants.

“No, I don’t,” I said as I checked the property data my office had sent on my phone. The house was registered in Charles Winter’s name as the sole owner of the property. “Must be nice to have such extensive property all to yourself,” I commented as I observed him. He looked young, probably twenty-five. He was dressed in casual black tees and sweatpants, but I bet they were designer or tailor-made. The way his chest was alluringly visible beneath his sleek shirt. The garment was perfectly tailored to his physique, accentuating his form.

“I’m sorry, are you expecting an answer?” Charles' annoyance was amusing.

“No need to be sorry, Charles, tell me why are you alone at this hour?” Men his age and status enjoyed company while doing drugs.

“Is that why you knocked at my door in the middle of the night to ask why I am alone?” He scorned.

“Unfortunately, that’s not my department of service. If it were, I’d sure have enjoyed it,” I intentionally roamed my eyes over his body and he opened his mouth to say something, but I didn’t let him. “Don’t you have any servants, Mr. Winter?” I asked.

“They are not servants. We don’t call anyone a servant anymore. That’s demeaning.”

I chuckled. “So you call them butler?”

He fumed, his cheeks reddened, and then he huffed, “It’s two freaking AM. Everyone’s gone home. What do you want, officer?”

“Detective,” I corrected as I looked around the house. The front door led to the living room, which consisted of a staircase going up, and then there was a kitchen on the other side.

“Okay, detective, what the hell do you want?” He seemed less drugged now yet agitated. “Oh my God, did something happen at the casino?” He suddenly looked worried, his beautiful eyes searching for something, probably his phone which wasn’t in sight.

“Casino? Nothing fancy like that. Someone killed your next-door neighbour. I’m just checking if the killer came this way.” I walked to his kitchen, opened the pantry cabinet, and he followed. “Any other doors that lead outside?”

“There is a backdoor to the pool and two balcony doors upstairs. Those are locked. Do you seriously think a killer came this way?” He started walking closer as his scared eyes searched around all the dark corners of the living room. He wasn’t looking where he was going. I smirked and purposely stepped in his way. He collided with me, his hands landed on my chest, and I wrapped my arm around his back to steady him. Damn, his body felt as delicious as it looked.

“You are okay, Charles?” I met his wide eyes.

“Yeah,” He removed his hands from me and jerked back as if I burned him. Homophobe or closeted gay? I thought as I observed his red cheeks. “But who? Which neighbour?” he asked as an afterthought, and I followed his beautiful eyes as they searched around the house.

“George Hammond. Knew him?” I asked.

“Yeah. Oh my God, someone killed him?” his eyes were still hazy as they tried to focus on me. “Was there a robbery?” He asked while his eyes fixed on one particular spot. And I followed his gaze.

“What’s in here?” I asked, walking in the direction where he was looking.

“Nothing, it’s a gym,” he said as I opened the door. It was a fully equipped gym with a nice view of the garden. In the morning, with the sunlight, it probably looked nice, but currently, it looked haunted.

Charles hadn’t followed me to the gym, and when I got back into the room, I noticed he looked frightened. His eyes still frantically searched every dark corner while he stood there holding the back of the chair at the dinner table. Then he met my eyes and relaxed slightly.

“Are you having an anxiety attack?” I asked, searching his eyes.

“What? No. I’m fine.” He claimed, yet he was breathless. “George was such a nice man. He used to talk a lot whenever we went for morning runs. It used to annoy me at the time because I wanted to listen to my music, and George wouldn’t stop talking.” Charles was blabbing as he was trying to catch his breath. “I can’t believe he is dead. His wife must be devastated.”

“Unless she killed him,” I said.

“What?” He looked at me with shock.

“When was the last time you saw Hammond?” I asked, standing in front of him.

“Been a month, I guess. I didn’t go for a jog in a while.” He ran his unsteady hand through his dark hair.

“Why are you alone, Charles?” I asked again. Usually, everyone in this neighbourhood had at least one maid living with them.

He shrugged. “What does it matter?”

“Were you home all day?”

“Yeah. But I didn’t see anything, if that’s what you are asking.”

“I bet.” I scoffed. “What did you take?” I asked the actual question I wanted to ask.

“Excuse me?” He squinted at me.

“Your hands are shaking, and you are having trouble standing on your two feet on steady ground, which is why you are holding the edge of that dinner table, your breathing is shallow, and you are sweating,” I stated, touching the soft skin under his damp, dark hair with my index finger to show him. He startled in reaction, and his eyes widened.

