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For the good girls who like to dance in the dark while being watched by the devil.
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KADE

SIX YEARS AGO

I

fucking hate people.

Especially parties.

It might be my fifteenth, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to participate in the celebration like my twin sister keeps insisting. I don’t like the attention or being around groups in general.

Mum told me we could have a joint party; we’ve been doing it this way for years. But fuck that – I hate it. And if I hear the song “Single Ladies” one more time, I will lose my shit. Most of the people here are fourteen still and have a crush on anime ​characters, for fuck’s sake.

I had to escape to my room like I always do.

Locking my room door is mandatory, because sack having any of them tell my mum I’m smoking out on my balcony. Ewan, my stepfather, caught me last week while having a draw in the pool house and said if I did it again, he’d tell her.

No one wants that woman yelling at them, scary bastard that she is.

I like my privacy, my own space where I’m unbothered. I have my key jammed in the hole, the latch on and a chair against the door. No chances of anyone ruining my peace.

I’d rather fill my lungs with smoke.

It makes me feel weird, to be honest. People might think it’s great to be the centre of attention when they walk into a room, but I can’t stand it. I’d rather be invisible. I’d rather no one knew who I was, or my family history, or do everything they can to talk to me.

They don’t want to know who I am, not really.

You’d think living in one of the largest manors in the west of Scotland, they’d struggle to find my room, my wing, but unfortunately, they have, and if one more person knocks my door, I’ll put a cig out in their eye.

I should go to the party before Mum or Ewan can bang on the door and give me shit, but I can’t seem to move from the balcony.

Because I’m preoccupied.

She has no idea I’m watching her.

Away from the rest, away from the party, a girl with long dark hair, wearing a little black dress, sits on the edge of the pool with her feet in the water​.

Something about her intrigues me, so I keep my eyes on her.

I like to watch people from afar. I’ll study the way they act, their facial expressions and body language in certain situations, the tones of their voices. I intentionally make people uncomfortable just to see their reactions. My teachers are forever complaining to my parents.

Mum tells me to stop it, but it’s a great way to pass time and try to understand things that don’t come naturally to me.

I tilt my head to the side and stare at the girl with intense fascination.

Why is she not at the party? And who the fuck is she? I’ve never seen her before.

I can’t stop looking at her – I don’t want to stop – unable to tear my gaze away as she stares at the starry sky. She must be cold, surely. September is nothing short of fucking Baltic.

Maybe I should take her down my hoodie and...

What? Shut the fuck up, Kade.

I stub out my smoke then toss it into the ashtray hidden under my balcony ledge, keeping my eyes on the mystery girl while I shove on my trainers.

Mum will come for me at any moment for the birthday cake. I waft the smell of cigarettes from my room and cover it up with air freshener.

My phone dings in my pocket, and I quickly pull it out while I brush my teeth. The group chat I have with my two best friends pops up. Dez is pissed he isn’t here. And Base asks if I want to go to a real party followed by Russian words I don’t understand.

Before I can reply with a yes, I hear footsteps​.

My shoulders slump. Here we go.

“Kade!” Mum bellows from the other side of my door.

I roll my eyes, place my toothbrush back in the holder and switch my phone screen off.

“Are you in there?”

I kick aside the chair and pull the latch. “Yep.”

When I swing it open, I’m met with her scowling at me, arms crossed, tapping her foot on the ground. She’s smaller than me, with blonde hair that’s nothing like my dark. Similar eyes, blue and sleepy, but hers are glaring at me while I look at her, giving her a bored expression.

“Were you smoking again? I can smell it from the stairs.”

“No,” I lie, dodging her and making my way down the spiral staircase my stepdad Ewan designed for me.

“Your sister was looking for you. You missed the cake.”

I pull up my hood and tighten the strings, burying my hands into the front pocket as I grunt. Luciella has always been the golden child, the favourite, the one who doesn’t give my mum and Ewan any problems. They both worship the ground she walks on. I get it. I’m not like them. I’m not like my twin sister.

Luciella would never be caught smoking or drinking at the age of thirteen, and definitely wouldn’t be brought home by the police after punching an officer.

He deserved it.

I’m sure everyone sees me as the bad kid. The one the family dreads when they get together. I used to give a fuck and attempt to fit in, but now I prefer my own company – the loner. They keep their distance, and so do I​.

Mum does try though, probably too much.

She thinks I didn’t hear her crying to my dad over the phone about my “mood swings”, begging him to help her deal with their “unfeeling” teenage son. But I’m not a completely emotionless robot. I care about Dez and Base, and, when she isn’t a pain in my ass, Luciella. I just don’t see the point in following stupid rules or talking about feelings I don’t really get.

There’s nothing wrong with who I am. Even Dad tells me I’m special and never to take offence at how others view me.

He’s probably the only person on earth who truly understands me, yet he lives thousands of miles away in a mental institution – he’s committed numerous crimes and is deemed too dangerous to live amongst the public.

It’s pretty fucking promising for me that he remembers feeling the same way I do.

The famous Tobias Mitchell, American psychopath. The insane killer who took over every news channel in the world. He’s labelled as ruthless and unpredictable. Dangerous. A threat to life. Yet, when we visit the institution, he’s a caring dad who wants to know everything that’s going on in our lives. He tries to be involved as much as he can and looks at my mum like she’s the only woman in the world, full of complete adoration.

Even though he tried to kill her.

Yep. He can keep his crazy; I have my own.

My stepdad has been in my life since birth and does what he can. He takes me for boxing lessons in an attempt at some father–son bonding, like he did with my stepbrother Jason. But he’s grown up now and has his own life, so it seems Ewan has moved on to me​.

I finish pouring a drink of juice and walk around the table.

Some of my sister’s friends are giggling, whispering between them while openly watching me, and it makes me uncomfortable. The mystery girl by the pool isn’t here though.

Not that I’m looking.

I make a quick escape by pushing through the crowd and going out onto the grounds. The glow from the spotlights leads the way to the pool house.

When I reach the end of the path, I glance over my shoulder to make sure no one has followed me before continuing. The ripples from the water reflect on the glass door of the pool house, and I lean against it, pulling out a cigarette.

I look out to the loch, the moon resting just above the Munros in the distance. The manor is surrounded by water and green forests, and it’s kind of relaxing.

I close my eyes as the nicotine burns my lungs, releasing it in a cloud of smoke.

The sound of splashing has me frowning, nearly dropping the cigarette from my mouth when I see the mystery girl is still here. She’s perched on her elbows, casually chilling at the edge of the pool, still admiring the stars in the sky.

I shouldn’t feel a rush of excitement, but I do.

What do I do? Talk to her? Walk away? Hide?

“Who are you?” I ask, taking another drag as I walk towards her.

She doesn’t acknowledge my existence, and I really want her to look at me. I try again. “Hello? Who are you?”

I don’t like being ignored, especially by a random person who resembles a ghost with freckles all over her body. I wouldn’t usually ​try to socialise but colour me fucking intrigued.

From her side profile, I can openly admit she’s pretty. The thought smacks me upside the head because I’ve never thought of someone as pretty before.

I assumed I was defective in that department, but since I like the way she looks, perhaps I’m not. It’s hard to study her the way I do others, but I’m more than happy to just... look at her.

Getting annoyed with the silence, I huff. “You should go back inside. It’s too cold out here, Freckles.”

Grimacing, I mentally punch myself in the dick. Freckles? Really, Kade?

Still silent.

If she ignores me one more time, I’m shoving her in the fucking water.

I shake my head.

Sitting on the bench next to the diving board, I inhale, unsure why I keep talking. I never talk. “You don’t go to my school.”

I freeze when she looks up at me, and fucking hell, her eyes are insane. Coughing out the rest of my smoke, I lean my elbows on my knees as she stands, shaking off the water from her legs and slipping on her shoes.

I don’t get it. Or her. Or why she’s walking around the pool towards me.

Wait.

She’s walking towards me.

Oh shit. What the fuck is she doing? Go away.

My breath is slowly being ripped from my lungs as she draws closer. In fact, I don’t think I’m breathing at all​.

Her hair flows down her back in curls, freckles dusting over her skin, and those eyes are fucking killing me. They aren’t blue, maybe a light green mixed with silver, like a forest in winter.

What the fuck is wrong with me?

She sits beside me and takes the cigarette from my lips, then places it between her own. The touch of her fingers against my lips doesn’t make me uncomfortable.

I try not to show how much she’s affecting me by looking away, but my insides are somersaulting.

I clear my throat while she smokes my cigarette like it’s hers. There’s a breeze and fuck do I inhale the sweet vanilla – she smells good.

I turn my head and watch as she rests back, the end of the cigarette bright orange. Then she blows a cloud above us, eyes closed as the smoke dissipates in the air.

Her eyes open, and now she’s looking at me. I’m stuck gazing right back at her beauty.

Fuck.

Once she’s done, she places what’s left of the cigarette back in my mouth. Her fingertips graze my lips and send a spark to my chest, and I’m not sure what that means. I toss the finished bud aside.

“My name is Stacey.” Her voice is soft, quiet and calming. Colour me even more fucking intrigued. “I joined Luciella’s dance class a few months ago.”

I wouldn’t mind watching her body move, to see her in her element. I bet she moves beautifully too.

Stop.

I light another smoke since she finished mine, eyeing her every ​few seconds as we sit in silence.

Stacey.

A name for the mystery girl.

“What age are you?” I ask.

She smiles at me, and shit, I’ve never liked someone’s smile before. I find myself faintly smiling back at her.

“I just turned fifteen. Same as you.”

Same as you.

The three words have me wanting to know more about her.

Her grin grows when I hum, a dimple denting deep in her cheek, and she looks away and tucks a strand of hair behind her ear.

Butterflies, I think.

I wonder if she feels them too?

I must be ill. I’ll need to ask Mum what the fuck is wrong with me.

“You sound American and Scottish,” she says. “So does Luciella.”

We spend a lot of time in America visiting our father. It was only natural we picked up the accent over the years. Mine is a lot stronger and deeper.

Hearing people yelling for Stacey, I sigh, knowing our meeting is about to be cut short.

As much as I’d love to sit here and stare at her like a creep, I need to leave before she thinks I’m a weirdo trying to chase some girl I don’t even know.

“Giving you a heads-up,” I begin, flicking the cigarette into the grass as soon as I see my sister’s blonde head. I narrow my eyes. Even though I don’t want to say the next words that leave my mouth, my impulsiveness wins. “Just because you’re my sister’s friend doesn’t mean you can speak to me. Stay the fuck out of my way.​”

As I turn to leave, she lets out a mocking laugh.

“Funny,” she snaps back, and I halt in my tracks, brows knitting together as I glance over my shoulder at her.

She pops out her hip and crosses her arms. “And cute. I was just about to say the same thing to you. So why don’t you stay the fuck out of my way, Kade?”

I like the way my name sounds on her tongue.

I smirk, loving this side of her. “Or else what?”

Ah, fuck. Freckles is even prettier when she’s mad.

The butterflies are going fucking wild, and I have no idea how to repress the feeling.

She barges into me with her shoulder, and I can’t stop the grin pulling at my lips as she marches away with my sister.

Her scent lingers, her dark hair bouncing down her back, but she keeps facing forward, refusing to give me that one last look at her I’m desperate for – until she’s about to vanish down the pathway among the trees, when she turns and gives me the middle finger.

Fucking hell. Why am I smiling?
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STACEY

SIX YEARS LATER

I

pull the duvet away, slowly and quietly, and slide my legs out of the bed first. He stirs and reaches across the mattress, but I’m out and on my feet before he can touch me.

My dress and underwear are scattered across the floor, my heels probably on his stairs or in the living room. A Tinder date that began in the pub, something to keep me busy. After a few drinks and endless flirting, he invited me back here.

Is it bad that I can’t quite remember his name? He’s either Bryan or Byron. They do sound the same. I’ll need to check his profile before I ​delete the app.

I notice a few missed calls on my phone from my best friend Lu, one from my other best friend Tylar and several messages from my stepbrother, demanding to know my whereabouts.

I groan, rubbing my temples to try to ease my headache, then open Luciella’s contact and type out a message.

Me: Can you pick me up? I’m at Branchton. There’s a row of houses across from a church. Do you know the place?

I tiptoe down the steps with my heels and jacket to hand until I reach the bottom, sitting on the bottom step.

My phone vibrates.

Lu: On my way. Be there in five.

Thank God.

I know my friends are going to want the details. I can already hear the high-pitched squeals they’ll make when they hear I finally had sex after months of not being the slightest bit interested.

The last person I slept with told me that as much as I’m a lovely girl, he couldn’t meet up again. Weirdly enough, he went missing a few days later, and still is.

Being called a lovely girl at the age of twenty-one annoyed the hell out of me.

There’s a car horn sounding outside, and I sigh in relief.

Luciella’s stepfather bought her the car for getting into university. Ty is planning on taking over her family’s dance studio.

I’m still trying to find myself, and I’m okay with that. I’m in no rush to sort my shit out. I’m a dancer and an aerialist, an instructor three nights a week for kids’ and adults’ classes, and we train for shows and competitions.

My mum died when I was thirteen, and when my dad fell in ​love with Nora Fields, he moved us to this town to live with her and her two boys, Kyle and Chris.

My dad died two years ago, but Nora and her sons insist on me staying there until I save up enough money to move out; she kept all the inheritance that was supposed to be for me.

I don’t need to pay dig money, which is good, despite the utter nightmare of living in that house. It means I can focus on my goals.

It’s nearly the break of dawn as I step outside. The black Audi R8 waiting has me freezing. The tinted windows hide the driver, but I know exactly who it is, and the fine hairs on the back of my neck rise, my heartbeat accelerating.

The alloys are shiny, as if they’ve been freshly polished, and the headlights nearly blind me. I grimace, wondering if I can turn around and walk away.

Lu is going to catch a slap when I see her later.

The horn sounds again, making my shoulders tense.

“Unbelievable,” I mutter under my breath, seeing no other way to get home since an Uber will take forever to get to this side of town.

With my heels dangling from my fingers, messy hair, and make-up far from fresh, I feel nervous. Out of everyone who could pick me up after a one-night stand, he’s the last person I want.

Unhurriedly, I make my way to the car, opening the passenger door and throwing myself into the seat. I don’t look at him – I keep my eyes forward, tossing my heels on the floor in front of me as I attempt to put my belt on. It retracts twice, and I blow out a breath when I finally manage to click it in.

I try to ignore the addictive scent of mint, cigarettes and Tom Ford’s Noir. The same aftershave he’s used for years. I try to ignore ​him, but his presence is everywhere, even after two years of silence between us.

I cross my arms in front of me, glancing at him sideways. “Lu said she was picking me up.”

He doesn’t respond, looking bored as he types on his phone, his elbow perched on the leather divider between us. He has a fresh tattoo on his hand, which somehow makes it look even more veiny.

I gulp, quickly looking away before he notices me letting my gaze travel up the new tattoos littering his body.

His knees parted, gym shorts showing off his legs, he leans back against the driver’s seat, still texting. My scowl deepens as I watch him reply to messages instead of driving me home.

He must have been working out in the home gym at the manor. His top is tight against his chest, the taut muscles still swollen from his session. There’s a cigarette tucked behind his ear, and wavy black hair nearly as dark as his soul falls over his forehead.

He has a sun-kissed tan that makes me look like a ghost.

As much as I’d like to say I’ve forgotten everything about Kade Mitchell, I’m a terrible liar.

I roll the window down, ignoring the chill taking over me while I try to stop his scent from clouding my judgement. Yes, Kade might be handsome, a person that ticked every box for me at one point, but he’s my best friend’s twin brother and completely off limits.

I know that now.

The last conversation we had was two years ago, and he hasn’t as much as looked me in the eye since. I know Lu must have given him shit to get him to come pick me up​.

He’d never do this off his own back.

Fucking Luciella. She’s aware of how much we can’t stand each other. She knows I try to dodge him every chance I get. I mean, she doesn’t know exactly why, but still.

After nearly three minutes of rock music playing low and him typing away on his phone, the sun starts to rise. My jaw rolls in annoyance, my gaze flitting between the steering wheel and the front gate of the house I left.

“Are you going to drive or just sit here?”

As usual, I’m met with silence. He clicks away on his screen, the corner of his mouth curling up into a smile.

I try not to stare at how handsome he is, despite being a reincarnation of the devil; how soft his skin appears under the harsh black ink. He doesn’t smile often, so who is he talking to? Annoyingly, my traitorous heart beats faster. Who’s making him grin like that?

No. Stop, Stacey. Who cares who makes him smile?

I can’t stay in this car. I need to get the hell out of here.

“I’m getting an Uber,” I say, unbuckling my belt, but Kade catches it before it can retract, yanking it to click back in without a word, eyes still on the screen. He types with one hand, the other holding my seat belt in place until he eventually shuts his screen off and turns the car back on.

The engine rumbles beneath us, and I’m rocketed back into the chair as he accelerates at a ridiculous speed.

He turns the music up, and I stare at him, at his beautifully harsh features, while his silvery-blue eyes blaze into the road. I eventually put the window up to stop my hair from blowing wild​.

I open my messages and see one I must’ve missed.

Lu: Kade’s coming instead.

Me: I hate you.

She replies instantly.

Lu: Sorry! He was driving his friend home. Please don’t kill each other.

Me: I really hate you.

I click my screen off and stay silent, staring out the window at the trees whizzing by. My phone vibrates uncontrollably in my hand – a chain of messages from my stepbrother.

DoNotAnswer: Where the fuck are you?

DoNotAnswer: I’m on my way home and you better be there.

DoNotAnswer: I mean it, Stacey.

I roll my eyes and sigh as I ignore him. It’ll come back to bite me, but I can’t deal with him right now. Not while I’m in a car with Kade fucking Mitchell, trying not to breathe the same goddamn air as him.

“You should’ve told Luciella no,” I eventually say, loud enough so he can hear me over the music.

Kade’s jaw tenses as he speeds up.

I huff, resting my elbow on the window, palm to the side of my head. “I would’ve waited for an Uber or walked.”

He doesn’t answer me, just like I knew he wouldn’t.

Kade takes the cigarette from behind his ear, sparks it, then tosses his lighter into the divider between us.

He licks his lips, his sleepy eyes on the road, and I watch his mouth as he takes another draw.

You’re nothing. You’re fucking dead to me​.

His voice echoes in my mind, a memory of the last time we spoke. Words he threw in my face; words I’d rather forget. I look away from him, keeping my burning eyes on the outside world as he drives into my housing estate.

The security is tight – all the houses need codes to enter the grounds. Nora asked me when I was growing up if I wanted to have sleepovers for my birthday, celebratory parties or anything that got my friends here, but I always said no.

I didn’t want any of them near the monster that lives inside those walls.

Kade stops at the biggest house – three floors of white brick and unused horse stables at the back. An empty pool and overgrown weeds make it look eerie.

He turns his engine off and flicks the cigarette out the window without turning to look at me. He taps his finger on his lap, the muscle in his jaw straining.

Say something, I want to shout. Yell at me. Anything!

I drag my gaze away from him, letting out a sigh as I grab my heels. I don’t say anything as I unclip my belt, and I stay quiet as I open the door and leave the car.

I reach the gate, ready to push in my code, when I hear the engine start again. I peer over my shoulder, and our eyes meet like a clash of thunder. Goosebumps erupt over my skin, a thrill of electricity rushing in my veins. His eyes are as electric as I remember, but there’s something else behind them.

Something dark that wasn’t there before.

“Thank you,” I whisper. “For driving me home.”

For a split second, I think he might actually say something ​back. But instead, he looks me up and down slowly, taking in my after-sex appearance, and draws his gaze away from me with a shake of his head.

He’s disappointed.

Kade lights another cigarette and turns his rock music up loud enough to wake my stepfamily before speeding off without giving me another glance.

Yep. He still despises me.

And after what I did to him, he has every reason to.
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I quickly make my way to my bedroom on the top floor of the manor, letting out a breath of relief when I shut the door behind me. My back presses to the wood, and I close my eyes.

My eyes burn, fighting tears I refuse to let fall.