“I know you are high, Charles, and on the verge of having an anxiety attack, so tell me, what did you take?” I held his grey eyes.

“No, I am not high,” he denied, sounding offended.

“Huh,” I moved my nose closer to his mouth to smell him, and he opened his mouth with a gasp. He smelled nice, minty fresh. “I don’t smell booze on you. So I know it’s drugs? You know not all recreational drugs are legal, so tell me, what’d you take?” I interrogated him.

“Nothing, I only had some prescription meds,” he declared while his eyes glanced upstairs as if he expected someone to pop up there.

“What prescription meds?” I asked while I walked towards the stairs and looked up.

“Some anxiety meds and sleeping pills.”

“Doctor said to mix those?” I taunted him.

“What do you mean?” He sounded upset. “And what do my meds have to do with George Hammond’s death?” He stumbled over nothing as he tried to stomp in my direction, and I caught him again, wrapping my arm around his waist before he fell. His slender body fit perfectly well in my arms, and my body seemed to like it a lot. “Shit, I’m sorry,” he said, pulling away from me.

“Well, since you are so high, you probably don’t remember that you got so annoyed at George Hammond for not letting you listen to music while jogging that you went to his house and offed him.”

“What?” He looked panicked, and I chuckled.

“George Hammond was a person. How can you be so insensitive to laugh at his death?” He accused me.

“That’s one way to do my job. I’m a homicide detective. Can’t feel sorry for every murder victim.” I shrugged as he stared at me. “What’s upstairs, Charles?” I asked before he could accuse me of being more insensitive.

He looked flustered but answered, “Bedrooms, study, music room. But I don’t think anyone came this way.” He added as he tried to step on the stairs.

“Wait. I haven’t checked upstairs yet. You said two balcony doors?”

“Yeah, it’s on the-”

“I’ll find it. Stay here,” I ordered. I carefully walked upstairs. Charles said he was alone, yet he kept looking upstairs. I checked all four rooms and attached bathrooms. Each room had its own bathroom. I also checked the closets before walking back to the stairs. “Charles, you can come up now.”

He mumbled something under his breath, then he carefully started walking up the stairs. I answered a call from my partner, but I monitored Charles. He was definitely high. I didn’t want him falling off the steps.

“Detective Graham,” I said on the phone.

“We got him!” James Rizzo, my partner, declared on the phone. We had been partners for the past seven years, and we had been friends since the academy. Working with James was easy. I could trust him.

“Let me guess, it was that pesky manager?” I asked.

“You’ve predicted it,” James admitted reluctantly.

“I made an educated guess.” I bragged. “Did he confess?”

“Sure did. Turns out George Hammond was one annoying bastard and deserved it.” He laughed. Some criminals were so delusional they didn’t realize the consequences of their crimes and confessed on the spot because they couldn’t see beyond their current reality.

“That’ll do it. And you owe me a twenty.”

“Fine. Are you coming back?” James asked. I looked at Charles’ slender figure. He was a beauty, but seemed skittish. He wrapped his arms around himself as he stood in front of me, but his eyes were still searching for something or someone to pop up in the empty house.

“I’ll meet you at the station,” I said and disconnected.

“They caught the killer?” Charles asked.

“Let me see your meds,” I demanded, ignoring his question.

“Why?” He held my gaze in question.

“Charles, let me see your meds,” I repeated, trying to hold his hazy gaze.

He huffed, “fine, if it gets you to leave,” he mumbled, and I followed him to his bedroom.

He handed me the medication bottles that he had taken out from the top drawer of his side table. These meds had a minimal amount of hallucinogenic compounds. I counted the pills to make sure he hadn’t taken more than the recommended dose written on the bottle.

“When did you last take this?”

“In the afternoon, around 3,” he stated.

“Hmm,” his pupils shouldn’t be dilated for this long. “You live alone here?” I asked, examining his grey irises.

“What’s it to you?” He sounded annoyed.

“Just answer the question, Charles.”

“I live here with my husband,” his answer surprised me. I couldn’t say I saw that coming, and probably because I didn’t want to see it. But no, it couldn’t be just that I didn’t see the signs. I had seen a variety of married people over time during the investigations, the ones madly in love, the ones madly hated each other, the cheaters, the ones who were just tired of each other but wouldn’t divorce. But Charles wasn’t like any of them. He had this loneliness surrounding him as if he had no one. “Now, are you satisfied, officer?” He said, pointing at his meds in my hand.