The first time I ever felt this way, this overwhelming feeling, was when we met. He’d interrupted me by the pool at his manor.

I remember the way he looked at me, and how it made a warmth build in my chest. His eyes were so full of life. We’d smoked a cigarette together in blissful, comfortable silence, before he turned into an asshole.

I’d tried to ignore him for years. But being around my best friend’s twin brother was too much – there was too strong a pull between us.

Until that night, when everything changed.

Kade Mitchell has been the broken shadow in my life ever since, and it’s all my fault​.

My heels drop to the floor, and I lick my lips, remembering a time when I’d do it and be able to taste mint and faint tobacco.

I shake my head, pushing away the lone tears sliding down my cheek.

Without turning the light on, I pull my dress off and unclip my bra, ready to remove my underwear. But before I can do anything else, a firm grip wraps around my throat, causing a strangled gasp to catch in my chest as the person backs me away from the door and slams me into the mattress.

Air rushes out of my lungs from the impact in a choked-out cough. Pressure builds behind my eyes as they fly open in fear to see Chris – my evil and deluded stepbrother – above me.

I try to slap his arms as hard as I can, so he’ll release his painful hold, but it only causes him to tighten it and lower himself onto me, crushing my nearly naked body between him and the bed.

“Who the fuck was that?”
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STACEY

I

love dancing in the dark.

When I’m surrounded by carnage, which is often, it’s peaceful – an escape. I enjoy mentally vanishing from existence, even if it’s only for a moment.

Sometimes, I close my eyes and block out everything as my body moves around the hoop, or as the silks wrap around my limbs while I hang mid-air. Usually, halfway through my routine, I’ll free flow, head lolling to the beat, imagining a silent audience that can’t take their eyes off me.

Music will play, the genre completely dependent ​on my mood. I’ll tell myself that anxiety and unnecessary voices don’t exist. That they’re nothing but void thoughts desperate to destroy my calm. As each chord strikes, the black tendrils around my heart will shrivel away.

There was a time when one person was able to make me ignore that side of myself. I helped him with his own darkness, and he made me feel alive, sustaining me with tender touches and words, stolen kisses and nights in his bed when no one knew. I was happy.

I thought I was safe. I thought I was free.

Until I wasn’t.

But the past is the past. It’s nothing a bit of music can’t temporarily fix.

“Spiracle” by Flower Face echoes around the studio I’ve been dancing in since I was a teen. Whenever this song plays, I think of him.

I remember the way I felt sitting on the sofa across from Lu. Nervous. On fire. Wishing I was brave enough to touch him. His hand was so close to my own, and I dared myself to take it, to feel his palm in mine, to know how soft it was, but I was terrified of his refusal.

He hated being touched – it would make him flinch and look as if he was in pain. Then his pinkie grazed mine under the blanket that we shared, eyes on the TV, and I fought a smile.

It was from then that it really started. It wasn’t a dare – it was real.

The studio is empty, like it always is after classes end. The colourful LED lights are dimmed, but sometimes, I turn them off completely. It’s relaxing, just closing my mind off from this world and being in my own – my axis shifts, and everything stops while I dance​.

But in a few hours, Chris will pick me up, and it will all come crashing down – and I’ll remember my true reality.

The music cuts out, and I stop, gripping the hoop while I stay suspended upside down, one leg hooked over to keep me stable. I narrow my eyes at the screen of my phone – the text that’s popped up has interrupted my song and disconnected the Bluetooth.

I flip down onto the crash mat, tightening the bobble in my hair as I walk to the other side of the room, my bare feet slapping over the flooring. Leaning against the fully mirrored wall, I open the messages in our group chat.

Lu: My mum and Ewan just left. I think Kade and his friends are going out, so we’ll have the entire manor to ourselves for the party.

Ty: I’m still at my aunt’s house. But I’ll see you soon!

Her mum and stepdad Ewan are going to America for a few weeks, something about a meeting with her biological father’s therapist to possibly get him accepted time in public. But so far all his appeals have been declined.

I mean, I can’t see him ever being allowed time away from the institution. He’s terrifying. I spoke to him on the phone once while Lu hurried out of the bathroom, and his voice alone sent shivers through my body. He knew my name and warned me not to hurt his son like I was the monster.

His voice was so deep and dangerous, I think I’d honestly pass out if I ever met him. As much as his son resembles him, I’d run in the opposite direction of Tobias Mitchell.

He’s a diagnosed psychopath. A killer.

After replying to say I can’t wait, I quickly send Chris a text telling him not to bother picking me up. I have the dress with me ​I’m wearing tonight, and I can grab a shower at Lu’s too.

My stepbrother will definitely be pissed, but he’s always mad at me.

A few days ago, after Kade dropped me off, I begged him to release me and lied that it was Luciella who drove me home.

I have concealer hiding the faint bruises he left on me.

I connect my Bluetooth back up to the speakers that surround the hall, restart the song and take in my sweaty appearance in the mirror.

When my gaze drops to my chest, I stare the small scar on my sternum, purple and deep. As much as my breasts hide it, it’s there. That was why Chris ripped a key against my skin – to deter others from touching what he thinks is his.

He made me lie to Nora and say I did it to myself, and she believed me. She’d wanted me to seek help from a therapist, thinking I was harming myself.

No. Your son is just a fucking monster, Nora.

I run my fingers up the titanium poles. There are seven of them spaced out throughout the hall, a hoop in the middle hanging from the ceiling and deep-pink silks at the back. In the next room, there’s a huge dance area where the kids go.

Tylar’s family owns the building, and she’s had plans to expand into somewhere bigger for the last year but has been caught up in her studies while her parents work on a project in Rome.

I wrap the silk around my wrist, getting a good grip of the material, then do the same with my foot and pull myself onto it. Flipping myself upside down, the material twists around my thighs, holding my weight safely as I quickly fix my hair.

Then I let the music take me on a lyrical adventure, using my ​flexibility and rhythm to map out the perfect choreography I could use at the Festival of Fright Night at Halloween.

By the time the song finishes, sweat is layering my skin, and my limbs ache from the constant pulling and tugging on the silks. I flip myself upside down once again, settling in a full straddle, and pull off my top to reveal my sports bra.

But when the material at the hook tangles and I start to spin slowly, my entire body freezes – there’s someone watching me.

“Chris!” I snap. “You aren’t allowed in here!”

My stepbrother shrugs as I untangle myself and drop to the floor.

I narrow my eyes at him. “What the hell are you doing?”

He smirks, making me step backwards as he takes one step forward, eyes dropping to my chest. “You know I like to watch you.”

Uncomfortable shivers rush through me, bile rising in my throat. “I told you I’m going to my friend’s house.”

“I’ll drive you. I’m not taking no for an answer.”

“I don’t need you to drive me.”

Chris lifts his hand to me, and I instinctively flinch away before he can touch the strands of hair that have fallen into my face.

“You’ll do as I say, little sister,” he says. “Unless you want me to lock you in my room again. Maybe I’ll chain you to my bed this time?”

I blanch. “No.”

He smiles. “I’m driving you.”

I gulp and nod, knowing I won’t win with Chris.

I turn my back on him and head for the small changing room, throwing on my top as I go. I still feel far too exposed to be around him. After putting on my socks and shoes and wiping my face with a towel, I yank on a hoodie then pull my coat up my arms​.

He’s going to try to make me cancel tonight, but he can shove it.

Not only would giving in to him make him feel powerful, but Lu would also hunt me down. This has been planned for ages, a secondary celebration of her twenty-first.

A knock at the door makes me jump out of my skin. “Hurry the fuck up before I get you ready myself.”

I scoff silently, shaking my head as I slide the strap of my bag on my shoulder, ignoring him when I swing the door open and try to walk by.

He catches my wrist and hauls me back, pinning me against his chest and lowering his mouth to my ear. “Drop the attitude.” Chris turns my rigid body to face him, caressing my arms. “I’ve been good, Stacey. Stop attempting to piss me off by acting like a child.”

“I haven’t—”

His rough, unwanted hands silence me as they travel up to my shoulders in a firm stroke. His thumbs run across the faint bruising there before cupping each side of my neck. “What have I told you about talking back to me? Do you want to make me angry?”

He sucks his bottom lip, chewing on it as his eyes search my face, waiting for a snarky retort so he has a reason to throw me onto the floor or bite my cheek.

My back hits the wall, causing the mirrors along it to ripple. His body crushes mine, and I grit my teeth to fight the revulsion, fists clenching by my sides.

“So pretty and defiant,” he mutters, nudging his knee between my legs to force them open. His palm travels up my side. “Do you remember what happens to bad little girls like you?”

“Get the fuck off me, Chris,” I warn him, shoving his chest but ​failing to move him away from me.

He grins. The bastard loves when I get mad. I feel his excitement against me, and I swallow the strangling lump that’s building in my throat.

Chris has been like this with me since I joined the family years ago. I tried to tell my dad when he’d barged into my shower the day we moved in and forced his mouth on mine. My dad refused to listen when I told him that the boy four years older than me had watched me undress on numerous occasions when I was only fourteen.

Nope. I was apparently a teenage troublemaker, rebelling from the death of my mother.

Chris has kissed me on numerous occasions, mid-argument. But every time, my lips have clamped shut – hard enough to cause me pain – to deny the tongue trying to pry its way into my mouth as I fought back.

As far as I’m aware, we’ve never fucked. But he’s drugged me. Hit me. Made my life hell. I tried to run once, but it only made things worse. He became more violent.

It feels like there’s no escaping someone as monstrous as Chris Fields, but one day, when I figure out a good-enough plan, I will.

His lips part; he’s probably about to describe how loud I’ll scream for him, but a noise behind us stops his words.

Thankfully, the studio door opens, causing him to jerk away, and I can finally breathe.

Tylar stands in the entryway, mouth open, brows knitting together, confused as she looks between the two of us. “Um... Who are you?” she asks Chris, and I close my eyes, hoping he doesn’t introduce himself correctly​.

“Members only.” She points to the sign on the wall then stands aside, opening the door wider, silently telling him to fuck off.

I want to hug her.

“Of course,” Chris replies, glancing at me, spinning his car keys on his finger and licking his lips.

He leans in and whispers against my ear, “Just wait until you get home, little sister.”

I stare at him, waiting for him to leave.

Before Chris turns away from me, his smile drops. “Behave.”

Tylar raises a brow at me as soon as he’s gone. “Who the hell was that?”

My own worst nightmare. The stepbrother you don’t know about.

For my own sake, and my friends’, I’ve kept his identity a mystery and do my best to make sure it stays that way.

My older stepbrother Kyle is an angel. He loves me like a brother should. But then there’s Christopher...

“Just some guy,” I lie through my teeth, turning the speakers off and switching the main lights on to kill the colour-changing glow. “I thought you were at your aunt’s place?”

“My mum wants me to deposit money into the bank,” she tells me, pulling open a small cupboard in the corner of the hall and unlocking the safe. She counts notes, about eight hundred pounds’ worth, then shoves the pile into her purse.

“He wasn’t that Bryan guy, was he? I remember you describing him differently. That one was hot. I’m digging the smile and the shaggy blonde hair. Plus, he’s tall.”

I huff, scrunching my nose at her calling Chris hot. He’s nothing but vulgar in my eyes. “No. That wasn’t him.​”

“Well, whoever he was, please keep it in the bedroom,” she says, tilting her head towards the door. “Come on. I can give you a lift to Lu’s.”

The drive is filled with Tylar reeling off the rules of the studio, and I stare out of the window as I offer sounds of acknowledgment. But when she tells me that a house is currently on fire in Branchton, I look at her with pinched brows. No casualties, but apparently the homeowner was beaten to a pulp.

The name hasn’t been released.

My phone vibrates, and when I look down, I roll my eyes. The usual threat. One that used to make my skin crawl and dread returning home. But now it’s just routine from him.

DoNotAnswer: Be a good girl tonight.

I snarl at the screen, my fingers moving before I can stop them.

Me: Leave me alone.

The drive to Luciella’s takes us through to the loch, and the trees surround the road. We stop at the electric gates of the extravagant manor I still find breathtaking. Tylar tells me she’ll catch up in a few hours before driving off.

Once she’s gone, I ring the bell; the two dogs start barking like crazy, which has me smiling.

As soon as the door swings open, my smile drops, and I’m trapped under Kade’s dark scowl. It’s full of so much hatred and betrayal. If I’m not mistaken, he’d rather see me beneath the wheel of his motorbike than standing on his doorstep.

His two Dobermanns, Milo and Hopper, who are usually away with him at university, sniff at my legs and hands, both growing excited when they recognise my scent​.

Instead of cowering with my tail between my legs or backing down from their owner, I lower myself to fuss over the dogs while I level him with a look just as grim.

He breaks eye contact first, turning his large muscular back to me as he whistles for the dogs to follow. He’s wearing a hoodie, a backwards cap to hide his messy hair and has a beer bottle in his hand. I’m guessing he’s not going out tonight.

I roll my eyes and mumble, “Great,” under my breath as I close the door behind me.

This will be fun.
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“I

f I wear the red dress then I can’t wear a red top tomorrow,” Lu says, alternating pressing each hanger to her chest. “But the blue is a little short.”

“Then wear another – you have plenty of dresses,” I tell her as I paint my nails, a towel wrapped around me and wet hair down my back. I’m lying on my front, on her bed, while she loses her shit every five minutes about what to wear.

“But I want to wear the red dress.”

“Then wear it,” I say, twisting the lid onto the polish and blowing ​on my nails.

“You aren’t even helping me, Stacey!” she replies with a huff and tosses both hangers onto the floor. “I can’t wear red. I’m wearing a red top tomorrow.”

My best friend is insufferable at times.

“Oh yeah, I meant to tell you that Kade and the others aren’t going out tonight. They cancelled their plans when Dez told them I was having a party.”

“I gathered,” I reply, not looking up from my screen, staring at the annoying messages from Chris I’ve left unanswered.

I’ll eventually have to respond, because if I don’t, he’ll track me here, and that’s the last thing I need.

When I go home, I’ll dodge him. There are five rooms he can’t unlock from the outside; I’m well versed in the manor’s hiding spots.

One day, I’ll be free. But I guess that’s the same day I slash his throat, because other than death, I’m not sure anything will stop him until I’m fully his.

The thought of giving in to Chris makes me feel sick.

Lu chucks a pair of rolled-up socks at my face. “Did you hear me?”

“What did you say?”

She sighs. “I know you’re not a fan of Kade and his friends. I’m hoping they stay away so you don’t leave.”

I snort. She knows me too well, but I wouldn’t be leaving because I can’t stand them – I just can’t stand the looks he gives me. “Did you tell him to stay on his side of the manor?”

“God, yes. I don’t think I can handle Base and his constant need to talk about sex. If they decide to have a full-on orgy again, I’ll kill them all.”

“You weren’t even there,” I say. “It’s not like you witnessed it ​happening.”

“I sat on the sofa Base was humping on two days later,” she mumbles.

I giggle, trying to rid myself of the memory as if I hadn’t been there without my best friend knowing. Tylar wanted to spy on Dez at the pool house, because she was still head over heels for him. She asked me to go with her, and obviously, so I could catch a glimpse of Kade, I agreed.

I wish I hadn’t.

We walked into the building and froze on the spot while a full sex-fest went on in front of us, music blaring.

Base, the Russian heir to an entire empire who never takes his eyes off Luciella, was snorting lines of coke from a set of tits while getting his dick sucked.

Dez had someone bouncing over him and froze when he saw Tylar.

Kade kept his scowl on me as he took his place behind a blonde bending over a pool table, naked, unbuckling his belt with a slowness that made me grit my teeth.

He didn’t take his eyes off me as he pushed into her.

I hadn’t felt pure rage until he smirked.

Bastard.

“I think Base just tries to get your attention,” I say. “To make you jealous or something. He’s been trying with you for years.”

A darkness unravels over Lu’s face. “Well, he can stop. Just like Dez and Tylar stopped. It never ends well.”

Ty and Dez had a thing; Lu found out and went crazy, declaring that none of her friends should go anywhere near Kade’s little trio. ​As much as I tried to tell her to calm down, that they were harmless, Ty called things off with him.

And I know it hurt her and Dez when she did.

Tylar and the rest arrive an hour later, and the night begins as we stand in a circle, taking shots that burn my chest.

Luckily, this house is big enough that Kade’s little get-together is non-existent compared to the party Lu is throwing. And since alcohol is slowly slithering through my veins, a part of me is wondering if they’ll invite loads of girls over.

The music’s loud enough that my ears are ringing. Someone brought strobe lights. The flashing has bodies glitching while they dance.

My phone vibrates, and I tut.

DoNotAnswer: If you don’t reply, I’m coming to get you from whoever it is that you’re fucking.

I roll my eyes, muttering, “Asshole.”

“Who the hell is that?” Tylar asks with furrowed brows, looking over my shoulder.

I put my phone in my bra, shrugging as I take her glass and down the vile, strong drink it contains.

“Hey, you bitch!” But she smiles as someone pulls her away from me, onto the makeshift dance floor.

I make my way to the bathroom on the first floor. My vision is a bit messy from the strobes as I relieve myself then lean against the sink.

I glare at my phone, which is sitting beside the sink. Maybe I’ll accidentally drop it in the water? Break it? Step on the screen so the messages are illegible​?

DoNotAnswer: I’ll rip his jaw off. You’re mine.

I scoff at the text. Daily, hourly, I wish I could strangle my stepbrother in his sleep without him thinking I’m trying to make it sexual.

Me: Can you stop? I’m at my friend’s party. And I’m not yours. I’m your fucking stepsister, you sick freak.

DoNotAnswer: I’m coming to get you.

Anger builds as I quickly turn off my phone.

Surely it’s wrong for him to want me so badly?

I hurry upstairs to Lu’s room and toss the phone on her bed. I know I should be doing as he says to stop the abuse, but I’m at my limit. I want to fight back.

By the time I get back downstairs, most of my friends have moved into the main kitchen. Some are sitting on the counters, some at the breakfast bar, while hyping two people sitting on the floor for everyone to see. She’s straddling him and grinding against his...

Oh.

My eyes widen when I notice him taking her nipple into his mouth, grabbing her breast while he licks and sucks, as if he’s starving. Her dress rides up over her behind, where his other hand is gripping and moving her against him.

A girl from Lu’s college class stops in the doorway, her jaw nearly hitting the ground. “You do know we can see you, right?” she asks the pair, but they wave them off as they continue kissing and grinding.

“They’re just going to...”

“Fuck, yes!” someone confirms for her when she struggles for words​.

Luciella walks in. “Absolutely not! This is my mother’s kitchen, goddammit!”

I continue to sip my drink, shoulder to shoulder with Ty while we watch them stand and disappear out of the kitchen, the girl giggling as he smacks her ass and asks where the spare rooms are.

Lu pops a hip out with folded arms, tapping her foot. “There are over thirty. Take your pick.”

Someone tells her there’s a smashed lamp in the lobby, and she sighs before vanishing.

“Such a spoilsport,” a voice says behind us.

Ty groans when she realises it’s Dez.

“You wanted to watch, didn’t you?”

“Get fucked,” she retorts without turning around. “Go back to the other side of the house where you belong before Lu sees you talking to me.”

“But we’re here for the free booze and the eye candy. Is Satan’s twin going to ruin that as well?”

Tylar’s eyes flutter as Dez lowers his voice to a whisper. She ignores whatever he says, but I see her flush, and one of his hands takes her hip, pulling her back to him. “If I put my hand up your dress, would your cunt be soaked, remembering how it felt to have me fuck you in every way possible?”

I clear my throat and suck on my straw, averting my eyes.

“Stop,” she says, but her voice is breathy.

He grunts. “You weren’t telling me to stop the other night.”

He obviously can’t see how devastated Ty looks. She shrugs him off and storms away. Dez just laughs and takes a swig of his beer, eyes finding mine​.

I glare at him. “Why do you need to do that?”

He hasn’t taken her ending things with him very well and is forever teasing her, knowing it drives her crazy. He’s always texting and calling, and Tylar being Tylar, she answers.

“She loves it,” he replies, taking another drink of his beer.