“Detective,” I corrected again. “You are not wearing a ring.” I pointed at his hand as I placed his medication bottles on the side table. I also noticed the lack of a married couple’s photo in the room.

Charles looked at his ring finger. “I was. I am supposed to,” he became alarmingly worried and started looking around. First, he checked the bathroom. Then he checked his work desk. He swayed a little now and then. When he was checking his bed sheet and pillows, I noticed something glinting on the floor and picked it up. It was a gold band. There was an engraving inside it.

“Trevor and Charlie forever,” I read it aloud for his ears.

His worried eyes met mine, and then he gave a huge smile of relief and his smile took my breath away. “You’ve found it!” he exclaimed.

He moved to grab it from my hand. “Wait.” I pulled my hand back, grabbed his wrist and examined the purple finger marks on his soft skin. “How did you get these?”

He flushed. “Oh, we play rough sometimes.” He avoided meeting my eyes. “Can I get my ring, please?”

“The ring fell from your finger, and you didn’t notice because your hands are getting thinner, you are losing weight, Charles,” I told him, holding his drugged gaze.

He pulled his wrist from my hand. “I am not looking for nutritional advice. Now, would you mind?” He showed me his hand, demanding for the ring again, and I kept it on his palm while I once again examined the purple bruising on his wrist. He quickly tried to cover it with his long sleeves. “These meds make me nauseated, so I don’t always feel like eating.” He tried to justify.

“It’s after two in the morning, Charles. Where is your husband?” I inquired.

“At the casino.” He said, as if it was obvious.

“At the casino? He didn’t think you should be joining him?” I raised my eyebrows.

“We own the casinos. It’s our business.”

“Interesting. Yours or his?” I asked.

“Excuse me?”

“Why is he the only one working?” I rephrased my question.

“In case you haven’t noticed, I am sick,” he averted my gaze again.

“Huh, good excuse to survive off your husband,” I only said it to rile him. People talked more honestly when they felt defensive.

“I’m not living off my husband. It’s my dad’s business. Bradley Winter. Everyone knows my dad in this town.”

“Hmm, that’s what I thought,” I muttered to myself.

“Excuse me?”

“It’s your dad’s business, and your husband runs it?” I held his gaze.

“Trevor always worked with my dad, so after my dad’s passing, he took over the business. I used to help, but I enjoy teaching photography more.”

“Photography? Photos must be important to you, yet you have no pictures of your husband in your bedroom. Not even your wedding photos.”

Charles looked around as if he just realized. “I got the wedding photos printed. Those must be still in the box-” He muttered to himself while he scratched his head and his grey eyes seemed lost.

“You don’t remember where you kept your wedding photos.” I concluded.

“I remember. I just didn’t get around to framing them.” He sounded flustered.

“Where do you teach, Charles?” I asked.

“At the community college. How is any of this relevant to George Hammond?” Charles appeared better, yet his movements were slow, and his eyes were glazed over, hinting at the lingering effects of his medication.

“When did your dad pass?” I inquired, ignoring his question.

“Three months ago,” he sounded sad as he stared at the floor.

“That’s when you went on anxiety pills.”

“I guess.” He shrugged.

“Where is your mom?”

“I don’t know. She suffered from PTSD and left me when I was two. Now, officer-”

“Detective,” I corrected again.

He exhaled. “Detective, if you’ve satisfied your curiosity, get the fuck out of my house, please.”

“Hmm,” I smiled. Charles seemed a bit sober now, but tired. I nodded and started walking to the door, then I turned and met his beautiful grey eyes again. “How long have you been married?”

“What’s with the... “ he started to counter, then he exhaled, probably thinking it was best to answer me. “Seven months.” His eyes were tired, desiring sleep.

I nodded. “I’ll leave now,” I said.

“Thank you.”

“Let me give you my card.” I took the card out of my pocket.

“Why?” He asked as I wrote my cell number on the back of my card.

“This is for when you feel like talking.” I handed him the card.

“About what? I told you I didn’t see anything. I have no idea who killed George Hammond,” He spoke eagerly but took the card.

“Cops can’t do much, Charles, if you don’t talk. Need help. You gotta scream for it.” I held his tired grey eyes.

“I don’t need help.” He denied, which I ignored.

“Good night, Charles. Stay safe,” I smiled as I rushed downstairs and out the door. I locked his door behind me using the automatic lock.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Chapter Two
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Was it always like this?

Charles

“Charlie, wake up. It’s past nine. I work the night shift, and you are the one who sleeps ‘till noon.” Trevor’s harsh remark jolted me up.

My head hurt as I tried to sit up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t get much sleep last night.” Trevor was already dressed in his crisp dress shirt and suit pants, as if he was ready to leave for work.

“Did you take your pills?” He asked, and I met his eyes. Trevor’s green eyes were a different shade than Detective Declan’s. What a weird thought to have. Comparing another man’s eyes to my husband’s. Feeling guilty, I looked away from Trevor’s eyes.

“Yeah, I took my meds. But there was a cop here last night.” I said as I got out of bed and went to the bathroom.

“A cop? What was a cop doing here?” Trevor followed me to the bathroom.

“Mr. Hammond, our next-door neighbor, got killed last night,” I informed him while I took a piss.

“Hammond? Who is that?” Trevor asked, standing at the bathroom door.

“George Hammond. Remember, he always insisted we go on jogs together. He was friendly.” I felt sad for Mr. Hammond. I washed my hands and grabbed the toothpaste to brush my teeth.

“Oh, that incessant chatterer. He was so annoying. About time someone got rid of him.” Trevor commented with a laugh as he went back to the room, and it made me do a double-take on his words. What an insensitive thing to say about someone we knew. I thought as I finished brushing my teeth.

“We should visit his family, give our condolences.” I suggested walking to the bathroom door to talk to Trevor.

“Why? We hardly knew him, it's a waste of time.”

I nodded, it was true, we never got to know him. We always rejected his invites. “Trevor, we never go on jogs together anymore. I think we should-”

“Charlie, in case you haven’t noticed, I work late nights.” Trevor cut me off, raising his voice.

“I know, but we hardly do anything together anymore.” After Dad’s death, Trevor spent most nights at the casinos.

“Charlie, you’ve been sick or drowsy most days. Not to mention you sleep ‘till noon. How can someone go out with you like that?” He sounded accusing, and I tried to ignore it. I didn’t want us to fight.

“Yeah, about that. Trevor, I think I should go off meds,” I said.

“What? Go off your meds? I don’t think that’s a good idea, Charlie,” he dismissed.

“Those meds make me so drowsy, as you’ve said, and I don’t think I need them anymore. I feel much better now. And I was thinking, since I already took this semester off from college, maybe we can go out somewhere. We never had the honeymoon we planned.” I smiled at him.

“Charlie, I think it’s too soon to go off meds. The doctor would have told you if you were ready.” Trevor completely ignored my idea for the honeymoon.

“Yeah, but I feel the meds are making me more sick.”

“There is no point arguing, Charlie. You are not going off meds unless you want to go back to having anxiety attacks and acting like a crazy person.” I winced, the sharp sting of his cruel words echoed in my ears.

“I wasn’t acting crazy,” my voice sounded unsteady. My heart hammered against my ribs. Trevor’s words were triggering an anxiety attack.

“I know, honey.” Trevor hugged me and it calmed me a little. I tried to dismiss my reaction to Trevor’s words as irrational. “I was just thinking of the hallucinations you had. I didn’t mean you were crazy. Don’t think about it too hard. Why don’t you take a shower, and I’ll see if Randy made us breakfast.” Trevor smiled and everything seemed alright with the world again.

“Would you join me?” I smiled at him, moved up on my toes, wrapped my arms around him, and kissed his lips. “Take a shower with me.”

“Charlie, I already took a shower,” he stopped me.

“So, what? It’ll be more fun to take these clothes off.” I reached for his buttons, but he halted my hand and squeezed my wrist hard enough to cause pain.

“Trevor,” I grimaced, but he didn’t notice as he spoke through his teeth. “I said, I already took a shower, and it’s getting late. Stop being a child for once. I’ll meet you downstairs.” He snapped, and swiftly walked out of the room.

My whole body trembled as I examined his fingerprints on my wrist. Trevor was fifteen years older than me, but it didn’t mean I was a child or he could treat me like one. I was his husband.

I shook my anger and forced my feet to move to the shower stall and turned on the tap to let the water warm up. I removed my clothes. Then I looked at my wrist again. How was it childish to ask my husband to shower with me? Trevor had lately been rough with me, and I didn’t think he realized what he had done. I was being paranoid for no reason. Trevor was probably stressed about work. With Dad gone, he had no one to help him. I tried to rationalize Trevor’s actions as I rubbed my arm, but the bitter taste of resentment lingered. I didn’t want to feel this way about my husband.