I raise a brow and glare as I nod towards my retreating friend. “Oh, evidently.”

Dez winks at me with a smirk, pulling himself onto the counter. Before I can search for Tylar to console her, Dez glances over my shoulder. “You want another beer, Kade?”

I freeze.

He must nod, because his friend reaches out a bottle towards my shoulder. A warmth radiates against my back as Kade takes the drink, knuckles all bloodied and cut open. I hold my breath, trying to ignore my treacherous hormones as heat coils at my spine.

I can smell him, the spice of his aftershave and the shampoo he uses on his hair. It’s intoxicating, memories flooding me of my fingers wrapped in his waves, the scent of his pillow, the sound of his laugh when I sing terribly.

Still standing closely behind me, he only hums, and the deep rumble goes straight from my chest to between my legs, tingling all the way down like fireworks.

My cheeks are most likely red. I haven’t been this close to him in such a long time. The alcohol is numbing my common sense, because my body should not be reacting this way.

Does he feel the same way I do right now? Is he itching to grab me and drag me into an unoccupied room? Probably not, since he hates my guts​.

Dez glances at a tall, leggy redhead walking in and tilts his head at her. “Did you not fuck her last night?”

I walk away before I can hear Kade’s response.

“I could look at you all day, do you know that?”

“Stop being romantic, Kade – I might get the wrong idea.”

A low laugh, and... “Just another thing you taught me, Freckles. Don’t go home tonight. Stay with me.”

I nod, and he presses me to the mattress, nudging my legs apart...

No.

I refuse to go back to that memory, the moment I knew what he meant to me.

At that point, he was everything.

And I lost him.
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W

hen I eventually stop dancing and sit down next to my friends, I can breathe. They gossip, play Never Have I Ever, where I completely dodge most questions when they discuss our firsts, then take the remaining shots set out on the table.

I’m not sure why Kade has suddenly started making an appearance. For the past two years, I’ve only seen him a handful of times.

And I’m either met with silence, glares, derisive snorts or passing comments muttered under his breath that he ​doesn’t think I can hear.

He’s changed so much from the timid boy who couldn’t understand basic emotions, who needed to be shown that it’s okay to feel, who got nervous when he had no idea what he was doing in the bedroom to this version.

By the time the crowd starts to disperse, it’s four in the morning. Lu’s in bed, leaving Ty, myself and a few others to play more drinking games.

We’re all pretty drunk, happy, laughing while taking shots to prolong our buzz – until Kade, Dez and Base walk into the sitting area, two girls under Base’s arms.

Tylar, sitting beside me cross-legged, won’t even glance at them as she pours another drink and asks who’s next.

“We’re playing drinking games,” someone says. “Wanna join?”

Tylar blurts, “No,” at the same time Dez says, “Sure.”

We all shift on the sofas to make room, and the large coffee table between us fills with everyone’s drinks.

“I think we should spice up these little games though,” Base adds, sitting down and dragging both girls onto his lap. “Depending on how adventurous you all are.”

Kade drops onto the couch opposite me, and to my absolute horror, one of the girls on Base’s lap moves over to him. He pauses for a second, giving her a confused look, before a tattooed hand grasps at her hip. I gulp deeply, trying to ignore my jealousy.

I have no right to feel this way.

“You’re talking about How Much Can You Handle, aren’t you?” Tylar asks, frowning when they all nod. “You’re aware that Stacey and I are here? Lu will freak.​”

“Just no one touch Kade, and she won’t kill us.” Dez nudges his friend, but I don’t look at him to see his reaction as I study my nails. “Base can pair up with Stacey. You said you wanted to fuck her, didn’t you?” he asks his friend.

Oh man.

Base shakes his head. “You’re a dick.”

Kade shifts on the couch, lighting a cigarette and tossing the clipper onto the coffee table between us.

“If Tylar accepts, then she can have me,” Dez says, winking. “You game?”

She nods slowly, her cheeks blushing with the alcohol. “I’m game.”

“If you can handle me.” He smirks, slapping his friend on the chest. “And Kade already has Abbie, so there won’t be a riot from the twin dragged from the pits of hell.”

“Stop saying that shit,” Base says. “She’s not that bad.”

“But she’s Satan’s twin? We all agreed.”

“If you want me, then stop talking about my best friend like that,” Tylar says, crossing her leg over her knee and quirking a brow.

I can see from the edge of my sight that Abbie’s hand is high on Kade’s lap. He’s paying zero attention as he takes a draw of his smoke and blows it between us, a cloud coming straight for my face.

She’s pretty. Her body is perfect – wavy brown hair, a nice rack, with long, smooth legs that dangle over his lap. Her dress is tight, accentuating every curve.

But I know he hates it when someone plays with his hair or presses a palm to his chest the way she is. It took ages for him to be comfortable with my touch. He’s either fighting the urge to not cringe away, or he truly has changed​.

Have they had sex before? Or is it more? Does he talk to her about... everything?

Tylar tilts her head at me. “I don’t think Base could keep up with this one.” Her elbow digs into me. “She’s had a lot of practice lately.”

I slap her knee. “Hey!”

She winces and apologises with a kiss on my cheek.

Base – a taller, more muscular version of Dez – responds with chocolate brown eyes and a grin. “I’m up for the challenge if you are, Rhodes.”

Oh God. Shitting shit.

He would tear me in half.

And I’m not about to fuck one of Kade’s friends, no matter how much we hate each other.

Kade glares at me when I look at him – if it were possible, I’d be on fire from how angry he appears. Which is stupid, considering Abbie is whispering something in his ear and stroking her hand up his bicep, and he’s allowing her.

I shrug as our eyes clash a little longer, unbothered as Base nods in agreement.

I’ll play along with this for a minute, just to see Kade’s reaction, then I’ll go to bed before anything happens.

Would he even care? Doubtful, since he has Abbie trying to draw his mouth to hers. He isn’t kissing her. He isn’t even looking in her direction.

He’s looking at me.

“How do we play?” one of the guys asks, completely interested.

Dez’s eyes are on Tylar as he explains the rules. “Choose a partner – or partners – and fuck until you can’t.​”

Abbie, perched on Kade’s lap, lets out another flirtatious giggle, leaning back to whisper something into his ear again. His eyes move to her, and his brows furrow.

“Stacey, there’s someone at the gate asking for you,” a voice says from the doorway of the sitting area. One of the guys who was waiting on an Uber. “He’s pretty fucked up.”

Shit.

“Is it the guy from earlier?” Ty asks me, a smile on her lips, and everyone around us is listening. “The one you were seconds from screwing in the studio? You could invite him in. Sorry, Base, but he was hot.”

I grimace, and so does Dez. “We weren’t going to—” I stop, sighing as I place my drink on the coffee table in front of us. “Start without me.”

“He’s pretty mad,” he tells me. “He’s shouting for you to get out there.”

Kade’s cigarette freezes halfway to his mouth.

Ty abruptly stands, but I tell her it’s fine and ask her to stay where she is, telling Base and Dez the same when they, too, get to their feet.

“You sure?” Dez asks, concerned as he fists his hands. “I’m happy to tell him to get to fuck.”

Base nods in agreement.

“Yeah, I’m sure. It’ll be fine.”

Standing and smoothing over my dress, I ignore Kade’s eyes following me as I walk out of the room.

When I reach the gates, hugging myself with how cold it is, I huff out a foggy breath. “Really, Chris? Why are you here?​”

My stepbrother’s eyes are bloodshot, as if he’s had far too many drinks before coming here. “You weren’t answering me.”

His words are slurred, and saliva slips from the corner of his mouth.

“Are you high?”

“Will it make you come home with me if I say yes?” he asks, fingers curling on the rods of the metal gate I refuse to unlock with the code.

I shake my head, gritting my teeth in annoyance when he staggers to the left. “You look cold, little sister. You know I can heat you up.”

My stomach twists. “Go home.”

“You’re my home,” he replies with a hiccup. “Don’t make me mad. I don’t like being mad with you. Come with me. We’ll go back to the house and I’ll... I’ll make love to you.”

He loses his balance, tumbling to his side. I groan, taking a few steps and reaching my hand out to try to help him to his feet. Every single time he gets this messed up, I need to help him, even though I don’t want to. It’ll be worse for me if I leave him like this, and I’d rather not meet those consequences.

But this time, when I try to help him, he grabs my wrists and yanks me to him, slamming my body into the metal separating us.

A flash of pain momentarily seizes me as my face hits the hard surface between us.

“Let go of me,” I snap, tasting blood from a cut on the inside of my lip.

“Who are you fucking in there?” His thumb runs along my lips as he stares at them, his eyes wholly black from all the drugs he’s ​consumed. “Whose cock has been in this mouth?”

He lowers his hand to grab between my legs, and I flinch from his unwanted touch before he can make contact.

He smirks, catlike and evil. “This is all mine. Every inch of your body belongs to me.”

I manage to shove myself away from his grasp as he tries to kiss me, falling back a few steps and catching my breath. I’m thankful the cobble path to the gate is far from the manor as I begin to raise my voice. “You need to stop! You’re sick. You can’t do this with me!”

“You want me!” he rushes out.

I stare at him, shaking my head.

“You want me, and you deny it. You love—”

“I don’t.”

He glares at me, eyes watering, until they aren’t on me any longer.

“Who the fuck are you?” Chris snaps, his rage building. His eyes flicker between me and the person now standing behind me. “Who is he, Stacey?”

I know who it is without the need to turn. I can sense him; I can always feel when he’s nearby. The faint smell of spice, smoke and mint from the hoodie I’ve slept in only confirms it.

Kade snakes his arm around my waist, already making me feel safer. His other hand is wrapped around the neck of a beer bottle, a joint between his fingers.

He blows a cloud of toxic smoke towards Chris.

His arm tightens around me, his hand fisting the material of my dress at my hip. In a deep, threatening tone, Kade says, very ​slowly, “Walk away before I make you one sorry motherfucker.”

“Who are you?” Chris asks again, one of his hands slipping from the poles of the gate.

“Just go,” I beg him as Kade lowers his chin to my shoulder, inhaling deeply.

Chris will most likely come for me when I get home. He’s big and bad around me, but I watch the sliver of fear in his eyes as they shift to Kade again.

“She’s not yours.”

Kade chuckles. “She’s not yours either. Clearly.” He points behind Chris. “Leave.”

Chris pushes himself from the gate and spits on the ground before getting back into the car he certainly shouldn’t be driving.

I breathe, closing my eyes as the lights start to vanish in the foggy driveway. Kade hasn’t released me, but I haven’t moved away either. My core twists with a deep sensation I haven’t felt for a while as he brings his mouth to my ear, whispering, “Who was your friend, Freckles?”

“No one,” I manage to answer, holding in a gasp as the tip of his nose traces the shell of my ear.

As I tilt my head to give him better access, my chest heaves as the delicate yet powerful touch travels to the sensitive area of my neck that has my inner walls pulsing. He knows what he’s doing, tempting me, teasing me. “No... No one.”

He takes another draw of his joint, then has a swig of his beer, still holding me to him. “You sure? Wasn’t that who you were apparently close to fucking earlier?”

“No.​”

Kade hums, the rumbling sound vibrating against my back. “He doesn’t seem your type. Far too young.” He lowers his voice. “You prefer your quick fucks older, don’t you?”

I don’t reply, concentrating on my unsteady breaths and the heat coiling around my spine.

When Kade’s fingers tug at my chin, forcing me to look at him over my shoulder, I lick away the metallic taste on my lips, trying to hide any evidence of Chris hitting my face against the gate.

So close. His mouth is so close to mine. If I tilt my head, our lips will collide.

When he turns my body to face him, his eyes are burning into my soul. He backs me up against the gate with a palm on my chest then moves it to my throat, holding me in place. My pulse is hammering against his hand, and as he squeezes slightly, a whimper slips from my mouth.

My entire body is on fire with his touch. The total opposite of when Chris tries to manhandle me.

His pupils dilate under the moonlight.

He releases my throat and grasps a handful of hair, roughly tugging it to tip my head back. “Is that what you want? A quick fuck?”

Kade waits for me to respond, tightening his hold when I let out a whimper from how close he is, then releasing me and stepping back.

“If that’s what you want,” he says, and I frown at him. Kade tips the bottle in the direction Chris went, fighting a snarl on his face. “By all means, go. Or you can have Base as planned. We both know how desperate you can be.”

Before I can come up with a snarky response, or at least tell ​him to go fuck himself, he scoffs, shaking his head and turning away from me. He tosses back the rest of his beer then chucks the bottle, my shoulders tensing as it smashes on the cobbles.

You prefer your quick fucks older, don’t you?

Fine. I might have deserved that.
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STACEY

S

omething is licking my face.

Two somethings.

I crack my eyes open to see Milo and Hopper on each side of me. I pat their heads while looking over at the door I’m certain I shut. “How did you two get in here?”

They stare at me, then Milo tilts his head, and I lie back down as they roll onto their backs to get tummy rubs. Hopper nudges my face with his wet nose, and I wrap my arms around him with a huge grin.

“Did you ​both miss me?”

Both heads tilt this time, and I laugh and scratch their ears.

Kade must’ve kept them away from the party last night. He’s always extremely protective of them. I’m surprised he hasn’t booted the door down and demanded they leave me alone.

The sun beams in my face as I peel the duvet off me, screwing my eyes shut as I search for my phone. When I find it, it’s dead, and with how much I drank last night after going back to the party, I think I’m dead too.

No sexual games were played thankfully.

I slip my shoes on and leave the spare room, Milo and Hopper sprinting away down the lobby. I walk three doors down and knock lightly. “Ty?”

The latch on the door unlocks, and my friend sneaks out, leaving Dez asleep in bed. Her hair is a mess, and there’s a bite mark on her throat. She blows out a breath as she looks at me. “I’ll call an Uber. I’m too hungover to drive.”

We step over a sleeping Base at the entranceway and slip out the front door.

The manor is strangely silent. “You wouldn’t think it was noon. Luciella must’ve given the staff more than one day off.”

“Three days, I think. She hates having them around.”

The outside air hits us, and we both shiver.

“I’m going to come stay at your place for a few days,” I tell Tylar, shivering even more at the thought of going home to Chris. “When do you leave for Rome?”

“Sunday,” she says as we sit on the steps, waiting for our ride. “I know you want to ask. So ask.”

I shrug. “What you and Dez do is none of my business.​”

“It was that stupid game,” she says, sighing. “I thought I was going to sleep with him, then Kade made them all leave.”

When I’d gone back into the manor last night, Kade had grabbed Base by the collar before he could take a line of coke from the coffee table and dragged him out of the room. Then when Dez decided to come up for air after devouring Tylar’s mouth, Kade had said that the party was over.

I had a few more shots, and then me and Tylar went to one of the spare rooms. She snuck out once she thought I was asleep, and I heard her giggling outside the door.

The gate opens, and I watch as a black motorbike drives in and stops next to us. The rider stands tall, tugs off his gloves and then the helmet to reveal dark messy hair and sleepy blue eyes.

Kade drops the helmet on the ground; he looks like he hasn’t slept in days. He rolls his shoulders as he gets off the bike, and as he lifts his gaze to me, I notice a bruise under his cheek. I gulp and look away.

“I think Base might be dead,” Tylar says, yawning. “He’s lying in the lobby in just a pair of boxers.”

Kade nods, and I want to look at him again so badly, but I don’t.

He walks up the stairs on my right, and my skin prickles at his nearness before he vanishes into the manor. My shoulders jump as he slams the door.

“So moody,” Tylar says. “I wonder where he went? Dez said he ran out the manor at seven this morning.”

I don’t reply as I stare at my shoes, kicking imaginary stones.

When the Uber arrives, we run down to the gates and jump in. Tylar lives an hour from here, and her place is smaller, filled with loads of art, statues and plants. Her cats press up against my legs as ​I try to walk to her room, nearly tripping me on the stairs.

Instead of showering and getting dressed, or doing anything productive, Tylar and I put on fresh pyjamas and climb into bed. We stay there for the rest of the day, and when I finally charge my phone, Luciella video-calls us for an hour to make plans for our upcoming trip to America. She’s flying out to meet up with her mother and Ewan, and see her dad, and has invited me along for a holiday.

I fall back to sleep after we eat pizza.

We do this for three days, and over those three days, I ignore every single message from Chris. They only grow angrier, more threatening, and even after I block him, he uses a new number to ask me to come home.

Or begs me more like.

Tylar finally drives me home after we collect her car from Lu’s, reminds me that I’m covering her class tonight then air-kisses me as I leave the vehicle. I rush to my bedroom, sighing in relief when I reach it and close the door, putting the chair beneath the handle to stop Chris from getting in.

I shower and lean against the tiles, remembering how close Kade was to me by the gate. His arm was around me, and then his hand was on my throat. I slide my hand up to my neck and bite my lip, closing my eyes and imagining it’s him.

The moment breaks when someone bangs on my bedroom door, loud enough that I can hear it in my bathroom.
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Chris stares at me like an angry owl from across the dining table ​while Nora discusses with Kyle the importance of being more involved with the family instead of partying all the time.

I can barely swallow my food without feeling his vomit-inducing gaze on me. It’s murderous – like, serial killer murderous. If there wasn’t anyone else around, I fear what he’d do.

If Chris grips his fork any tighter, it’ll snap.

Psycho.

“When are you going to America?”

Nora’s question is enough to pull his concentration to his mother. He had no idea I was going away. Great, more punishment.

When I tell her that I’m leaving tomorrow, she asks, “And will adults be going?”

“Can we not do this? I’m twenty-one.”

“Regardless of your age, the last time you went over there, you came back with multiple bruises and a broken arm. How are you going to prevent that from happening again?”

I shrug. Your son has a screw loose. “Maybe not drink and fall in front of oncoming traffic?” That was the lie he’d made me come up with.

“There’s no need for that tone, dear. I’m just worried about you. Whenever you go away with your friends, you come back injured.”

“Why are you going there?” Chris asks, and I know he’s going to strangle me against my door when we’re alone, to try to squeeze every little last detail from me.

I can’t say, Oh to see Tobias fucking Mitchell with his children, can I? First off, they’d freak because he’s famous around here. And then they’d lock me in my room, so I’d never see that family again.

When I don’t respond, he kicks the table. “Who are you going with?​”

“Friends.”

“Who?”

“Fucking hell.” Kyle tosses down his fork, Nora scowling at him for his bad language. “Does it matter? Let her breathe, man. You’re unbearable at times. And so are you,” he says to his mother. “She’s old enough to do what she wants.”

“Fine. But you will call me every day,” Nora says, before continuing to eat her dinner.

I mouth a thank you to Kyle and finish eating, ignoring Chris’s death stare while I gulp down my glass of wine.

Kyle isn’t aware of just how insufferable his brother is. He thinks Chris is possessive over me because he’d always wanted a little sister growing up, but if he really knew what he was like, I’m not sure who would murder who.

There have been so many occasions where I considered telling him. So many times, while he rushed me to Accident and Emergency, I debated telling him the truth, because I think he’d believe me. But then again, my dad didn’t, so it isn’t worth the risk.

Plus, I don’t want Kyle getting hurt.

If I told Lu or Tylar, they’d demand I leave – pack my bags and run away. But not only do they not know Chris exists, they also wouldn’t understand just how psychotic he is, the lengths he’d go to in order to control me. I think I’m the only one who knows what he’s truly capable of.

He makes Tobias Mitchell look like a saint.

It’s like being in an abusive relationship without the sex and emotional connection. I’m not not leaving because I’m his partner and I love him and part of me hopes he’ll change. I’m not deluded ​into thinking he has any capacity to be sane. No, not even close. I’m still here because I’m far too scared to run away and I’m broke.

And even if I did manage to escape, he’d hunt every inch of this earth to find me.

I want a voice, but I have no idea how to use it or how I’d stop his wrath if I did.

We continue eating, but Chris just stares at his plate. There’s nothing in his eyes, nothing in his tone. Nothing but pure rage. And all his anger is towards me. Like he’s calculating how hard to throw the knife to make sure it goes right through my skull.

I clear my throat, turning to Nora. “May I be excused?”

The corners of her eyes crinkle as she smiles at me. “Of course. Take the rest of the wine with you.”

“Thank you.” I turn to Kyle and Chris and say with a nod, “Goodnight.”

Chris scowls at me as I grab the bottle and leave the table.

The walk to my room is nerve-wracking – my feet can’t possibly go any faster. I get to my door before I’m thrown against the wall.

I was so goddamn close.

“The fuck was that all about?”

Before, when he started being more aggressive with me, I’d cry and plead with him to leave me alone, but now I simply roll my eyes and look anywhere but at him. “What did I do this time?”

“You know what I’m talking about. Saturday night. And you’ve been ignoring me since.”

When I raise a shoulder, he snatches the wine bottle from my hand and takes my jaw in a painful grip. “Who was he?”

Chris was so gone from reality that he hadn’t noticed who was ​holding me; he hadn’t noticed it was Kade Mitchell with his arms around my waist. He definitely knows who he is – the entire town does – but I guess he can’t remember his face because he was on so many narcotics.

The grip on my jaw tightens, and Chris crushes my body with his.

“You’re not going to tell me, are you? Did you forget what happened the last time?”

Even as my heart shatters, I grit my teeth despite how close they feel to cracking.

Chris yanks me from the wall and shoves me into my bedroom, slamming the door behind us. He still has the wine bottle to hand, and I already know what he’s going to do.

“Lie down.”

I fold my arms. “Absolutely not.”

“Tell me who he was,” he continues, walking me around the room as I try to get away from him. “Who the fuck had his hands on you?”

“I’m your sister.”

He snatches my jaw again, angles my head right back, and before I can yell at him to fuck off, or even take a breath, he pries my lips apart and pours the wine into my mouth.

“Stepsister. So I can do whatever the fuck I want to you. You’re mine, remember? Now, since you like to drink so much, fucking drink.”

I choke, slapping at his chest, face and arms, but he doesn’t budge as the alcohol glugs down my throat. I cough as it flows into my eyes, up my nose, down my top and soaks my clothes, and I try ​to close my mouth, to clench my teeth or cough the liquid away, so I can fill my lungs with air, but his hold on me only tightens. Pain erupts all over my face from his grip, and tears mix with the red wine on my cheeks.

My chest is burning, sick rising up my throat with the wine he’s drowning me with.

The tears falling down his cheeks make him look like he’s hurting, but he’s the one abusing me. He always cries.

He stops and steps back, wiping his face with his sleeve. I drag in breaths and try to blink away the burning in my eyes, nearly vomiting my dinner back up as I drop to my knees and gag.

“Are you going to answer me now?”

Barely able to fill my lungs with air, it takes me a full minute to make sure I don’t pass out. The room is blurry and spinning, and so much pressure is building behind my eyes and my head.

“Fucking answer me!”

When I ignore him again, his foot drops down on the back of my head, my mouth colliding with the ground, and I instantly regret coming home.
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STACEY

“R

ight, I have a proposition for you,” Lu says excitedly.

I stare at myself in the bathroom mirror, wiping away the condensation from my shower. There are black circles beneath my eyes, probably from my lack of sleep over the last few days. I have a gash on my cheek from where my face smacked into the floor, and I’m certain my pinkie is broken from Chris stomping on it.

This needs to stop.

I just have no idea how to end it. Even if Nora or Kyle would believe me when I told them, I don’t think they’d ​be able to stop Chris from burying me in the garden. I even contemplated telling Kade a few years ago, because I knew he’d do something about it. But every time he asked me where I got my bruises, I’d lie and say they were from dancing.

I always lie. And I hate it.

“What’s the proposition? And no, I’m not taking your classes when you get back from America. I’m far too busy.”

“You did before!” she exclaims, and I can tell she’s probably throwing her arm around and pacing her bedroom. “Please. I really can’t be bothered teaching a bunch of kids.”

“No.”

She sighs. “Fine. But wait, you said when you get back, not we. Are you not coming?”

“I am. I’m just tired is all. Who’s going again?” I ask, rubbing my towel into my hair to dry it a little then putting her on loudspeaker to brush my teeth.

“Just us I think. Mum and Ewan are there already obviously, and Jason didn’t get time off work. My grandmother is apparently meeting us at the hotel near my dad’s institution, but we’ll see. She never shows up.”

I shouldn’t be disappointed, but I get why Kade isn’t going.

“Your dad’s mum?”

Lu huffs. “Unfortunately. I can’t stand her, and I’m certain my mum wants to punch her in the face every time she talks.”

Her phone beeps, and she’s silent for a beat.

“Oh shit, yeah, my brother just reminded me that him and Dez are fixing the ceiling at the studio tonight. Aren’t you taking the dance class?​”

Oh fuck off.

“Awesome.” I sigh. “Yeah, I am. I’m taking over for Tylar’s classes until she gets back from Rome. It’s the advanced class.”

By the time she hangs up, my hair is nearly dry, and my nerves are ready to explode at the thought of Kade being at the studio. I rub moisturiser over all the dark tattoos on my body – most are on my arms, but there are a few on my legs and torso.

Some of them Kade designed for me. They were supposed to be matching. I refuse to cover them up like he did.

I leave the bathroom, quickly making sure the door is locked before getting dressed and sorting my dance bag. I pack my Pleasers and fishnet tights to wear with my bodysuit.

The last time Kade saw me dressed like this, dancing with fire for a competition I never got to participate in, I ended up bouncing over his cock on the studio floor until three in the morning.

[image: image_rsrc55E.jpg]

Once I make sure the coast is clear, I run down the stairs as quickly and as quietly as possible, managing to escape the mansion before Chris can tackle me into a room.

I’ve never come across someone so messed up, not even when I spoke to Tobias Mitchell on the phone.

My son deserves better, he’d told me. You ruined him.

I mean, he was half right – Kade did deserve better, but I definitely didn’t ruin him. He seems to be happier than ever with his alcohol, drugs and fucking everything around him. He never partied like this before, but now it seems to be all he does​.

He seems happy.

So no, I didn’t ruin him. But I did earn a spot on his block list.

I thank the Uber driver that drops me off at the dance studio and climb out of the car. The coldness of the night bites into my skin as I hurry down the steps into the building – then nearly scream out profanities when I slam into something.

Or someone.

His dark brows knit together as he glares down at me, his blue eyes so intense I struggle to look at them.

“Um, sorry,” I mutter as Kade leans down to grab my dance bag, tucking it back onto my shoulder. The hallway is narrow, cool, but having him so close is making the place feel like an inferno. “Is Dez here too?”

He nods once, pulling the cigarette from behind his ear, then eases past me, heading for the exit.

Back to the silent treatment, I guess.

“Where are you going?”

He raises the lighter and cigarette above his head as he makes his way to the stairs.

I glance at my phone screen to check the time and quickly say, “Um, my class doesn’t start for an hour. Do you want me to go to another hall? I need to warm up and run through my routine.”

Kade turns to face me, still walking backwards. He honestly couldn’t look more unbothered as he shrugs. “I’ve seen you dance plenty of times.”

My cheeks heat at the fact he’s speaking to me, even though it means nothing. He spoke to me that night at the manor. I mean, it wasn’t exactly a positive conversation, but it was the first time ​he’d broken a breath towards me in two years, even if it was only to insult me.

“My music will be loud,” I add. “Very loud.”

Another shrug. I might slap him if he shrugs again.

“I like loud music.”

I stare at his powerful, well-built back as he takes two stairs at a time before I head in. I give Dez a half-smile when he ducks down from the ceiling.

“Alrighty, Rhodes.”

“Hi, Desmond.”

He chuckles. “Don’t start that shit.” He waves a screwdriver at me. “I told that prick my real name in confidence and she told everyone.”

“Tylar would take offence at being called a prick.”

He leans his elbows on the top of the stepladder. “Then she’s the biggest prick of all pricks. And you make sure to tell her that.”

He looks at the entrance and lowers his voice. “She’s not in tonight, is she?”

They obviously aren’t in contact right now.

“No, she’s still in Rome.”

Dez nods, and I can tell he wants to talk about her more, but he taps the metal of the ladders and gets back to work, burying his head in the ceiling.

I quickly pull off my tracksuit and yank my tights on, button my bodysuit at the crotch, then tie my knee-high Pleaser boots. They’re new, and the leather squeaks a little when I move my ankles.

Kade comes in as I connect my phone to the speakers, and I can feel his eyes on my back. It’s distracting me from searching through ​the notes for my routine. As I glance up at the floor-to-ceiling mirrors that span one side of the hall, I can see him staring at me. More specifically, he’s looking at my legs, dragging his gaze upwards.

He might as well have dragged his tongue over my skin with how hot it makes me.

“Pass the flathead screwdriver,” Dez says, causing Kade to break away from eye-fucking me. “This won’t tighten, piece of shit wiring.”

“Let me try,” he replies in a deep voice, and I try to focus on finding the notes I’ve saved on my phone outlining each move.

The hall is big enough that they shouldn’t cause a distraction, even with the corner of the ceiling hanging down.

I sit down in front of the mirrors, playing “Party Monster” by The Weeknd, and quickly swipe through my notes, then I sink into the splits, each leg straight out with blocks beneath my ankles. Usually, I’d do this without heels, but Kade being here has completely thrown me off what I usually do to prepare for classes.

Flexibility has always been a positive for me. I bend in all ways, which makes it easier to dance, work out and...

Yeah.

I roll my hips forward to deepen the split, leaning down so my elbows rest on the grey wooden flooring.

“Ah, shit,” Dez blurts out, the metal creaking as he jumps down from the ladders. “I need to head, man. Are you good to finish this up?”

Kade must nod or something, because I don’t hear a reply.

I smile at Dez as he gathers his things then says goodbye to us both. Annoyingly, I can hear the joke in his tone as he says, “You two have fun.​”

We most definitely will not.

My bodysuit is like a thong and does nothing to hide my ass in this position. My netted tights make me appear more sexual, and my boots are nine inches of red leather that go to just above my knees. Of all the times to be left alone with Kade! I mentally pat myself.

“How long are you going to be?” I ask, keeping my gaze fixed on my phone screen. “Will you still be here when my class begins? I’ll need to turn the lights out and the LEDs on.”

When he doesn’t respond right away, I glance up. He’s walking to the mirrors in front of me to go through his tool bag. He flips a hammer in his palm then checks his phone, staring at the screen before tossing it down.

“I’ll leave before your class starts. You can put the LEDs on now though. I’ll use a head torch.”

Seeing Kade working does things to me. Ewan has been trying to get him to work with his company for years, but he only does the odd job here and there.

University was his plan.

That’s where he’d vanished to, only coming back every now and again and ignoring me in the process. I’ve no idea why he’s home now.

Maybe he quit?

Once the lights are out, and a soft red glow takes over the room, I scroll through Spotify, finding “Skin” by Rihanna. Before pressing play, I finish my stretches and turn to Kade, who’s at the top of the ladder with his head in the ceiling.

“Are you sure you want to stay? This is like... a really slow dance routine.”

I feel my nerve endings catching fire as he lowers his head from ​the ceiling, his eyes lingering on me for a split second before he goes back to work.

The lyrics are about rough fucking, for crying out loud.

With my ex right here.

I could scream.

I mentally say a prayer for myself as I get into position. It’s not that I’m embarrassed; my classes aren’t for someone else’s pleasure. They’re for body positivity and feeling good about yourself, taking an hour away from real life and escaping reality.

But dancing the way I’m about to in front of him, especially with the way I get into the zone of things, I must say I’m a little nervous.

He’s seen me dancing, but not for a long time.

Hopefully he keeps his head in the ceiling.

The vocals start, and I lie back, raising one knee so my heel drags on the laminate, then the other, alternating for the introduction as my back arches off the floor. I flip onto my front, flicking my hair and leisurely, sultrily sliding up to sit on my haunches while my hands roam my body, my hips moving all the while.

Kade stays in the ceiling while I keep going, working up a sweat by the time I get to my feet. I slowly walk around the pole, then pivot around it twice, one hand exploring myself as the other grips the cold metal. My eyes lift to the mirrors, and I nearly stop moving.

He’s no longer in the ceiling – Kade’s leaning his elbows on top of the ladder, watching me as I slide my back down the pole to squat, twirling my hips as I descend.

I wrap my long ponytail around my fist. “Stop looking at me.”

He shakes his head.

I roll my eyes and keep going, trying to focus on my routine. ​But I can’t. He’s staring at the way my body moves to the beat, the rhythm of how I sway into each word she sings.

I abruptly stop and put my hands on my hips, facing him with a scowl. “You’re distracting me.”

Both his brows raise as he points at his chest. “Me? You’re the fucking distraction here.”

“I told you it was a slow song. If you don’t like it, then leave or pay attention to your work.”

I ignore whatever he mutters under his breath, stopping the song and putting it back to the beginning before I get back into my starting position on the floor. I’m far too hot, and I’m desperate to remove my tights.

The music takes hold of me, and this time he keeps himself busy while I do the entire routine, then a second time. On the third, I hear him huff and fold away his ladder. I don’t stop as he tidies up the corner, and I don’t look at him while I’m air walking on the pole as he walks right past to pack up his things in front of the mirror.

Rihanna stops, The Hills starts automatically, and I’m a panting mess on the floor, star-fishing while I attempt to cool down. Kade, in his navy-blue top and shorts, stops at my feet. His dark hair is messy, hanging over his forehead; a tattoo curls up from his collarbone, and his arms look stronger than before.

Kade’s blue eyes are burning into me.

“What?” I snap, still panting as The Hills get into the chorus.

“Base is going to message you.”

I sit up, perching on my elbows and crossing my legs at the knee. “And?”

Kade’s gaze drags up and down my body before his Adam’s ​apple works in his throat.

Hm, I’ve licked that throat.

“He wants to fuck you. Don’t bother.”

God, I should not be smirking right now. I also shouldn’t feel a tightness in my chest. Not because Base wants me, but because it seems to annoy Kade. A guy who apparently hates my guts and thinks I’m dead to him.

I tilt my head. “I wasn’t going to – not that it’s any of your business.”

He scoffs. “Not old enough for you?”

I sigh and get to my feet, still nowhere near his height even with my heeled boots on. “If you have something to say, then get it over with.”

Kade steps forward, his expression serious. The defined lines of his face are highlighted by the red LEDs, his eyelashes long and dark, the vein in his neck more noticeable the closer he gets.

“You want me to get it over with?”

I nod.

“Fine.”

He slowly eats up the distance between us, and my heart beats harder in my chest. My breathing becomes laboured, deeper, especially when he takes my hip and my throat, backing me up against the mirrored wall.

“I have plenty to say to you, but all I can think of is how sick you make me.”

I give him a teasing smile that touches my eyes. “That’s all?”

“I hate you.”

“Yeah?” I manage to respond, even as he closes the infinitesimal distance between us. We’re almost chest to chest. “Not as much as ​I hate you.”

His thumb strokes the side of my neck, and he might as well have shoved his face between my legs and sucked on my clit with how wet it makes me.

His jaw ticks. “Stay away from Base.” His grip tightens on my throat, and my eyes flutter with the sensation. “I don’t need you poisoning his mind as well.”

My knees shake, but as he goes to release me, I stop him, pressing his hand to my throat. It’s not the same as when Chris does it, and it feels good – a replacement for usually being terrified.

“You like that?” He stresses his words by cutting off my oxygen momentarily.

All I manage is a nod, and his eyes flash with something dark and sinister.

As he applies pressure to my throat, his thumb to my pulse, I remember what he said and decide to fuck with him. “I must admit, I’m tempted.” My voice is strained. “Base looks the wild type in bed.”

Lie. He knows I’m lying too. One, Base wants my best friend, and two, he’s Kade’s best friend. And three, I have no interest in the Russian Scot.

The hand that was on my hip is travelling up my side, burning a trail in its wake. Every touch from him is scorching; every touch goes straight to the coiling sensation that begins at the base of my spine. Our chests rise and fall in rhythm as we wait for the other person to speak, to fill the silence. Our bodies are so aware of each other, remembering all the times we’d been joined as one.

Seventeen minutes until class starts.

I must be insane, because although I want to slap Kade and call ​him every name I can think of, I also want him to lift me into his arms and fuck me senseless. I want all his anger pushing inside me. His rage. His harsh words against my ear as he makes me scream his name.

“If you’re going to do something, then hurry up.”

“I don’t want to go near you,” he replies, lowering his forehead to mine, his dilating eyes showing his lie. “I can’t stand you.”

His fingers tighten around my throat, and my pussy clenches.

My hand drops between us, feeling the hard ridges of his cock through his shorts. He’s so big and thick, just like I remember. My heated body also remembers, and it tenses along with Kade’s, a hiss dropping from his mouth as I squeeze the length of him.

I tilt my head, whispering in his ear, my lips grazing the shell, “If I disgust you so much, then why are you hard?”

He uses his grip on my neck to push me harder against the glass. “It means nothing.” Kade’s face comes closer to mine, his breath hitting my lips as his thumb presses just underneath my breast. “It’s a lie.”

He doesn’t stop me from rubbing my palm up and down the length of his cock through the material of his shorts. He twitches against my hand, and his breaths hit my cheek as they become heavier the harder he gets.

Kade’s grip grows tighter on my throat; his other hand stops at the strap of my bodysuit, and he curls his fingers under it and drags the strap down my shoulder with haunting slowness. My breast bounces free as the material slips beneath it.

Reaching under his waistband, I take his hard cock in my hand. He’s warm, smooth and the veins are as thick as ever. The ​same veins I’ve traced with my tongue once upon a time. “Does this make you sick, Kade? To have me touching you this way? Is this a lie too?”

He swallows, but the way he moves into my hand tells me he’s lying when he replies with gritted teeth, “Yes.”

I continue stroking him, swiping away the bead of wetness from the tip and lifting my thumb between us, so he can see me lick the precum.

His lips part gradually, his eyes heavy as he watches my tongue run up my thumb. I close my eyes to revel in the taste and lower my hand between us again, wrapping it around his thickness.

A moan slips from my lips as he pinches my nipple, my underwear drenched from the sting. Kade thrusts into my hand, breathing the same air as we both gasp.

My other hand fists the front of his top. “Will I stop?”

Right now, as he nudges my nose with his, pushing himself into my fist with a deep groan, I think he might kiss me. His lips are close to mine. But even though I’m touching him, I will never let him kiss me again. I slant my head to put distance between our mouths.

He grabs my jaw and shoves his thumb into my mouth, pressing on my tongue, before lowering his head and taking my nipple between his teeth. He sucks so hard, I think I might explode.

Kade sucks my breast into his mouth, his tongue circling my nipple as he fucks my hand. It’s enough to make me see stars in the room full of red.

His thumb slides from my mouth. I breathe, “You—”

Before I can finish what I’m about to say, the main entrance of the studio opens, and the sound of my girls chatting echoes down ​the hallway.

Kade stiffens and swears to himself, yanking away from me. He steps back to put distance between us as he stuffs his hard cock back into his shorts and grabs his phone from the floor.

When he sees how tented he is, he tucks himself up into his waistband, shakes his head at me and huffs as he drags a tattooed hand through his messed-up hair and down his face.

He looks mad – fuming. His jaw clenches, dark brows lowering to a scowl. His eyes follow my fingers as I pull the strap of my bodysuit back onto my shoulder, concealing my breast.

Everything within me is on fire, tingles reaching my toes.

“Relax,” I say through deep breaths, like it hadn’t made me feel alive – as if I hadn’t been asleep for two years and only just awoken from our temporary connection. “It means nothing, remember? It’s a lie.”

Kade shakes his head, glaring at me before walking out.

A text from Base pops up on my screen, asking if I could talk Luciella into a threesome, because it seems to be his last resort to getting what he wants. I kindly decline. Then I open Kade’s contact and try not to look at all our previous messages.

Me: You left your screwdriver here.

I lift the tool and flip it in my hand as my students walk in. One giggles that Kade Mitchell looked at her, and her friend mentions how angry he was, which only made him appear hotter. Another girl fans her face like she’s close to passing out.

My phone dings, informing me the message has bounced back, and I roll my eyes with a tut.