I stepped into the shower and felt the warm water on my aching skin. It’s all that detective’s fault for insinuating Trevor mistreated me. “I don’t need help.” I said it aloud to believe it. Whatever that detective implied, it wasn’t true. Trevor loved me. I loved him. Trevor was just annoyed with me because I slept for too long, and it was that detective’s fault and those damn meds. I hated taking those pills. But I needed them, or I’d have been in full anxiety mode right now. Trevor was right. If the doctor had thought I needed to be off meds, he would have said so. I could also call the doctor to confirm instead of fighting Trevor.

~~~~~~~~~~~
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“WHAT TIME YOU’D BE coming home?” I asked Trevor as I took a bite from my omelet.

“What kind of question is that? It’s the weekend. You know the casinos are busy on weekends. I have two locations to handle.” Trevor bickered, and my hands stilled. Trevor was being really short with me these days.

“I just miss seeing you, Trevor, that’s all. If you are busy, I can come help you at the casinos. I used to do it with my dad all the time.” I tried to smile.

“No need. I have plenty of employees to help me, and you need rest,” He dismissed too quickly as if he didn’t want me anywhere near him.

“I’ve been resting for weeks. I’m tired of resting,” I tried to keep calm when I felt agitated by Trevor’s attitude.

“The casino's environment is not good for you, Charlie, and you will be too dozed off on your medication to do anything.” He smirked as he took a bite of the bacon.

‘Dozed off?’ His words sounded insensitive. “Then I won’t take the meds,” I declared.

“Charlie, didn’t we have that conversation already? You are not going off your meds. And you are not going anywhere near my casinos. End of discussion,” he commanded like he was telling a child that he was grounded.

“End of discussion? It’s my decision, and those are my casinos,” I countered, and he froze. Then he smiled and looked at me, meeting my eyes.

“Honey, are you feeling alright? What’s got into you?”

“What’s got into me? You are the one who is treating me like a child, forcing me to be locked in this house,” I argued.

“Forcing you?” he laughed. “Charlie, are you having a hallucination right now?”

“What?”

“Damn, Charlie, are you skipping your meds?”

“I’m not. And I am not having a hallucination,” I asserted.

“Can you tell when you are having a hallucination?” He questioned.

“I’m not having a hallucination!” I raised my voice.

“Charlie, honey, here, have some juice. It’ll make you feel better.” My breathing was getting harsh, and my body was trembling, so I tried to calm myself and took the juice from him. The cold liquid felt good.

“Better?” He smiled kindly as he used to, and I felt bad for acting so rudely.

“I wasn’t having a—” I started to say when I felt a bit dizzy. I closed my eyes to control the dizzy spell and when I opened my eyes again, I saw my dad standing behind Trevor. My eyes widened, and I gasped.

“Charlie,” Trevor kept his hand on mine. “Are you okay?”

“I...” I looked at Trevor, and then I looked behind him at my dad, who appeared so sad. It made my eyes sting. “I’m not feeling so good.” I lowered my eyes. I didn’t want to be like this.

“It’s okay, Charlie. Let me walk you to the bedroom.”

I avoided looking up as I nodded.

........

“Take rest,” Trevor smiled as he tucked me into bed.

“Trevor, stay with me,” I requested, holding onto his arm when he started to move away.

“I am right here, honey.” He wrapped his arm around me.

I kept my head on his chest and closed my eyes as I drifted to sleep.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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“TREVOR,” I CALLED OUT when the loud sound of a doorbell woke me. I looked out the window. It was late afternoon. The bell rang again. “Trevor!” I called, but there was no answer. “Randy!” I called, then I checked the phone. It was five o’clock. Randy must have gone home and Trevor probably left for work. I got out of bed and felt dizzy. I didn’t even have my meds yet, and it felt like everything was spinning around me. Placing each foot slowly on the wooden stairs, I made my way down, only to be assaulted by the shrill ringing of the bell again. Its sound hammered my head.

I opened the door, and the afternoon sun stung my eyes. I squinted my eyes and kept a hand above my forehead to hide from the sun as I tried to focus on the visitor’s face. “Officer?”

“Detective,” he corrected once again. The sun illuminated his handsome face, highlighting his dark blond hair and green eyes. “Detective Declan Graham. Remember me from last night?” He winked as he barged into the house without permission. This time, he didn’t even bother to voice the request for the record, as he liked to put it.