Still blocked, it seems.
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KADE

M

y hands are fucking shaking.

As soon as I get into my car, I slam the door with more force than necessary and grip my steering wheel until my knuckles turn white. Then my fist slams into it. Once. Twice. Three times. None of my anger fades; none of the thoughts slow down, not the way they used to when I lashed out.

Not when it comes to her.

I can’t see past my fingers clutching the leather of the wheel, can’t fill my lungs, can’t see past the blinding rage that surges through my veins from the sight of her. The sound ​of her voice, the feel of her soft skin. Every single thing about her pisses me off.

The erratic beats in my chest don’t calm down, even though she’s nowhere near me. She’s in that stupid building, dancing around unaffected like the venomous snake that she is.

Fuck.

What is she playing at?

The fuck am I playing at?

I’ve dodged her for the past two years. I kept my distance when I visited at the weekends. Yet here I am, sitting with a solid, raging hard-on, imagining fucking my sister’s best friend in every position possible.

All I wanted to do, when her hand was wrapped around me, was rip her clothes off and remind my dick what it feels like inside her. I wanted to have my fingers between her legs, to hear her moans in my ear as I sank into her. I wanted to bend her over and twist that idiotic ponytail around my fist while she screamed for me.

Jesus fucking Christ. If I wasn’t in a car park, I’d finish myself off.

As soon as her students leave, I’m going back in. This is just an itch to scratch. That’s all. I’ll fuck her against the wall and tell her to stay out of my way until I have to leave town again.

The fuck? No.

Then I’d just be playing into her little game of emotional fucking turmoil, and I refuse to go down that road again. Not this time. But I’d be lying if I said that seeing her tonight hadn’t woken a side of me that needed to touch every inch of her body.

Stupid urges.

Repress that shit.

That’s all they are. Urges. Because am I fuck ever going back to that​.

Not that I could, even if I wanted to.

Stacey Rhodes is the devil in disguise. She’s hot as hell on the outside, has a personality that makes you fall for her, but is utterly ugly and fake on the inside. My traitorous cock clearly doesn’t know the difference between a snake and an angel and needs to stand the fuck down.

The hard-on is painful, even as I adjust myself and lean back.

I shouldn’t have watched her dance. I shouldn’t have volunteered to fix the stupid ceiling. I should’ve known after seeing her at the party that I should be keeping my distance. Now my dick is twitching in my shorts and begging me not to drive away.

Did she reply to Base? He’s been saying for weeks that he wants her after seeing a video of her dancing with my sister. He’d messaged our group chat, asking if we thought he should send her a text. I ignored him obviously, but Dez told him to enjoy the full-on rejection she’d toss at him.

Which seemed to have egged him on more.

I nearly cracked his head open when they planned to partner up at the weekend. The girl on my lap was about to be thrown off me and a blade thrust through his skull.

She’d warp his mind like she did to me, and no one wants a broken Base.

But if he were to go there, I’d kill him. I’d regret it as soon as I did, but I would slaughter him in a heartbeat.

Impulsive. I’m far too impulsive.

Thank fuck I made my friends leave the party. I watched her through CCTV going to sleep in the guest room and felt like I could relax​.

But then Tylar left her on her own.

My obsessive tendencies – a trait pointed out by my old therapist – meant I kept checking on her. I couldn’t sit at peace without the need to make sure Base, or some other drunken wanker, hadn’t snuck into the bed against her will. I was fully prepared to sleep against the door with my gun, just to make sure that didn’t happen.

I’d quietly opened the door and ushered my dogs in with her, because I knew no one would try to slide into the room if they were there.

Plus, irritatingly, Milo and Hopper missed her.

I watched her sleep through the cameras and drank until I could barely see while she cuddled into our— my dogs.

But then she called, and I had to leave.

I got dressed, made sure my gun was fully loaded, and filled my holsters with blades and other weapons before leaving.

My phone dings – a reminder to download my boarding pass.

When Luciella said that Dad had booked two extra tickets so I could also visit, I’d thought about asking Dez to come with me instead. Not out of favouritism, but I didn’t want to spend the entire time listening to Base talking about how he should approach my bitch of an ex. He doesn’t know about our past – she begged me to keep it between us until she was ready to tell Luciella, so my best friend now wanting to screw her is just fucking great.

Maybe I’ll burn his passport before he can board?

No. Impulsive, controlling prick. They can do what they want. He’ll be the one to look like an idiot when she fucks him over. Because that’s what she does. She draws you in, feeds you lies and feelings and fake bullshit, only to drop it all on your head​.

To say that I’m a bitter cunt about it is an understatement.

I hate her with a fucking unrelenting passion.

I grab my packet of smokes and light one up, rereading the message I received in the studio. Safe to say my cock has gone soft.

Bernadette: You were warned not to make a mess. You had a contract to eliminate the owner, so why were eight bodies found at the casino?

Me: They shot at me first. What the fuck am I supposed to do?

Bernadette: Watch your tone. Do something for me.

An annoyed huff lets out, and I inhale as much smoke as possible to burn my lungs.

Me: What?

Bernadette: Come see me tonight.

I sigh, quickly firing back a response and hoping she leaves me alone.

Me: Can’t. Busy.

Bernadette: I wasn’t asking, Kade.

“Fuck’s sake,” I mutter, flicking my cigarette out the window.

Me: I fly to America in the morning. Have your husband fuck you instead.

As usual, her response is immediate.

Bernadette: You have an hour to get here, or there will be no visitation rights for your father for the next year.

I roll my eyes at her go-to threat, toss my phone on the passenger seat and head to her address while I play music. It’s loud enough to drown everything out.
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Bernadette is nearly forty, married with a kid nearly the same age as me. She can literally do whatever and whoever she wants, and her repulsive husband allows it. She approached me when I was nineteen, told me a bunch of lies about being able to help with my dad’s case and I’ve been trapped with her ever since.

I wanted to get the fuck away from her the first night I woke up after being drugged, but after everything she’s made me do – all the people I’ve killed for money – it’s not something I can walk away from, especially with clean hands.

When I buzz her gate, I try to form excuses that might keep her away from me, but I know there’s not a chance of that happening.

I open my glovebox for my safety net, tucking a gun she doesn’t know about into the back of my shorts, then pulling on my hat and flipping it backwards.

I quickly shoot a text to my assistant Barry, telling him that plans are still going ahead in America, to set up a meeting point and that I’ll be out of reach for the rest of the night.

I hide the messenger app I created for me and my team in a secured file, so Bernie won’t find it if she decides to go through my phone.

It started when I tried to kill Barry in England, only to find out he was innocent. He was my age and had a ten-grand bounty on his head. I helped him fake his death, and he became loyal, offered to work with me to help others like him. Over time, we created our own group to try rescue people trapped in the firm grip of the underworld.

All of them are free to leave my company, but none of them will. Not only do I pay them well, but they also get to travel, ​experience the adrenaline rush of fighting and saving, and they’re part of the family I somehow created. A group of ghosts – dead to the underworld but very much alive.

And I’m their leader.

A huff, a shake of my head and I head in.

Standing in the foyer, I watch Bernadette strut towards me with a glass of wine, her dyed-red hair bouncing, fake tits nearly falling out of her tight black dress. Her heels click on the white marble, and the sound vibrates through my body, nearly enough to make me visibly shiver. It aggravates so much that I can’t look her in the eye.

The woman is a blackmailing monster. Probably the worst kind I’ve had the displeasure of meeting. Bernadette’s nails drag along my chest as she passes by me, and I follow her into the office.

She pulls out a folder and slams it down on her desk between us.

“Bryan Tiernan,” she says, flipping it open to an image of his broken face, “filed two charges against you this morning. Assault and arson. I had to pay him off and tell him not to speak a word of it again. Care to explain why you’re attacking random people in their homes then setting it alight?”

I stay silent. Tap my fingers on the armrests. I should’ve killed him like I killed the last guy she slept with.

No one fucks Stacey and gets away with it. I can’t have her, but nobody else will.

“I can’t keep covering for you when you go off course. I tell you who your targets are. I don’t need to make sure things like this aren’t happening.” She points at the paperwork, teeth bared. “You weren’t trained like this. You had no reason to break into his house ​and hold him at gunpoint, and you certainly had no reason to beat him until he was nearly unrecognisable. This could have easily been an attempted murder case. What if one of my colleagues got the report instead of me?”

I shrug.

That pisses her off enough to grit out, “Why. Did. You. Do. It?”

I lean back in the chair, resting my ankle on my knee. “I had my reasons.”

She raises a perfectly plucked brow. “Care to explain them?”

“Nope.” I’m unhinged – that’s the only explanation. “It’s none of your business.”

She snarls, leaning forward. “Careful, Kade. I can easily hand over your file and have you locked up for the rest of your life. They’ll stick you in a facility like your father.”

When I stare at her, attempting to tamp down my anger, she smirks and closes the file. Not the first time she’s said something along those lines, and she has enough power to do just that. She does run an entire empire in the underworld and holds a senior rank in Police Scotland.

I have nowhere to run.

“However, you are going away for a while, and as much as you’ll be doing work for me in America, I’ll miss you dearly.” She walks around the desk; pulls herself onto it in front of me. “Archie will be home in an hour. Will we wait for him to join us, or will I show you our new pet now?”

My eye twitches. “New pet?” I don’t like the sound of that. “Meaning?”

Bernadette grins, kicking off her heels and settling her feet right ​between my legs. Her dress rides up her thighs, showing me that she’s bare beneath. No underwear. No boundaries. No fucking shame.

I fight a grimace and look away.

“You’ll like her.” She hops off the desk. “Follow me.”

On the third floor, she chuckles and turns to me. “Remember when we had Rachel join us? Well, she’s even prettier. And more adventurous.”

I might just shoot myself in the head right now. The gun is burning into my back, begging to be used.

But if I kill her or myself, my entire family will be obliterated – Bernadette’s annoying tripwire if I ever turn on them.

If I refuse to do certain work, Luciella gets threatened. If I refuse to fuck someone, then Dad doesn’t see my mother for weeks.

No one in my family knows the reasons behind their bad luck. I’m apparently a university student, living his life in Stirling.

But that’s far from the truth.

One day, I’ll get away from her; I’ll escape this life.

When she opens the door to reveal a blonde fingering herself on a four-poster bed, moaning and writhing on the velvet sheets, Bernadette tells me to unzip her dress, and I pray this will be a quick night.

But then she pushes the needle into my neck and any chance of that goes out the fucking window.
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KADE

FLASHBACK 1

THREE YEARS AGO

T

hree tents are pitched. One for me and my friends. One for Luciella and hers. And far away from the group of eighteen-year-olds – bar Base and Dez being twenty – are Mum and Ewan.

She is here.

Not that I’d ever have the balls to talk to her nicely.

Ever since we were fifteen, I’ve gone out of my way to piss her off.

Points for maturity.

Me and Base sit on the log in front of the fire, him passing me the joint when Mum and Luciella aren’t looking, while the ​girls attempt to make their own fire.

I train my eyes on a certain dark-haired specimen while my friend talks about his weekend in Moscow. Stacey laughs at something Tylar said.

She’s not even funny.

“Fuck being in a relationship,” Base says as he looks at people kissing. “It’s hard to find loyalty.”

I snort, looking away when her eyes find mine. “You have the biggest choice out of us all since you fuck both men and women.”

He passes me the joint, blowing out smoke. “There’s a difference. I’m sexually attracted to both, but emotionally and romantically, I could only ever date a woman. Does that make sense?”

“It does.” Base took ages to come out and say he was bisexual, worried we’d view him differently, but we all got drunk and celebrated instead.

“It doesn’t mean I have a bigger choice. Like, no offence, mate, but I wouldn’t go near you. You’re too tall and I reckon you’d be dominant. I’d fuck Dez though, but don’t tell him I said that.”

I chuckle. “I won’t.”

For the next five minutes, Base texts on his phone while I people-watch. The guys have coolers filled with beer outside the twelve-man tent, and some of them are chatting with the girls.

“What about you?” Base eventually asks.

I frown, opening another beer. “Me?”

He nods. “I’ve never seen you with anyone. Me and Dez spoke about it a few times. We reckon you’re a virgin.” He winces. “That sounded bad. I don’t mean it that way. You just don’t spare anyone a glance.”

I go silent, wondering if I should stand up and walk away before ​I punch him or admit that I’ve never been attracted to anyone, or had the urge to kiss or fuck or anything like they do. I’ve never had a one-night stand like they all have.

I used to be embarrassed about it, but I guess I don’t really give a fuck anymore.

It’s not like I’m completely devoid of sexual arousal – my hand does a good-enough job without emotions or the feeling of someone else doing it.

No – one person is on my mind. She’s my sister’s best friend and she hates me.

My eyes search the campsite until they land on her, sipping her drink and staring at the barely lit fire. I’ve figured out a lot about her by watching what she does. She’s not very sociable, doesn’t talk that much. She’s a fantastic dancer. I may have walked in on her stretching at the studio once, and the image of her bending over has imprinted on my mind.

She has a few tattoos. Nothing drastic. She suits them.

She smiles at something Dez says, and my hand grips my beer. As much as she looks innocent and sweet, she’s annoying; steals cigarettes out my mouth and walks away, rolls her eyes when I correct her, even if I’m right. She’s called me every name under the sun, and it makes my day ten times better.

I shouldn’t look at my sister’s best friend the way I do, but when Stacey Rhodes walks into the room, you can’t not look.

She glances at me again, but this time, I stare back, feeling the cool air against my neck.

Base nudges my shoulder, and I break her gaze. “So, are you?”

I look at him as he sparks another cigarette. “Am I what?​”

“A virgin?” he asks. “You can tell me. I’ll help you get laid.”

I grind my teeth. “Fuck off.”

Base laughs through the smoke. “Relax. I’m not trying to make fun of you.”

I hum and stand up. “Don’t ask me that again.”

He raises his hands. “Fine. Anyway, we should tell the girls to sit with us,” Base says as he follows me to the tent to grab another beer. “Their fire is pathetic and I’m liking your sister’s ass. That’s allowed, right? Or do you have rules?”

I scoff. “You can do what you want with Luciella, but don’t give me any details. I mean it. And hurt her, I’ll strangle you.”

He laughs then tips his beer towards the girls. “And Stacey. She seems to get hotter every time we see her. How is that even legal?”

Tossing my friend into a fire could be passed off as an accident, right?

I huff when the girls join us, sitting in a circle around our fire. Music plays, people talking among themselves, and I focus on the flames.

Through the fire, I see her again. This time, she’s already looking at me. There’s a jolt in my stomach, then a flutter.

I don’t know how to stop feeling this way.

When they all decide to play a game of dares, I huff and contemplate going to the tent to sleep. I lean my elbows on my knees. “I’m not playing dares when my fucking sister is here.”

Dez speaks next. “Right. Why don’t we have a rule that you need to go into one of the tents to complete the dare in two minutes? That way it’s more private.”

“Sorry to break it to you, but I last a lot longer than two minutes,” Base says, smirking as he drinks his beer. “But I can make an exception ​if it’s a certain blonde.”

“Shut up, Sebastian,” Luciella retorts.

They argue back and forth until she gives up, and Tylar makes the first dare for someone to down their beer. The next is for someone to take their top off, and the third is for Dez to run around the campsite naked.

“I dare Luciella to kiss me,” Base says, and I drop my head at his desperation. “Let’s go, princess. I hope you’re ready for two minutes in heaven.”

“What happens if I say no?” she asks, crossing her arms. “I can’t kiss him!” My sister looks at me. “Tell them I can’t!”

I shrug. “Do what you want.”

She levels me with a deadly look of betrayal before her nostrils flare. She gets to her feet and follows Base into the tent. He zips it up, and someone starts the timer.

To pass time, I sit on my phone, scrolling through social media. I click on a certain profile. I want to follow her, but she’d probably block me.

I click on her tagged photos, angling my screen so no one can see. Hanging upside down on an aerial hoop, Stacey wears a red bodysuit, showing off her incredible flexibility.

I screenshot it.

The tent unzips, and I click off my screen. Base gives us the thumbs up, and Luciella looks like she wants to kill someone.

Dez and Tylar are dared next, then three others. The dares get a little more intimate, and the timer gets longer to a point that I kind of panic.

Stacey hasn’t been dared to do anything with anyone, and ​neither have I.

“Kade,” Tylar says, grinning.

My soul leaves my body with the look she gives me.

“I dare you to make out with Stacey.”

I nearly drop my phone.

“What?” Luciella sounds disgusted. “Are you joking right now?”

“You just kissed Base,” Tylar says with a wave of her hand. She tilts her head at Stacey. “Go on then.”

“I’m going to bed,” my sister says with a grimace.

“You want me to keep you warm?” Base asks.

She fakes a smile. “I’d rather burn in hell, but thanks.”

Everyone laughs, but I stay silent, watching the flames and wondering if it’s possible to disappear. Breathing heavily through my nose, I glance at Stacey getting to her feet.

Oh shit. This is happening.

Nope. I can’t fucking kiss her.

I know I’m turning the brightest shade of red, hands shaking.

I watch the girl I’ve obsessed over since I was fifteen strut towards the tent with no care in the world, her hips swaying, hair falling down her back – frozen until Base taps me.

It’s only a kiss. I’m fucking old enough to handle a kiss.

I’ll know what to do. I’m not going to make a cunt of myself by messing up. She’s probably kissed loads of people, and this is nothing.

I think I’m going to pass out.

I follow, thankful for the music playing – it drowns out the thoughts going wild in my head. Stacey goes in first, and I zip the tent up again once I’m inside.

Without hesitation, Stacey sits, facing me. “We can pretend if you ​want. I know you’d rather be doing this with anyone else. I won’t be offended. Really.”

Well I’m fucking offended.

The view I have is delightful as her dress rides up her thighs, but before I can pitch in my shorts, I drop down to my haunches, mirroring her. “If you’re scared, you can admit it.” I don’t know how I manage to say that without throwing up. “Do you want to pretend?”

She clears her throat, fidgeting her fingers. “We have two minutes. I think thirty seconds have already gone by.”

I nod. “Okay.”

“Okay,” she counters. “Is it a full kiss?”

“Tylar said ‘make out with Stacey’.”

I want to move the strand of hair from her face, but I fist my hands instead.

“Don’t laugh,” she says, chewing on her lip, “but I haven’t done this before.”

I inwardly sigh in relief, inching my body forward until our knees touch. “Neither have I.” Stacey’s gaze widens, but I continue before she can talk. “Just close your eyes.”

“Don’t lie to make me feel better. We all know about your reputation.”

I narrow my eyes. “Meaning?”

She raises a shoulder. “You know what I mean.” Then she shakes her head. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Any reputation I have like that is a lie,” I say, turning the setting of the torch to a soft glow. “A lot of people talk shit about me to get themselves seen or to get a story. I’m in the same boat as you here. Okay?”

She swallows, and I watch her throat move. “Okay,” she quietly ​responds.

“Close your eyes and stop being nervous,” I say as my entire body fights a tremble.

Her eyelids close, dark lashes, thick and long, settling under her eyes on the soft skin. “Don’t laugh if I do it wrong.”

For a second, I look at her, as if I haven’t a million times already, allowing myself to study each freckle close up, her perfect cheekbones, the way her dark hair curls around her face and cascades around her. She licks her lips, and my eyes are drawn to the act. They’re naturally plump, a deep shade of pink, and she always bites the bottom one.

My breaths are heavy through my nostrils as I lean forward, closing my own eyes. Heart racing to a dangerous rate, my nose glides against the side of hers until our lips are aligned, and I hesitate.

I’m going to fuck this up. Heat is radiating around us, and I can’t fucking breathe. There’s a pain building in my chest.

Panic slams into me, and I ease back an inch, about to tell her we’ll just pretend to everyone. But Stacey pushes forward and presses her lips to mine, and the world stands still, time halting. “Broken” by Lovelytheband fades, and so do the giggles and chatter of the group nearby, until it’s just me and Stacey.

Her palms slide up my chest to rest on my shoulders, and I bristle from the touch, unsure how I feel about it. She notices the way I freeze mid-kiss and removes her hands. “Sorry if I...”

I grab her before she can shy away, pull her back to me and reciprocate the kiss. It’s firm yet gentle, and as I go in for a second, more relaxed kiss, her tight grip returns on my shoulders.

I’ve wanted to do this since I was fifteen but never had the balls to approach her. As hot as she is, she’s terrifying when it comes to cursing ​me out. In all honesty, I think she’d run in the opposite direction if this wasn’t a dare.

The thought annoys me.

We tilt our heads in sync, and the kiss deepens to a point that I suddenly need to part my lips and taste her tongue, to touch her with my hands, to discover how delicate her face feels under my palms, but I don’t want to scare her off. Instead, I kiss her bottom lip, then the top, sucking lightly each time. She bunches the material of my top into her fists.

I don’t like touch. It makes me feel uneasy, but my hand has a mind of its own as I feel the sharpness of her jawline, gliding my fingers up until they’re brushing into her thick hair.

Stacey shivers in my hold, and I want her to do it again, to show that she can react to me. It’s addictive.

She drags my bottom lip between her teeth, sending blood to my cock.

My thumb strokes the soft skin under her eye, and just as both of our lips part, and I feel the heat from our mouths and tongues, Base – the dick – calls out, “Time’s up!”

Neither of us stop. Stacey moves her hands to both sides of my face and kisses me harder, coming closer until my fingers curl at her nape. A tingling sensation shoots to my chest and triggers something animalistic in me. She whimpers as I possessively snake my arm around the small of her back and pull her to me.

“Keep going,” she orders, panting against my mouth, and I nod, breathing heavily.

She’s so warm and comfortable. No bad thoughts are running rampant in my mind, telling me to get away from her​.

Everything is calm. Everything is quiet. Everything is okay.

The tip of my tongue darts against hers, and I groan accidentally, yanking her even closer as her legs part around my knees so she’s nearly in my lap. She tastes just as I expected. Sweet and fruity, with a hint of mint to cover the smoke she has now and again. Stacey Rhodes tastes fucking divine. Addictive.

I eliminate any space between us until she’s sitting on me, causing heat to build at the base of my spine. Harder than a rock, I try to keep her at a safe distance, so I don’t freak her out.

Her fingers bury into my hair, tugging it as her tongue moves against mine. She’s devouring me, and I’m letting her. Hungrily, we swallow each sigh we drop, and I’m getting fucking harder. Especially when she brackets her hips at my waist.

I can feel her smile against my mouth.

And then... butterflies. I have fucking butterflies while kissing someone. What the fuck is wrong with me?

“Hey,” Base says, hitting the fabric of the tent. “Will we keep playing without you?”

Stacey pulls away first, falling from my lap, and I’m certain I hear her squeak. “Oh shit,” she mutters. “We’re coming!”

“Too much info, Rhodes.”

From what I can see, her pupils are dilated, her cheeks flushed, and her chest is rising and falling uncontrollably.

I want to kiss her again, but as she gets to her feet and hurries out without giving me any words, the bubble bursts, and the moment is gone.
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KADE

M

y phone rings, pulling me out of the dream I wish I could erase from my memory. As much as reliving that night makes me want to smash everything in the room, it keeps me grounded when I’m in positions like I am now.

My mind always goes back to her when I lose control, blacking out, and when my body betrays me. Memories play out like fucking nightmares, mocking me for what we had and what she destroyed.

My phone rings again, my sister’s name flashing up on the screen.

Shit.

I untangle myself from two sets of arms and legs, naked ​and slick with sweat and God knows what else. Bernadette groans, but instead of waking and yelling at me to go back to sleep, she reaches for... whatever her name is and cuddles into her tits like they’re cushions.

Messages fill my screen, from Luciella and my mum. I have fifteen missed calls.

Luciella: Where the fuck are you? We leave for the airport in an hour!

Luciella: Base is here, and he said he hasn’t heard from you. If you don’t get home soon, I will leave without you!

Luciella: Answer the phone, you dickhead!

Mum: Your dad is happy you’re joining us; he hasn’t stopped smiling. This means a lot to him, sweetheart. I’m glad you’re putting aside everything that’s happened and coming to visit. I’ll see you soon.

Not going to lie, the last one hurt. Our last encounter ended with me flipping a table and storming out of the meeting area after him bringing up Stacey and our split.

Another text appears as I type a reply to Luciella, telling her to calm her shit. I read it twice and my right eye twitches.

Base: Get out of whoever’s bed you’re in and move your fucking ass before I track you down. I need to go pick up Stacey (high-five me if I get a kiss) but am I fuck going to America without you.

I scowl at the message. I read it again and again and again. Why the hell is he picking her up? His bracketed text fucks me off more than I’d like to admit. Stacey won’t kiss him for picking her up. Perhaps he noticed how I go silent and stare at her whenever she’s around, and he’s trying to piss me off?

I dodge a hand trying to wrap around my waist and sit on the edge of the bed. I read the text again and my thumbs start to type ​before my brain can catch up to what I’m saying.

Me: I’m heading home now. I’ll get Stacey on the way.

I fume at myself but don’t take the words back. She lives on the opposite side of town from Bernadette. But as I said, I’m an impulsive, controlling prick and I refuse to let him go anywhere near her if I can help it.

It’s a lie, I’d said while her hand was wrapped around my cock, and that alone was the biggest fucking lie.

I wish I could erase her from my life.

Even when I’m working in different countries, I’m checking her social media like a stalker, logging into the CCTV to watch her walk into the studio or around the manor, or asking Luciella about their weekend plans just to know what they’re getting up to. I even hacked my sister’s phone to read their messages once, and it was the biggest regret of my life.

Two years of obsessing over a girl who drove me to insanity.

I type back another response to Luciella, telling her that I’m en route before I tug my clothes back on and tuck my gun – which I slid under the bed without Bernadette seeing – into the back of my shorts.

Where the fuck is my hat?

Once I take a piss, noticing the scratches on my cheek and the multiple bite marks on my neck and chest, I soak my face in cold water and debate shooting Bernadette while she’s asleep.

Maybe I’ll suffocate her with a pillow and make it look like the other girl did it.

Too risky. As much as I’d love to end her, I can’t. I have too much emotional baggage to risk it. Maybe I should take a leaf ​out of my dad’s book and not give a fuck about anyone. Everyone seems to think I’m just like him – might as well prove them right by killing the head of the Scottish underworld.

Archie greets me halfway down the steps. “Morning,” he says, holding a coffee in one hand, a bowl filled with boiled eggs in the other. “She didn’t keep you up all night, did she?”

I scoff out a laugh and ignore him.

This man is deranged. A political leader who works with numerous charities for animals, schools and victims of all kinds of abuse, yet the sick fuck was perfectly fine with having a forced threesome with teenage me then abusing me after I passed out. He was fine with feeding me drugs and booze while I begged to leave the house.

He was fine with watching me kill. Watching me torture people who’d wronged them.

He was fine with weaponising me, a rage-filled kid desperate to keep his family safe, blackmailing me so I can’t ever stop. I did move to Stirling and buy an apartment with the money I earned from the contracts, in the hope they’d lay off me, but they still have their claws in me. Hotels rooms and yachts. Cars and clubs. Anywhere they can have me, they do.

I want to kill him the most. His time will come.

Here he stands with a smile, in a silk robe, asking me if his wife kept me up all night. I want to kick him back down the stairs and make him choke on his fucking boiled eggs.

My shoulder hits his arm as I storm past him, down the steps two at a time until I reach my car, where it takes me ten minutes to control my breathing​.

I pull my phone out, open my secret folder and send Barry a message that I’m contactable for the next few days. He lets me know that two cars have been sitting outside, waiting for me.

Always waiting.

I might not fear much, but that doesn’t mean I don’t need my own security team. They’re always there. Out of sight but ready for anything thrown my way.

Bernadette doesn’t know about them obviously, because they’re there to protect me from her twisted games. She likes to play them when I piss her off – randomly sending someone to try to beat the shit out of me or shoot me somewhere non-fatal.

Everyone she’s sent so far has turned up dead, without the need to use my guards. If she didn’t want her men killed, then she shouldn’t have sent me away to different countries for intense training in weapons and martial arts.

My team doesn’t know how extreme it gets with Bernadette and her husband, and if I can help it, I’ll keep it that way. They’re my soldiers – one word that I’m abused, and they’ll open fire and lose their lives.

I have hundreds beneath me, but Bernadette has tens of thousands. I know the probability of surviving that kind of war.

I turn on my engine, still controlling my breathing and the need to go in there and put a bullet between everyone’s eyes. I’m pissed off more than usual, probably because of Base’s message.

After a night of hell and threats and unwanted sex, all I’m thinking about is what Stacey replied to Base. If he’s said he’s picking her up then, surely, she must’ve accepted his offer?

Fuck, I hope not. I’m in no mood for drama. Thankfully, Jason ​isn’t going to America, eliminating that issue. I’d rather drown myself than spend any time with him.

The sun is starting to rise as Stacey’s estate comes into view, and when I stop outside her house, I hide the gun back in my glovebox.

I look up at her window; the curtains are closed but for the small gap she usually leaves in the middle, so the sun can wake her. Despite what happened, I’m drawn to her so much that I’ve climbed up to her window four times over the last two years and watched her sleep. Even contemplated sneaking in once.

I could do it now, right?

Fuck, no. I need to repress all these impulsive thoughts.

I turn down my music, pull out my phone and stare at her contact details.

Freckles.

She’s been blocked for nearly two years. I doubt she even attempted to message me within that time period. She probably deleted my number and moved on to the next sad bastard to poison.

I stare at the last messages between us.

Freckles: She’s asleep now. Meet you at the pool house?

Me: I’ll race you.

Freckles: I always win, remember?

Only hours later, the messages went from cute and playful to desperate and pleading.

Freckles: Please answer the phone, Kade. Let me explain.

Freckles: I want to fix this. Please.

Loads of missed calls, and, a week later, she says:

Freckles: Luciella said you moved out. Where did you go? Please talk to me. I love you​.

That last part made me go feral. I’d taken my first line of coke that night and gone on a four-day bender with Base in America.

I love you. Nope, she didn’t love me. She had no idea what love was. I blocked her right after I typed several responses without sending any.

It was only days later that Bernadette approached me outside of the dance studio as I contemplated going in, and I wish so fucking much I’d walked away from her false offer.

Gritting my teeth, raging at myself for reading the messages again – something I’ve done a billion times while off my head on drugs or drowning myself in booze – I do the unthinkable.

I unblock her number.

My blood is roaring in my ears, fingers trembling as I change her contact name and type a message to her.

Me: I’m outside.

There. Simple and straight to the point. No need to overcomplicate it. After two years of keeping my distance, I broke my rules by following her to the front gate, by watching her dance, by approaching her and letting her touch me, by letting myself remember every sound she’d ever made for me.

When her hand wrapped around my cock – the lie that wasn’t a lie – I forgot what she’d done. But I remember now. And I refuse to let her fuck with my head again.

My heart races as soon as my phone vibrates in my hand, nerves shattering into fragments at her three-word response. I’m a pathetic piece of shit.

Stacey: Well hello, stranger.

I stop my lips from tugging up into a smirk, my chest tightening ​as I swallow. “Waste Love” begins playing, and I turn it up slightly, but not loud enough to wake her family. I remember her saying her stepmother hated visitors, hated anyone in the house, which is why I was always climbing through her window.

Me: Move or I’ll drive away.

She types, deletes, types, deletes. I nearly send another message when she responds.

Stacey: I’m rolling my eyes at you. Be 5 mins.

Her bedroom light turns on, the curtains opening to reveal her glancing down at me in only her bra. My skin prickles with goosebumps at the fresh memory of my mouth on her tit, heat rushing up my spine and making my dick twitch.

After a longer second of our eyes clashing without looking away, she gives me the middle finger and vanishes from my view.

Little shit.

I don’t block her again, but I do swipe up on the chat box and instantly despise myself as I read all our older messages. Mostly flirty and teasing, telling the other that they’re fuckably hot while in the same room as my family. Pictures from trips that we’d secretly taken. I want to scrap them all, but when my finger hovers over the delete-all button, I decide not to.

After I was dared to kiss her years ago, I lasted all but a few days before cornering her in my kitchen and daring her to kiss me again while no one was around. I pulled her onto the countertop and let my hands roam her body, close to having a panic attack from thinking I would do something wrong.

That version of myself doesn’t exist now. I don’t get anxiety around her because she’s pretty and I have no idea what to do with ​her. No, I reckon if I fucked her now, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from strangling her to death.

The anchor who broke me.

Fucking ridiculous.

She appears nearly fifteen minutes later, rushing out with a suitcase rolling behind her and a bag over her shoulder. I should get out and help her, but I pop the boot and relax into my seat instead.

I shouldn’t be nervous. I shouldn’t be wondering what to say to her. I definitely shouldn’t be thinking about her words to me last night.

Relax. It means nothing.

I guess it never had. Not to her.

I gulp down air as she drops into the passenger seat in a band top and jeans. Her perfume and shampoo take over all my senses, and I have to roll down my window more and light up a cigarette to block them out.

Stacey leans forward, looking up at her window. When I follow her eyes, I see a shadow standing there, but whoever it is quickly shuts her curtains.

Must be her stepbrother Kyle. I never met him because he was always away studying, but she spoke highly about him often.

She doesn’t say anything as she clips in her belt, or when she pulls out her phone and starts scrolling social media, ignoring whatever messages keep popping up on her screen.

Not a hello. Not a hey, what happened last night was a mistake, not a fucking word about it. Fine. I won’t bring it up either.

It shouldn’t annoy me this much.

As I drive out of her estate, I turn up the music. But when I go ​to press the accelerator, I chance a look at her as if I’m looking for traffic, and my eyes drop to her neck.

My brows furrow, and I almost stop the car to inspect the bruises she’s tried to hide with make-up.

My first instinct is to hunt down whoever hurt her and kill them, but then I remember the way I grabbed her at the studio, and I grip the steering wheel tighter.

Surely I didn’t cause those bruises? I didn’t... Fuck. No, I wouldn’t hurt her. She wanted me to hold her firmly.

I should pull over and apologise right now. I should tell her that I never meant to mark her. I’m not a psychopath that hurts the people I care about. Yeah, I’ve shot people in the head or disfigured them, and I’ve tortured people for information to help Bernadette, but never have I lifted a hand to Stacey.

Fuck. Maybe I did do that. Maybe the hold I had on her throat last night was tighter than I thought. Maybe everyone’s right, and I am like my dad and out of touch with reality.

A lump sticks in my throat, and I run through every possible way to say sorry.

But then my sister calls her, and she turns off my music to speak. She tells her we’re on our way, groans and asks her to stop shouting, then huffs and hangs up.

“They’re leaving now. They don’t want to be late. They’ll get us at the airport.”

She trains her gaze on the scratch on my cheek; the obvious bite marks on the side of my neck. I probably smell like sex too. If any of it bothers her, she doesn’t show it as she goes back to typing on her phone​.

Why would she care? She’s heartless.

She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear then leans down to grab something from her handbag at her feet. My eyes fall on our initials woven together on the exposed part of her back. I shake my head and look away.

I light another cigarette and turn up the rock music.

When we get to the manor, she walks my dogs while I shower and dress. She chats with the staff; I glare at them. We don’t talk on the way to the airport, or while we’re stuck in a traffic jam that doesn’t seem to be moving.

I keep looking at her throat, noticing that she’s touched up her make-up and the bruises are barely visible now. Maybe it wasn’t from the studio, and like me, she was fucking someone else last night.

The thought irks me enough to clench my jaw. I’m a walking, talking contradiction.

You don’t hate her, son. You’re just mad at her, my dad had said when I last visited.

But he’s a liar. I do hate her. I’m not trembling with anxiety because I’m mad at her – I’m fucking losing it because all I can think about is her with him.

“Shit,” she blurts out. “The motorway got closed off from a bad crash. That’s why we’re stuck here.”

I frown. “Does it say how long until it’s cleared?”

“Could be hours,” she replies, slouching. “We’ll definitely miss our flight. I’ll tell Lu.”

And to make things even better, we do miss our flight, and the next one from Glasgow isn’t for two days. Instead, we have to drive to Edinburgh, book the only hotel near the airport with any ​availability and wait until tomorrow to fly out.

Base wishes me good luck, and I swipe away from Bernadette’s message regarding a contract. She tracks my every move – the ones I allow her to track anyway – so she knows where I’m heading.

I spy one of my cars nearby – Barry is sitting in the passenger seat with a laptop. I nod at him on the way in, and four guards dressed casually walk behind us, staying far enough back that Stacey doesn’t catch on.

When we reach the hotel reception, I’m certain someone is playing a joke on me. I’m fully expecting someone to jump out of a plant pot with a camera.

Stacey turning a shade of white just adds to my annoyance.

There’s only one fucking room available.
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STACEY

K

yle: Was that Kade Mitchell?

Kyle: Wait... Am I losing my mind right now? Are you hanging out with the Tobias Mitchell’s kids? Is Lucy Luciella? The twin?

Kyle: I know I’m being the overbearing big brother here, but do you know who he is? Have the twins given you fake names? Shit. Do you remember our emergency code if you need me to come and get you?

I lie in the small double bed, reading each text. Attached in his next message, he sends news articles dated from when Tobias Mitchell was arrested. Psychotic killer ordered to live ​out his life sentence in an institution. One of them has a picture of Kade and Lu as kids, smiling with their dad in an artificial park within his institution in America.

Legendary Tobias Mitchell finally granted visitation with his children.

There are related articles at the bottom of the page, and I click on the one about Aria. Doctor Miller finally finds true love with a former flame. But what does Tobias think? Somehow, they got a hold of their wedding photo, where the twins are around seven years old. Lu has a huge grin, Kade is scowling and their big brother Jason, who is eleven years older, has his hands on their shoulders.

I remember I used to think he was a son of Tobias too, but he looks like Ewan. Aria isn’t his mum, but she treats him the same as she does Kade and Lu, especially since his biological mother overdosed a few years ago.

He’s been a ghost to the family for a while now.

The last article I read is from two months ago – Kade with a cigarette hanging from his mouth, leaving a nightclub in London with a girl on his arm. They call the brunette brave then go into detail about the pair sharing a hotel room, which she left a few hours later with messy hair.

I close the browser.

Kyle sends another message, asking if this is a code red.

I’ve only been able to read his texts. When we were in the car, my phone wouldn’t stop buzzing, and the last thing I wanted to do was discuss Kade with my stepbrother while sitting in the passenger seat.

It was awkward when he first picked me up because I had no ​idea what to say, especially after what happened in the studio, but I grew less anxious when no rude comments came from him. It was a comfortable silence I’ve had many times with that side of him.

Well, the version I had to myself for nearly a year. The version that held my hand under the covers and smiled at me when no one was looking. Kissed me in the pool house. In the car. In random hotel rooms all over the world while we watched The Greatest Showman for the billionth time.

The version I’ve missed every day since he walked out of my life – and I let him.

That side of him quickly shrank back into its shell when he tossed his bag into our room and stormed off, muttering a fuck’s sake under his breath hours ago. I’d sat on the small bed, kicked off my shoes and pulled the duvet over me, and I’ve been here ever since.

He’s back to his usual dickish self. I won’t be surprised if he’s drunk in the bar downstairs or in a taxi on his way to a random girl’s house.

Should I text him and ask if he wants to grab food, or will he tell me to go fuck myself?

On cue, my phone dings, and my heart stops, thinking it’s him. But it’s Kyle sending a question mark.

I forgot to reply. No doubt he’s sweating and pacing the floor, worrying about my safety. He really is the total opposite of his younger brother.

Me: Sorry. My phone was on silent! I’m okay. Promise me you won’t tell Nora or Chris who they are. I don’t want them freaking out. But yes, they are his kids.

A few minutes pass, then my screen lights up once more​.

Kyle: Fucking hell. Yeah, sound – I won’t say anything. What are they like? Cool? Dickheads? Do they boast about who their dad is? I read something about Kade being exactly like that psycho. Did you see the article on him when he was 12? It says he has death in his eyes. The fuck does that even mean? Oh shit, I don’t think I want to know, but you aren’t dating him, are you?