“What do you mean, last night?” I looked around to see if Trevor was home by any chance and heard the detective’s false insinuation about last night. “The part where you told me about my neighbour being killed or you harassing me for my meds.”

”You are still on drugs. I mean prescription meds, I see,” He said disapprovingly. He was a judgmental prick.

“I’m not.” I struggled to keep my vision steady. “What are you doing here?”

“You are not?” He scrutinized me using those shining emerald eyes. They were a different shade of green than Trevor’s. ”Where is your husband?” He asked.

I shrugged and looked around. “He must have gone to work.”

“Must have?” he raised his eyebrows.

“What do you want with me, Detective?”

“What I want, Charles, is more than you can handle in your current state,” he smirked. Was he flirting with me?

I opened my mouth to tell him what I thought of his flirting, but he spoke again. “Relax, Charles. For now, I only want to speak to your husband. What time does he usually go to work?” he asked.

“It depends. He is not an employee. Sometimes, he has to go early if there is a work emergency, but if it is about Hammond, I doubt Trevor would know anything that could help you.”

“Work emergency? Does that happen often?” He eyed me.

“Well, yeah, sometimes if there is an issue with the transaction or short staff-,” I froze when I saw a mirage-like illusion of my dad standing right behind Detective Declan.

“Charles?” Declan called to me before looking behind himself, but of course, he couldn’t see my dad since he wasn’t there.

“Can you please leave? I’m not feeling very well today,” I sounded breathless. I walked to the dining room table and poured myself a glass of water.

“These look fresh,” he said, and I felt his cool fingers on my wrist. His touch felt oddly comforting. But then I realized he was talking about Trevor’s fingerprints on my wrist. I pulled back and lowered my sleeve. I was dressed in jeans and a dress shirt. I wore the long sleeves to cover the bruise, but the detective still saw it.

“It’s just that I bruise easily.” It was nothing. Trevor didn’t even realize he did it. He wasn’t trying to hurt me.

“Hmm, are there any other bruises like this anywhere else on your body?” He eyed me as if he was detecting me for lying.

“No. Now, can you please leave?” I said firmly.

“No.” He mimicked my attitude. “I need to see your meds again,” he asserted, like he was the one to decide when he would leave my home.

“Why? What for? I showed them to you yesterday. I didn’t even take any meds today.”

“Wait, you are saying you didn’t take any meds today?” He eyed me suspiciously.

“I didn’t. I told you already. What’s the point of me lying? It’s not like I’m driving.” I moved away from him and sipped my water. My mouth felt so dry.

“Huh. Charles, look at me,” He ordered, and I looked into his warm green eyes, which felt so familiar, as if I knew him and could trust him. I didn’t know why it felt that way. I had never met him before yesterday. But I wasn’t even worried about a stranger being in my house; his presence felt comforting, not threatening. “How many fingers am I holding?” Stranger or not, he was a jerk.

“What kind of stupid question is that?”

“Just answer the damn question, Charles,” he commanded. It was strange the way he called me Charles, and not Mr. Winter, as if he had some kind of authority over me, but not like a boss, more like a boyfriend. I shook my head at the stupid thought. I was married, and Detective Declan knew it very well.

“Two,” I replied. I thought answering him was the only way to get him to leave.

“Okay, walk in a straight line for me. Here to here.” He dragged his foot on the wooden floorboard, indicating the lines.

“I... “ I looked at the lines, and they seemed blurry. I looked up at him and again saw my dad’s image behind him. I shut my eyes tight.

“What’s wrong?” he asked. “Charles?”

“I’m not feeling well,” I exhaled.

“No kidding. How many pills have you popped?” He made the same damn assumption again.

“I didn’t. I told you, and probably that’s the reason I am hallucinating.”

“You are hallucinating?” He looked behind himself. “What do you see?” he asked, something Trevor never did.

“What does it matter?” I shrugged.

“Tell me,” he held my eyes, compelling me to answer all his questions.

“My dad, I see my dad.” I pulled a chair from the dining table and sat on it because my legs no longer supported me.

“Your dad.” He thought as he repeated.

“Yes, now, please, I am sick. Can you leave?” I pleaded.

Instead of leaving, he pulled a chair and sat in front of me. “You are certain you didn’t take any pills?” he asked, holding my gaze.

“Do you think I wouldn’t know if I took pills?”

“When did you start hallucinating?” He inquired.

“After my dad-” I started to tell him, but he cut me off.

“No, when did you start hallucinating today?”

I shrugged, “after breakfast.”