I sigh, shaking my head. Some of these articles are ridiculous. If these reporters knew the side of Kade I did, they’d never say those things about him. Regardless of how he acts now.

Tobias struggled with every emotion and had no idea how to control them. Whereas his son can feel them to some extent, can certainly show them when he’s comfortable enough and doesn’t go on a killing spree when things don’t go his way.

I reread the last part of Kyle’s text, narrowing my eyes. I’m not about to tell him that Kade is my ex or that we have a heavy history that could write an entire book.

I’m not going to tell him that one time, while he was knocking on my room door to see if I needed anything from the shop, Kade had me pinned to the floor with his hand wrapped around my throat, tight enough to nearly cut off my oxygen supply while roughly fucking me.

No. I definitely won’t tell him that.

Another message, and I huff.

Kyle: I’m uncomfortable with the delayed response. I wish to retract my question.

Me: Shut up. I’m not dating him. And they’re normal people.

Kyle: Okay. Cool. I thought your flight was hours ago? How do you have a signal​?

Me: I missed it. I need to stay in a hotel until tomorrow.

Kyle: With the psychopath’s son? Damn.

Kyle: Remember... orange emoji with your location and I’ll be there.

I send him an okay, and he goes offline. I’ve blocked Chris thankfully. When the first string of abusive messages came in as soon as I sat in the car, I made sure he couldn’t contact me for the remainder of the trip. My body still aches from his violent “lesson” last night. I don’t think the bruises and cuts are too noticeable, but I used a thick concealer to cover them up, just in case.

Is it bad that I welcome his fists? If he didn’t hurt me that way, he might resort to sexual attacks, and I’ll die before I allow that.

It’s the middle of the afternoon, but I didn’t sleep much last night. I yawn, stretch under the covers and quickly text Kade to tell him I’m going for a nap. He reads it, and when ten minutes pass without a response, I sigh and put my phone on charge. As soon as my head hits the pillow, I’m out.
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It’s been hours since I woke up and there’s still no sign of Kade. TV is boring, social media is dead, and I keep rereading the same line of a rom-com book and failing to register the words. It’s late, the light from a lamppost shines through the window, rain pelting the glass, and I’m in dire need of a cold can of juice.

I’m starving too. I think the entire hotel can hear every time my stomach growls at me to feed it. But my laziness has so far won, and I’ve settled on the bottle of water from the mini fridge.

Did I go through his things hunting for a snack and settle on ​stealing his crisps? Yes. Yes, I did.

Luciella called. They landed an hour ago. She said she was close to punching Base in the face and sending him home. She didn’t appreciate him suggesting a quickie to get them both in the mile-high club. She hung up on me when I started laughing.

A beep sounds from the door, and it swings open, banging off the wall. I shouldn’t flinch – I don’t mean to – but my heart races momentarily and I pull the duvet to my chest as if Chris is about to fly in and smash his fist into my face.

Kade pauses in the threshold as if he’s forgotten I’m here, his brow raised at my scared expression, before he slowly closes the door.

I let my grip on the covers go and pretend to read my book, refusing to acknowledge his presence. But the energy changes when he’s near – if I couldn’t read before, I definitely can’t now.

I keep the book open anyway and watch him over the top of it.

He tosses his car keys on the hotel dresser, shrugs out of his jacket and drops it on the little chair on the way to the bathroom.

Hello to you too, asshole.

His phone dings on the dresser once, twice, a thousand bloody times. I ignore it as the news reporter on the TV announces a horrific death in the centre of Edinburgh. I glance up at the screen as she stands with a microphone in the rain, explaining that the body of a man was found decapitated in the middle of Holyrood Park a few hours ago. A harrowing murder in broad daylight.

“Woah,” I blurt. I turn the volume up, my book forgotten as it slides off my lap, and shift to the foot of the bed, watching the footage of police officers cordoning off the area. Another view comes from a helicopter hovering over the park​.

“Did you see this?” I call out to Kade, but of course, he doesn’t answer me. “This is so close to us.”

They’re still looking for the attacker – someone tall, strong and wearing a black balaclava. No evidence has yet been found except for a snippet of CCTV but they have no way of identifying the perpetrator. The officers are on foot and in vehicles, hunting for the person who did it.

I could never take another person’s life, despite what I’ve sometimes thought about doing to Chris. The idea alone makes me tremble and pull myself back into bed. I mute the reporter, trying to refocus on my book. Maria – the main character – is going on a blind date and hoping to end her three-year dry spell.

My one-night stand with Bryan-or-Byron was the last time I had sex, and quite frankly, I can’t say it was memorable. To be fair, I haven’t heard a peep from him either, so I guess we’re mutual on it being a one-time thing.

I can’t risk touching myself at home with Chris under the same roof. Maybe my need for pleasure explains why things went as far as they did at the studio. It explains where I got the balls to even make the first move, considering my nerves were all over the place just from having Kade’s hands on me.

Is it normal to hate him and want to feel him inside me?

Is it normal to wake up sweating and seconds from orgasming from memories alone?

Probably not.

If the girls hadn’t shown up early for class last night, I strongly believe Kade and I would’ve ended up on the studio floor again. It’s still there – the tension that cripples me, the pull towards him that ​has me internally screaming. All the feelings I’ve locked away. Each time my eyes land on his, I want him. But I also want to slap him hard enough to hurt him.

The bathroom door opens and closes, and I glance up. “Did you eat?” I ask, my voice cracking at the end when I see he’s only in a pair of boxers.

Holy mother of God.

I grab my book and hold it tight in my grip as I let my gaze fall down his body.

He was lean before, but now? He’s huge. I let my eyes take in his powerful back, muscles upon muscles bunching as he pulls things out of his bag. His arms look different without a top on, like he could crush my skull with his bare hands. My lungs give up when he straightens and turns to me, flashing his abs, chest, that perfect V of muscle and happy trail.

Dark tattoos litter his tanned skin – ones he didn’t have before that cover older ones that had meaning for me. There are snakes. A lot of snakes. An hourglass with clock hands behind it covering what used to be a blooming rose he’d had done for me over his heart.

Despite that, he’s a work of art – he always has been, but the Kade I once rolled around in bed with and laughed with while watching our usual movie is even hotter than before.

“Yeah.”

And his legs? They could suffocate someone with their size. He has designs wrapping around one and distorted animals on the other. The ink vanishes up into his boxers, and I wonder if he has his—

“You done?”

My eyes quickly fall to my book, a blush creeping up my neck ​to my cheeks. “I was daydreaming. Don’t get any ideas that I’d waste my eyesight on you. And you can sleep on the floor.”

I can feel his anger. If he can talk to me like shit on the bottom of his shoe, I can do the same to him.

“Why would I?”

“Because I hate you,” I reply, deadpan. “I’m not sharing a bed with you.”

He knows I don’t mean it.

He chuckles, pulling on grey cotton shorts and grabbing his toothbrush and toothpaste. “For the record,” he starts, pausing as he starts brushing his teeth, “I’d rather set my balls on fire than share a bed with you.”

“Charming. Is that how you usually get the ladies into bed?”

“Nope. It comes naturally,” he says around the toothbrush. “You of all people should know the tricks of getting into people’s beds. What was it Tylar said? You’ve had plenty of practice lately.”

“Plenty.” I flip a page and fail to hold in my anger when I look up at him. “I’m seconds from smacking you, Kade. Either get into bed or fuck off.”

“This angry side of you doesn’t work. You’re as scary as a puppy.”

I scoff.

He washes his face, turns off the bathroom light then crosses his arms at the foot of the bed. After a few seconds, I feel his gaze on me, my skin heating as I attempt to not look back. “Problem?” I ask, keeping my eyes fixed on my book.

I flip three pages instead of one – completely unfocused.

“If I get in, do you promise not to grab my cock again?”

My gaze flies to him in horror as he walks to the other side and ​lowers himself onto the bed beside me.

“I need to answer work emails, and the last thing I need is an unwanted hard-on like last night.”

An aggravated groan is pulled from my throat as my eyes return to the book. He can claim it was unwanted all he wants, but I felt how hard he was and had his heavy breaths on my neck. He was all over my boob, for crying out loud. Nope, fuck him. He can have my silence, if only to keep him from issuing any more insults.

I swallow when he gets comfortable beside me. My silk shirt is buttoned to my neck, but the matching shorts mean my legs are bare, and my nerves catch fire as he leans forward.

“What are you reading?”

I shut the book. “Go away and stop distracting me.”

Kade smirks. “Do I distract you a lot, Freckles?”

“Stop calling me that.”

“Too innocent for you now?”

“Okay.” I throw the duvet off. “I’m sleeping in the car.”

He captures my arm, and the electricity running through my body has me inwardly gasping.

I grit my teeth. “Stop being a dick. Really, Kade. You know this is awkward, and you being an idiot is making it worse.”

“I’ll stop,” he says, his gaze a little droopy now he’s closer to me. “It was a joke.”

I can tell he’s tipsy by how hooded his eyes are. He’s always had beautiful sleepy eyes. When he’s been drinking, they fall nearly closed. Even then, the silvery blue is still noticeable. Still breath-taking.

It’s annoying when I’m supposed to be mad at him​.

I put a pillow between us. “Don’t come on my side or I’ll poke you in the eye.”

There’s a shadow of a smirk on his face.

Silence falls. The lamp on his bedside table is still on. This is bad. My heart shouldn’t be racing and threatening to blow through my chest. I shouldn’t be nervous. We’re two people sharing a bed because there’s no other option.

Except, I fear that my body will gravitate towards him in my sleep. And this new version of Kade who hates my guts will push me away and probably knock me off the bed.

He sits up, and my eyes linger on him as he types at rapid speed on his phone. Call me nosey, but I can’t help it. He’s replying to emails. At least, I think they’re emails – I don’t recognise the app he’s using. I chew on the inside of my cheek, pull my own phone out and start scrolling, bored.

Ten minutes pass. “Why are you replying to work emails so late?”

Kade doesn’t stop typing. “Because some people need to actually work, regardless of the time.”

“Where do you even work? Last I knew, you were helping Ewan and studying.”

He opens a new email and types to someone with a name starting with B, then angles his phone so I can’t see what the message says. “None of your business. A lot has changed in two years.”

So he isn’t going to tell me where he works? Weird, but okay. Noted.

“Did you see the news? Someone was killed not far from here. Decapitated. The person who did it is still out there.”

Kade doesn’t look up from his phone, and with the most monotonous, bored tone, he replies, “Shame.”
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STACEY

I

wake to Kade standing by the window, looking out with a hand in his pocket, drinking a glass of what I assume is whisky that he must’ve picked up from the bar downstairs.

Ice cubes clink against the glass as he takes a drink – and the gulp is so audible that I can picture the way his throat shifts as he swallows.

I perch on my elbow and rub my knuckles into my eyes to rub away the tiredness. “Do you ever sleep?” I ask groggily as I yawn.

“No,” he replies sternly, taking another sip. “Go back to sleep.”

“That’s all I’ve done since we got here.” I sit up fully ​and stretch my arms, rocking my head from side to side to fix the cramp in my neck. “How long until we fly out?”

He walks slowly to the bedside unit and checks his phone for the time even though he’s wearing a watch. “A few hours.”

“You should lie down.”

“No.”

“You look tired.”

“I’m not.”

“Kade...”

He rolls his eyes. “Will you shut up if I do?”

I fall back on the bed. “You’re insufferable – do you know that? There’s no need for you to speak to me the way you do. What’s done is done. Stop being a dickhead.”

He laughs dryly, not even slightly amused. “What’s done is done.” Kade licks the whisky from his lips as he stares at me. “Move over.”

I begrudgingly move over to the edge of the bed.

Kade settles on top of the covers, sighing and rubbing his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. He looks exhausted, and his knuckles are freshly cut again.

I turn onto my side. “Were you fighting?”

He glances at his hand and puts it down at his side, staying quiet as his gaze flickers around the ceiling, as if he’s thinking. His eyelashes are so long and dark, and I impulsively want to tug at them.

The bed is small, and our elbows brush for a millisecond as he gets under the duvet. The touch is more of a graze, but it’s enough to make heat rush to my cheeks.

I lie on my back and fold the duvet around me, my arms straight against my sides​.

Kade reaches over to turn the lamp off, bathing us in darkness, but the moonlight gives us a good-enough view of each other’s faces.

The aftershave he used to use when he was younger has been replaced by something more expensive, and it fills my nostrils. I fidget my fingers and try not to breathe too heavily.

He pinches the bridge of his nose, huffing to himself – either because of our situation or the fact that Aria convinced him to come on the trip, and it’s already going sideways.

My chest rises and falls in the quiet as I try my best to remain calm. Sharing a bed with him is fine. We can be mature about this and not make it a thing.

We can pretend my hand wasn’t around his cock last night while he sucked on my nipple. We can pretend that we weren’t in love at one point. We can also pretend we aren’t sharing a hotel bed while hating each other’s guts.

We’ve shared loads of beds; albeit his dick was always inside me, but still. Does he feel it too? The gravitational tug between us? It’s bringing a thin layer of sweat to my skin, and I want to slide my hand to the right and touch his pinkie with mine.

Like we did when we were teenagers, with the blanket over us so no one would see.

“Can I ask you something?” His deep voice and tone rumble through me. “And I want you to be honest with me.”

Oh God. This could go in so many directions. “What?”

He takes a deep breath and sits up, perching on his elbow so he’s facing me. “Did you blame me for what happened? Is that why you did it?”

My heart twists in my chest. I’ve tried not to think of that ​heartbreak. I shake my head. “How could I blame you for something like that?”

“When you—” He stops, licks his lips then runs his thumb along them. “I’ve convinced myself it was some sort of twisted revenge.”

I wish I could tell him the truth, but I fear the damage is already done. He deserves the real story – I know that. But it would start a war, and I have no idea how that might end. Chris is diabolical, in every sense, so the thought of him and Kade clashing terrifies me.

Even if I did tell him, nothing can change. What’s lost is lost, and I’m stuck trying to find my strength and voice.

How do I tell someone what happened that night without them looking at me like I’m filth? I can only shake my head and hope he drops it. “No. It wasn’t like that.”

He stares at me for a long second, studying my face, the way I’m holding back the audible gulp and the tears threatening to fall. “Forget I asked.”

We had everything, and now we have nothing but lies and grudges. I can’t be mad at him – not really. But he walked away so easily, and I couldn’t fight for him.

I sink my teeth into my bottom lip and, without waiting for him to say anything else, I turn my back to him and hike my knees up to get comfortable.

The ghost of a touch on my spine sends shocks in every direction. My momentary lapse in judgement means my top has ridden up, and every bruise and scar Chris has left on my back is now in full view.

“The fuck?” His voice is a growl – deadly. “What happened to you?​”

My blood turns to ice as he touches my scars, tracing them. I gulp. “Dancing.”

“Don’t lie to me. Do I need to kill someone?”

I scoff. “No. I’m not lying. They’re from dancing.”

“Really?” he asks. “Why didn’t you have these before?”

I close my eyes as I feel him pull my top up more, exposing every scar and bruise.

“Fuck no, Stacey. Turn around.”

“No,” I say quietly.

“Turn. Around.”

I sigh and glance at him over my shoulder. He looks furious, brows furrowing, his eyes full of rage.

“I do silk routines now, remember? They rip at my skin.”

My phone starts buzzing, a random number popping up on my screen. I silence it as Kade grips my shoulder, pulling me back so I lie flat on the mattress. He’s so close again as he hovers above me, inspecting me. One hand is buried in the pillow beside my head; the other pulls my top up to just under my breasts, revealing a messy scar under my belly button from being dragged across the ground and cutting it on glass.

“Stop it, Kade.”

His finger glides over the dented skin. “You didn’t have any of these before.”

I yank my top down before he can see between my breasts. There’s no way I could lie about that and blame dancing.

“Leave it.”

“What about the bruises on your neck and the marks on your face? Dancing?​”

He’ll know I’m lying, so I bite my tongue before responding quietly, “No.”

His eyes flicker over my face. “Me?”

My phone begins buzzing again. “No,” I reply.

“They must be from me,” he replies, frowning deeper as he traces a bruise on my shoulder, and then one on my throat.

I shouldn’t shiver, but I do, and he notices.

The touch shouldn’t be sending me into a spiral or causing heat to gather between my legs. Yet here I am, getting wet and needy from Kade simply being near me.

My eyes widen slightly as he mimics the hold he had on my throat in the studio. “I held you like this. It was me.” He looks horrified, his eyes darkening a fraction as he takes in my appearance. “I hurt you.”

“It wasn’t you,” I whisper.

“So you fucked someone last night?” His eyes flash with something threatening. “Since when are you into getting beaten up during sex? Who was he?”

My pulse flutters beneath his thumb, and I know he can feel it. His jaw clenches as he stares down at my neck, and the need to wrap my legs around his waist is too much.

“I’m not answering those kinds of questions from you.” I can’t. All I can see is the real reason I’m battered and bruised. “Drop it.”

Kade sucks on his bottom lip, breathing through his nose. He’s still above me, and the heat radiating from him has me nearly squirming.

“I want to know who.” His voice is frightening, the mania sobering him. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll find out. Don’t go near him ​again if he’s going to do this to your body.”

A wave of anger hits me. “I can sleep with whoever I want. Just like you screw whoever you want.”

I gasp, my body coming alive as Kade lowers himself on top of me, settling between my legs and gripping my throat – but more gently than he did in the studio.

“That’s right. We can fuck whoever we want, when we want, in any position we want. And I will. Because I want nothing more than to rid the image of you grabbing my cock last night.”

Said cock is rigid between my legs, and I fight the urge to raise my hips. “Yeah?”

He nods, minty breath hitting my face. “You irritate me. You’re a poisonous snake that won’t fuck off from my mind. You’re everywhere yet nowhere. A fucking disease.”

I frown at him. “A disease? I will hit you.”

A gasp rips between us as he grinds into my pussy over our clothes. “You could try.”

I want to clench my legs around him so badly, which is strange, since he just called me a goddamn snake and a disease. My breath hitches as he rocks his hips into me once more, fighting his own urges.

“Fuck. I hate you. I fucking hate you.”

I raise my hips. “You feel like you hate me.”

He shakes his head, fisting my hair until I feel pressure on my scalp. “Who did you fuck?”

I stay silent, although my breathing has become a little heavy from how hot I’m getting, how soaked I am beneath my shorts, and the random jabs of his cock against me. “Questioning me while you’re doing that isn’t going to get you an answer.​”

I gasp as he grinds harder, the head of his cock pressing right against my entrance, and I wish my underwear would rip.

The fourth time the phone buzzes, Kade swears under his breath and shifts to lie by my side, breaking contact.

I’m going to hex whoever this is. I sit up, take a shaky breath and hide my flushed cheeks as I grab my phone. “Hello?”

“Wow,” Chris drawls and my heart sinks. “She actually answers.”

I rush to climb on top of Kade, straddling him and pressing my hand to his mouth in case he tries to speak.

“What do you want?” I attempt to discreetly turn the volume down on my phone.

But Kade notices, his brows knitting together as he studies my horrified expression.

“Where the fuck are you?”

I flinch at how pissed Chris sounds. Kade glares. Both of his hands are resting beside my knees in tight fists.

“Why aren’t you in America?”

“Complications,” is all I say, silently begging Kade to stay quiet. I press my palm to his mouth harder when he tries to break away. “I missed my flight.”

I’m not sure how I’m sounding, because all my concentration goes when I try to pin Kade more firmly, nearly flinching as I feel him rock solid right there. His hands fly to each side of my waist, gripping me when I try to get off.

He digs his fingers into my flesh, pulling me tighter into him, so the hard ridge of his cock presses into the material between my legs.

I want to rock my hips again. The need is almost robbing me of every responsible thought as Chris continues to yell​.

Thank God I turned the volume down – even I can barely hear him.

The clench in Kade’s jaw tells me he feels it too. The struggle to not grind into each other. To not move and feel the pleasure we know awaits us. If I move my hips, rock them, the underside of his cock will rub against my clit again and definitely drag a moan from my throat.