“You made that breakfast?”

“No, Randy, our cook made it.”

“Our? So, for both of you?”

“Yes. Me and my husband.”

“Any history of mental illness in your family?”

“Other than my mom having PTSD, no.”

“And you have your mom’s family history?”

“Yeah, my aunt, my mom’s sister, always took care of me. She is the one who told me about Mom’s illness. But why are you asking me all these questions? You think I didn’t consult any of this with my doctor?”

“What did your doctor say is causing your hallucination?”

“He says there can be environmental causes, but he is not certain.”

“So, nothing genetic.”

“No.”

“Were you hallucinating yesterday when I met you?”

“No. I don’t think so. I can’t always tell.”

“But you were not seeing your dad yesterday.”

“I thought I would. I was searching for him, but he didn’t show up.”

“Are there any other types of hallucinations you get?”

“Are you a doctor?”

“Just answer the question, Charles.”

I huffed and answered. “Sometimes, I forget.”

“Forget what?” He leaned forward and my eyes fell on his muscled chest that showed through his white shirt, sending a sudden arousal between my legs and I blinked it away, focusing on answering him.

“I forget what I hallucinated, or if we had a conversation.”

“By we, you mean.”

“My husband and I, or even Randy.”

“What kind of conversations?” He asked.

“The other day, Randy said I forgot to give him the grocery money, but I thought I did, and it was a hallucination because Randy said I did not.”

“That’s very convenient for Randy.” He muttered.

“He wasn’t lying. Randy has been working for Trevor for a long time. He is very loyal to us.” I said.

“So Randy was Trevor’s employee when you two got married?”

“Yes.”

“So, shouldn’t Trevor be paying him? Why were you paying Randy?” He asked.

“He is our cook. Why does it matter who pays him?” I shrugged.

“Okay, I’m taking a wild guess here, and correct me if I am wrong. Yours are the only signatures that work when it comes to money.”

I glared at him for the implication against Trevor.

“Officer,”

“Detective,” He corrected me again and it irritated me.

I gritted my teeth and said, “Detective, I think you had enough fun with me playing a doctor. Now I need you to get out of my property, or I’m going to have to call your superiors,” I warned and got up from the chair.

“I didn’t even get to touch you. What's the fun in playing a doctor without touching you?” he remarked as he followed me and I looked at him in shock at his blatant flirting. 

"Excuse me?" 

“All that aside, I got a hunch that Trevor would not approve of the idea of you calling any cops, Charles.”

“Approve? Trevor doesn’t have to approve anything. I make my own decisions.”

“Do you?” He smirked as he held my gaze and I glared at him then he turned and walked to the door, and when I thought he would leave, he stopped and looked back at me again as he added, “You didn’t tell me the other time you didn’t realize something you hallucinated. What was it?”

I looked away, and then I met his eyes again and said, “I didn’t because it’s none of your business. Like I said, you had your fun. Now get out.” I stood there, waiting for him to leave.

He nodded as he smirked. “Don’t take any more pills, Charles. Stay safe,” he smiled and exited the door.

................

I watched him walk back to his black car, which had no sign suggesting it was a cop’s vehicle. If he hadn’t shown me that badge the other day or if I hadn’t seen that police car, I wouldn’t have had any way of telling that he was a cop. He didn’t wear a uniform. He was extremely handsome, which didn’t disqualify him from being a cop, but it sure gave him a ticket to my fantasy land. What if he was another hallucination? Why would he be so interested in my life?

“No, I did not create him. Did I?” I whispered my panicked thoughts. I never had such hallucinations before. But what if I created him? He only showed up when Trevor wasn’t here.

“No, I couldn’t be that crazy. I am not crazy!” I shouted at the empty house and my voice echoed. I looked up at my dad’s sad face and allowed my tears to fall freely.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Chapter Three
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Footsteps In the Shadows

Charles

“I’m staying at the hotel tonight, so if you don’t find me at home in the morning, don’t start panicking,” Trevor said on the phone. His remark made me sound like a burden. I inhaled deeply to push back my tears and tried not to take his remark too personally. He just didn’t want me to panic, and it’s because he cared.

“Will you be at the hotel the entire weekend?” The casino was inside the hotel. It wasn’t anything unusual, but I just felt so alone these days. I wanted Trevor to spend his free time with me.

“Charlie, there is so much work. You know how busy it is over the weekend,” Trevor said in his sweet voice.