My hand slips from his mouth, and I press my finger to his lips to warn him to be quiet. He doesn’t like being told what to do, but I think the fear in my eyes makes him compliant, because he’s not making himself known to the person on the phone.

His hands are so large they nearly circle my waist. His fingers move from gripping my hips to my ass, tugging me even closer.

“Rock your hips into my cock, Freckles,” he whispers quietly, and I nearly whimper. “I fucking dare you.”

Even as Chris continues ranting down the phone, we keep our eyes on each other. His darken as a string of my sanity snaps and I shift against him once.

My body sings at the sensation.

He tightens his hold to control me and moves his own hips in a way that has my lips parting. From base to tip, the length of him smooths over every sensitive area of my pussy.

My underwear is drenched already, soaking through to my PJ shorts.

I rest my hand on his chest and roll my hips once more. His heart is thudding against my palm, his chest rising and falling with each deep inhale and exhale. I’ve no idea what Chris is saying, neither of us paying any attention to the phone as we dry-fuck each other​.

Kade keeps his voice low and quiet, the blue of his eyes taken over by his dilating pupils. “Does he make you scream the way I used to?”

Oh, he thinks I’m sleeping with my caller. But it’s either that or he questions me more about my bruises and cuts, and to be honest, I’d rather keep dry-fucking him while my abusive stepbrother is threatening me, none the wiser to my actions. A huge fuck you, Chris.

With the phone still to my ear, I move my hand from his chest and slide it up to his neck as I roll my hips, grinding against the underside of his thick length. He meets each movement, and if I don’t hang up soon, Chris is going to hear me whimper.

Kade pulses against my pussy as I tighten my grip on his throat. He stops me from moving with his hold on my ass, watching as his cock drags up my core with each rise of his hips. My spine tingles, heat gathering up my legs all the way from my toes.

“Answer me or I’ll stop,” he warns.

Between each breathed-out word, the tip of his cock presses against my entrance before sliding up to my clit, making me tense everywhere. I bite my lip with each stroke, my thighs wet.

“Does he make you scream the way I used to?”

“No,” I whimper.

“No what?” Chris asks in confusion, pausing his rant.

Kade loses his patience and takes the phone from me, ending the call and returning his hands to my waist. “Do you remember how to scream my name?”

I gasp with each solid stroke as his hand reaches for my shoulder, pulling me down on him. Before I can say anything, ​before I can even think of forming any sort of response, I grasp a handful of his hair just as a coiling sensation wraps around each vertebra, burying deep within and leaving me close to detonating.

Kade yanks down my shorts and sinks his fingers inside me. My every nerve ending is on fire.

I let out a moan and slam my palm against the headboard. He thrusts hard and fast, and my legs shake with how roughly he’s fucking me with them.

He stops, and I gasp for breath, whimpering as he smacks my ass with his free hand. “Ride my fingers, you little slut. Just like you used to.”

My head drops back, my long dark hair a mess as I do what he says until my legs are trembling relentlessly.

Kade takes over again, fucking me even harder, curling his fingers so they hit that sweet spot that has my vision blurring.

“Kade. We shouldn’t be doing this.”

“I know. Keep fucking doing it.” He grips my ass cheek with his other hand. “If Base tries to fuck you, you’ll remember this. Me – having you moan my name.”

He goes deeper, and I tense all over.

“You’re making a mess, Freckles. Fucking dripping all over my hand.”

With my eyes screwed shut, I moan, whimpering as his fingers hammer into me with delicious force. His breathing is laboured, and he drops his own groans as I lower myself enough to rub his cock with my soaked thigh.

On my knees above him, my gaze clashes with his. Both of us are completely taken over by lust and the liquid heat in our veins. ​But something flashes in Kade’s eyes.

“You won’t let anyone harm you – do you understand me?” He presses his thumb to my clit, and my lips part in a hum of pleasure, the orgasm that’s been building and building close to combusting.

“When I find out who hurt you, I’m going to fucking destroy them. I’ll make sure to bleed them dry then fuck you next to their corpse. You got that?”

Driven by the sensual strokes of his fingers, his thumb against my swollen clit, I nod.

“Words, Stacey.” He slaps my clit and I cry. “Give me fucking words.”

“Yes! Okay, yes. I won’t... fuck... Kade, this is so wrong.”

His eyes blaze into me. “Are you tapping out?”

My head shakes, hips rolling against his hand. “No.”

“I want to hear what it sounds like, just like old times. I need to hear you screaming my name.”

He pulls his fingers out, and I debate punching him.

“I want you to sit on my face.” He yanks me up to his mouth, and I catch myself on the bedframe. “Suffocate me with this pussy.”

Kade yanks me down by the hips and buries his face between my legs, and I moan so loud, I think the room next door hears.

His tongue is wet on my clit, and he groans as he sucks loudly on it – then he takes it between his teeth and sinks two fingers inside me, causing me to scream.

He strokes himself with his free hand, groaning against my needy cunt and alternating between fingering and tonguing my entrance, taking each piece of flesh between his teeth, dragging his lips all over my pussy then diving between my legs and tasting me ​after attacking my inner thighs.

Like an electric shock, everything inside me lights up when my orgasm hits – a strike of a match that spreads like wildfire all over my body. My walls clench and throb around his fingers, my vision blurring to darkness.

Both my hands are in his hair, tugging as I ride his face, grinding against his fingers and mouth as I explode – and keep exploding.

Kade’s tongue lashes against me, my body spasming as liquid lust wraps around my spinal cord like one of his tattooed snakes.

“Oh fuck.”

He bites at my clit, and I yelp through my orgasm.

“Louder. Grip my fingers with your soaking cunt and scream my fucking name like the dirty little whore you are.”

Such derogatory terms should have me slapping him, not clutching his fingers inside my pussy, needing him to keep the dirty words coming. My head falls back, and I see stars.

Air rips from my lungs. The intensity of my high reaches breaking point, and his name slips from my lips with a string of curses. But it’s a whisper – a gasp.

“Louder.”

He sucks on my clit so hard, I nearly pass out as I remind him exactly what it sounds like when I scream his name.
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KADE

I

had five rules I stuck to for two years.

Rule one: Stay away from your toxic ex-girlfriend.

Rule two: Don’t unblock her number.

Rule three: If you’re both in the same room, don’t fucking look at her – it’s a trap.

Rule four: Under no circumstances will you have any sexual interactions with her.

Rule five: Never forgive Stacey Rhodes.

Yet here I am with two fingers buried inside said ex, her cunt dripping down my chin, moaning my name so loud her ​voice breaks.

I fucked rule one the day I came back home for a break Bernadette gave me after a heavy job in Africa. I picked Stacey up from a one-night stand like a fucking idiot.

My drug-fuelled fury drew me back to that house to knock the shit out of him, set his house alight. He was supposed to die. It’s the same with every guy she comes across. How did I miss one?

Rule three went out the window when I found out Luciella was having a house party and Stacey would be there. After having her in my car again, after being tortured by her fucking vanilla scent, being in the shadows was no longer enough. I told Dez and Base that we’d be crashing the party.

I followed her to the front gate. Went against my own mind to have a shred of alone time with her and see who she’s been fucking.

I’ve stalked her long enough to know who she speaks to, who she meets and who the fuck touches her, and I wasn’t aware of whoever that was at the gate.

I still have no idea. Barry is working on it.

Rule four went tits up the second I let her grab my cock in the studio. The instant I felt her palm on me, the rage I’d been feeling simmered a touch. Not fully – just enough to curb the craving to rip someone’s head off.

My anger knows no bounds these days, especially when it comes to a pretty little dark-haired dancer named Stacey fucking Rhodes.

Then it came to me unblocking her, another rule broken.

But rule five will remain solid. The idea of forgiving her makes me sick. I’ll never fall under her spell again.

Don’t get me wrong, the sight of her above me is wonderful. She’s always been hot – a wet dream; she’s always made liquid heat rush ​through my veins. Her tits are bouncing as she moves against my mouth, thighs tightly bracketing my head as she rides my face, and her taste on my tongue has me eating her out like a starved man.

I don’t deserve nice things. I don’t deserve to have her look at me like I’m her fucking God, but she also doesn’t deserve me. I meant it when I called her a snake, yet my cock is pulsing as I fuck my own hand, tasting her orgasm on my tongue.

I can’t say I’m amused with myself, to be brutally honest. I have those five rules for a reason. This girl broke my teenage heart, yet here I am pleasuring her.

Stacey moans loudly as I suck and lick through her orgasm, and my dick thickens in my grip.

I’m harder than a rock. The urge to flip us over and fuck her brains out is strong.

Her hands grasp at my hair as she grinds against my mouth. “Kade,” she whimpers over and over again, head dropping, and the shake in her voice and tremble of her thighs has my dick dripping with precum and sensitive as hell.

“I can’t,” she breathes. “It’s too much.”

She’s swollen and pink and tastes like a dirty sin I’d feast on every day.

I haven’t enjoyed pleasuring someone in years, and my dick certainly hasn’t been like fucking steel while going down on someone. I haven’t willingly participated in anything sexual for so long – or been turned on by the taste and sound.

Everyone after her was either a distraction to make her jealous or an unwanted assignment.

I’ve never claimed to be a saint when it came to sex. I’m not a ​gentleman who can offer sentiments and roses. Not anymore. I’m a creation of being used and abused, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. It’s my life now; I just need to live it.

So fucking sue me if I’m going to stay beneath her for a little while longer and drag out her orgasm. It feels right. And it fucking annoys me that it does. I’ll suffer the consequences of this later, when Stacey inevitably tells me this was a mistake.

I suck harder on her clit, and a hum of deep, mind-boggling pleasure falls from her lips, driving her towards another orgasm that leaks down my chin. My balls tighten. I might actually cum from eating her out.

She’s soaking for me as her cunt clenches around my fingers, quivering and throbbing as I curl them again, pumping and sucking.

Her high hits a breaking point as her body shakes, and my grip tightens around my cock as her mouth opens with a silent “fuck”, pupils blown and wild.

I don’t give her a second to realign with reality as we swap positions, my cock pressing into her inner thigh as she pants in my face beneath me.

“Another,” I order, hand coming between us to rub circles on her clit. “One more, Freckles, then I’ll fuck you.”

I’ll pound her so hard and fast, she’ll never forget me again. When she goes back to whoever screws her on the regular – that’s if I don’t find him and kill him – she won’t be able to have an orgasm without seeing my face.

The thought pisses me off more.

“Don’t stop,” she breathes.

As I bring her to orgasm again, her fingers twist in the bedding. ​Her thighs try to crash together, but I spread them with a knee as her walls crush my fingers through each spasm.

She captures my wrist, her pleading gaze begging me to stop because it’s too much. I remove my fingers from her pussy and lick them clean while she watches; I fight the deep groan threatening to leave my lungs from her addictive taste.

My mouth lowers to hers, and before I can capture her lips, she tilts her head to the side. “No. Don’t kiss me.”

She kissed him.

My nostrils flare with rage, and I flip her. “On your hands and knees. I don’t want to look at you.” The words feel like poison on my tongue.

She complies, slowly, then glances at me over her shoulder with a raised brow.

“So I can picture you as someone else.”

She rolls her eyes, pulling a pillow under her body. “You’re such a dick.”

Of course that doesn’t bother her. She’s here to be fucked and that’s it.

Her ass hikes, and I spit on her back hole. She flinches and glares at me while I swirl the tip of my thumb around it.

“What?”

She grits her teeth and swipes at my hand. “If you even dare put anything in there, I’ll rip your balls off.”

I fight a laugh, giving her ass cheek a slap, my cock twitching as she whimpers from the sting. I can see everything – her glistening pussy and the forbidden hole I want to stick my tongue in. I revel in the fact I was the first to break in every area​.

I slide the head of my cock up her thigh, capturing wetness, then rub it over her pussy and ass. She winces, and I ease back before I ignore her threat and try to shove into the back hole.

She’s dripping, and I rub my thumbs into her inner thighs, spreading her cum. Then I bunch her top in my hand, push it up to her head and shove her face into the pillow.

Her back has some tattoos to go with those on her arms and legs. She’s like a fucking work of art of all my designs. I love ink; I love drawing tattoos, especially for her.

I spot my favourite, which I drew when we were in a hotel in London, the same night we lost our virginities to one another. I have the same tattoo – K and S, integrated in a twisted design of meaningful scripture, roses and vines that makes our initials hard to notice.

She didn’t want Luciella or Tylar to notice. Because I was her dirty little secret, and she wanted to keep it that way.

A tightness tugs in my chest, but I bat it down and shove two fingers inside her again. She’s ready.

There’s a veil of darkness lowering in my mind that I’m always fighting against, and now of all times is not the fucking moment for it to descend. My eyes involuntarily flutter into a rapid blink I’m unable to control, and the room blurs.

Bernadette’s voice is in my head, as if she’s whispering over my left shoulder about what a good boy I am and how well I’m doing – how much the girl below me is enjoying herself as I screw her brains out.

Nails clawing at my back and tearing the skin.

The woman’s whimpers to go harder​.

A gunshot and blood.

She’s dead, and Bernadette wants me to keep going, but I can’t.

Stacey’s voice pulls me from my spiral. “What are you waiting for?”

My fingers aren’t moving inside her.

Fuck, did I space out?

I swallow. “Seems I need to gain some courage to be inside you again.”

She tenses all over as I begin thrusting my fingers in and out once more, hammering into her as I grip her shoulder and shove her face back into the pillow.

“How many guys have been in here anyway?”

I don’t need her reply; I already know the answer.

My heart is fucking racing though, and I feel dizzy. My cock is throbbing in my hand as the girl I’ve never forgotten about bends over for me.

I’m seconds from fucking my ex, and I’m freaking out.

Embarrassment.

I don’t know how to have casual sex nowadays. The last time I did, I had some girl bent over like this in the pool house and held Stacey’s burning gaze as I drove into her.

She was mad. I didn’t give a fuck. That was a fraction of the shit she put me through.

“If we do this, it doesn’t mean a thing. A transaction of sex and nothing more.”

She’s scowling at me over her shoulder again, dark hair falling down her back. “If that’s the case, I’ll make sure to imagine your best friend and moan his name instead.”

I clench my jaw until it hurts and lean down, capturing her ​throat from the front. “Shut the fuck up.” I’ll murder Base before he gets the chance. “You’ll stay away from him.”

She swallows, her throat working against my hand. “Make me.”

God fucking dammit.

I let go of her throat, grabbing her hips and dragging her ass to me.

I ignore her infectious giggle that nearly pulls a smile onto my lips and line up to her cunt, before gliding through her soaked slit. Her hands fist the pillow as I ease my swollen crown through her welcoming entrance, her warmth encasing the head of my cock like I’m home.

Fuck me, she’s tighter than I expected.

Was she this tight for him?

“Are you going to move?” Stacey, although being extremely patient with my drugged-up ass, is seconds from strangling me. “Or are you admiring the view?”

Shit, I zoned out again. I shouldn’t have taken those lines earlier. I can’t function with or without them nowadays. If Stacey knew I was on something, she would kick me out of the hotel room and tell me to go fuck myself.

I don’t even have a condom on, and I don’t care. I’ll fill her with every drop of my cum and watch it leak from her cunt.

If I get her pregnant, then she’s shackled to me forever.

The fuck am I doing?

I drag myself away from her, shoving my cock into my shorts as I back away from the bed. She turns, sitting up and pulling her top down to hide her tits then holds it to cover her pussy. She looks at me questioningly, confusion all over her face​.

“You never change, do you?” My words come out before I can think.

Annoyingly, Stacey is truly beautiful and sexy, and everything mixed together.

But she’s the devil. A twisted snake.

Stacey isn’t an assignment. She’s not paying me to sleep with her, and I’m not being held at gunpoint until I cum.

But she’s not innocent either.

Her brows knit together, and instead of snapping at me for my attitude, she asks, “What’s wrong?”

A part of me wants to confide in her. A part of me still sees my Stacey and how we used to be. But then I remember who she is and the video of her flashes in my mind.

“You’re pale.”

I storm into the bathroom with my phone and lock the door. My back hits the wood. I slide down it and attempt to control my breaths. My head throbs in pain, like there’s acid behind my eyes, my dick instantly limp.

In and out. Just breathe in and out.

Stacey knocks on the door, but I can’t make out her soft voice or what she’s saying.

My hands are shaking, my knees bouncing as I fist at my hair and feel the layer of sweat on my face. My vision blurs, and I feel myself losing consciousness.

Fuck. It’s happening again.

Fuck.
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KADE

FLASHBACK 2

“S

low the fuck down!” my stepbrother Jason bellows, reaching his hands out to slam his palms on the dashboard. “Why am I teaching you to drive if you’re not going to listen to a word I say? We’ve been at this for six months!”

I tut and shake my head. “I’m doing thirty, you dramatic bastard.”

“On a roundabout,” he replies, huffing and sitting back in his chair. He puts down his window, airing himself. “Fuck. I might message Giana and tell her I might not make dinner tonight.”

“And then she’ll come for me. Keep your dog on her leash.”

He smacks my arm, and I burst out laughing. “​You’re not ten years old anymore. I can beat your ass with my eyes closed.”

“I’d love to see you try.”

“I’ll just tell Aria you’re smoking joints in her pool house.”

I roll my eyes. “Could you be any more like your dad?”

He scoffs. “I think you’re too like your dad.”

I narrow my eyes at my big brother. Step, but still my brother. We always take the piss out of each other, so we’re used to the dad slander and the occasional brawl.

Ewan is sound. He’s basically another dad for me and Luciella.

“I’m going to intentionally crash,” I tell him, and his eyes go wide. I cut him off before he can speak. “And I’m going to unclip your seat belt right before we hit a tree.” I press down on the accelerator. “Unless you say you’re sorry.”

He pales when I speed up, not looking at the empty street, keeping my eyes on him.

Adrenaline courses through me as I go over the speed limit, and I know there’s a bend coming up on the road.

“Shit. Okay. Okay!” Jason blows out a breath and mutters, “I’m sorry.”

I smile and slow down, turning up the music. “Pussy.”

He wipes the sweat from his face. “Shut up, you impulsive psycho. Do another parallel park.”

He’s been teaching me to drive for months. Ever since I got my provisional and passed my theory, we’ve been going out when he finishes work if his girlfriend doesn’t have plans with him.

“I think I’m going to ask Giana to move in with me,” my brother says as I reverse into his chosen spot, do a three-point turn, then head towards Loch Lomond. “We’ve been together for years. Surely we’re ​ready for that step, right?”

I raise a shoulder. “You’re asking a guy who doesn’t understand that shit.”

“Oh yeah, the frigid virgin. Got it.”

I exhale. “Anyway,” I begin, wetting my lips and wondering if I should mention her name. Would he give a shit if I kissed my sister’s best friend? Is that even a bad thing? “See how you weren’t able to come camping...” I stop, knowing he’s going to laugh at me when I say it was my first kiss. He knows I’m a virgin, that’s about it. “We all played dares.”

Jason grimaces. “Glad I didn’t go. Was Luciella there?”

“She left five minutes in.”

He nods. “Good.”

I might not give a shit what she does, but he’s the protective big brother that I should be. Though sometimes he’s a controlling prick and wants to wrap her up in cotton wool and keep her away from all men in the world.

“I was dared to... to k-kiss someone.” I swallow, annoyed with myself for stuttering. “I did kiss someone.”

“Right,” Jason replies, confused. “Is that a big thing?”

“It was the first time I’d ever done it.”

With a disbelieving sound, he tilts his head. “You’re eighteen, dude. The fuck have you been doing?”

I shrug. “I’ve not been interested.”

He crosses his arms. “Do you fancy her?”

Don’t laugh, but I haven’t done this before. The best eight words I’ve ever heard in my eighteen years of walking this earth.

“Yep.​”

He slaps my shoulder and I tense, only relaxing when he pulls it away. “Well, at least the little bro is off the mark. Did you bone her?”

I laugh. “No one says bone, Jason. Old bastard.”

“I’m twenty-nine, you dick.”

I sigh. “Well Stacey—”
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