“Yeah, I know. Maybe I can join you at the hotel.”

“Charlie, I’ll be working all day, and you need to take your meds. It’s good for you to stay home.”

I didn’t agree. I thought a change of environment might do me good, but I didn’t argue with Trevor. He was really busy, and I didn’t want to stress him. “Yeah, you are right. I’ll see you on Monday then.”

“Okay. Good night, Charlie. I love you.” His words sounded so robust, like a practiced speech, the meaning of the words no longer holding any worth. Like it was a custom to finish the conversation with, ‘I love you,’ like ‘over and out.’

“I love-” He disconnected before I could finish and that declaration of love hung in the air like it had nowhere to go. When did our relationship become so stale? Whatever happened to the passion and longing? We hadn’t been married that long.

I stared at the ceiling as I lay awake at midnight. I hadn’t taken my pills all day. Trevor would be upset if he found out, but he didn’t know how I felt. Those pills made me dizzy and nauseated, and I was tired of feeling that way.

‘That Officer....’ “Detective,” I corrected myself, muttering under my breath as if someone would hear my thoughts. I involuntarily blushed, thinking of him. He seemed to care when he said not to take any more pills, so I thought I should listen to him. But then again, if he was even real. What did he know about me or Trevor, or our relationship? He always sounded suspicious about Trevor. He didn’t know Trevor took care of me when Dad passed. I was so broken. I was losing my mind, and that’s when he took care of me and didn’t give up on me.

Dad wasn’t happy with our marriage because of the stupid age difference. Otherwise, he liked Trevor, and trusted him, or he wouldn’t have hired him as his casino’s manager. I thought of the time when I met Trevor for the first time. He was so handsome and funny. He swept me off my feet. He didn’t know that I was his boss’ son. He wasn’t trying to impress me. He was kind of rude to me for throwing a tantrum about my order going wrong at the casino’s restaurant. He was so kind to all the staff members, and he always made me feel special. At first, the sex was wonderful, too. We were passionate and in love. We couldn’t keep our hands off each other. Everything felt amazing. But now we barely touched each other, and when we did, the sex felt like a pretence.

After Dad, everything changed because I changed. I started hallucinating and having anxiety attacks. None of it was Trevor’s fault. He was still taking care of me and the casinos. We had two casinos in the city, and after Dad, Trevor took over the responsibility. I didn’t know what I would have done without him. Detective Declan didn’t know all that, and he judged Trevor just as he judged me. He interrogated me as if I was an addict doing illegal drugs. I huffed. Where would I get illegal drugs? Declan didn’t know I hadn’t stepped out of this house in months. “Declan.” I tested his name on my tongue and it strangely felt nice and familiar. I shook my head. I didn’t know if he was even real. But whatever he was, real or not, I hoped that was the last I saw of him.

......

A loud sound of something shattering startled me awake. I didn’t realize I had fallen asleep. My heart was racing as I sat up. I wasn’t sure if that glass shattering sound was real or in my dream. I was the only one home, so it was probably a dream.

Then I gasped when I heard footsteps.

I threw the quilt off me and went to the bedroom door. I carefully opened the door and looked around. It was dark except for the dim emergency light in the hallway. I no longer heard the footsteps, so I forced myself to move and walked to the banister. I peeked over the stairs. There wasn’t anyone. And then I heard a sound coming from the kitchen downstairs.

“Randy, is that you?” I asked, and then there was silence. No one answered, and then there was that sound again, like someone was in the gym. The sound that had become familiar, but still managed to scare me. It was one of my hallucinations. I never found anyone whenever I followed that sound in the gym. I sighed and started to return to my room when I heard another sound in the kitchen. That was odd. Maybe I wasn’t hallucinating, and it was just Trevor.

“Trevor, is that you? If you are trying to surprise me, it’s not a pleasant surprise.” My voice sounded unsteady as I called again, and then the deafening silence followed. After some time, there was another sound in the gym, as if someone was moving equipment.

I stepped back and ran to the bedroom. I picked up my phone and called Trevor.

“Charlie, I am busy right now,” Trevor snapped as he answered.

“Trevor, I think there is someone-”

“Charlie, not now. I said I’m busy. Did you take your meds?”

“No, but-”

“Take your meds and go to sleep.” He disconnected.
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