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            STACEY

          

        

      

    

    
      “Do you need anything, Miss Rhodes?”

      I stare out the window, watching the wing of the private jet cut through the air, tears soaking my cheeks, some already dried on my skin. I sniff, using my sleeve to wipe my nose. It’s been all but three hours since we took off, and I can’t calm my somehow beating heart as it races in my crippled chest.

      The last few hours run through my head – from the moment Kade rushed me onto the motorbike, to being chased through the streets while gunshots fired, to finding out he’s being blackmailed, to that last kiss – and I can’t breathe.

      Barry stands beside the small table, hands folded in front of him.

      “I’m okay.” Lie. I’m not. I’m anything but okay.

      I’d begged them to turn around and help him, but Barry said they have orders they can’t go against. Kade made sure that no matter what happened at the hangar, they’d get me into the air. I was to be protected at all costs.

      I’m far too terrified for Kade’s safety to think about my own. Or what waits for me at home. I’ll deal with Chris later. My mind is on fire with traumatising thoughts of what could be happening to Kade right now.

      He could’ve come with me. He could’ve taken my hand and left this behind. We would’ve worked out how to get him out of this – together. His parents would’ve protected him.

      It’s over. It’s been over for two years.

      He’s wrong. If it was over, then what the hell has this entire trip been? The sex. The kiss. The need to hold me. We aren’t done.

      Kade told me not to speak to his father about what’s going on, but I have no idea how else to help him. What will telling Tobias actually do? Would it just cause him to spiral? Luciella said he’s been doing really well with his health and behaviour.

      Telling him might jeopardise that.

      But what else can I do?

      Does it make me selfish that I’d risk destroying Kade’s dad’s life to save his? Do I speak to Aria? Luciella?

      I’m lost.

      “We need to do something,” I whisper, looking up at Barry.

      “The police can’t help, so don’t bother calling them. No one can interfere.”

      “There must be someone who can help him?”

      “No.”

      It’s a solid answer that I refuse to believe.

      “Will they hurt him?”

      Barry averts his gaze, shifting on his feet. “He’ll be fine.”

      “Someone hit him on the head. You saw it too.”

      “Miss Rhodes…”

      “Stacey,” I reply. “Please call me Stacey.”

      “It’s nothing he can’t handle, Stacey,” Barry replies. “You should sleep.”

      They thought I was asleep in the car – like I’d actually be able to pass out under those circumstances. I heard every word they said – I’m too innocent; I’d be in danger if we spent time together – and Kade saying I should have stayed out of his life, but I was always there.

      An hour later, my thoughts are still wild. Barry hands me a glass of water, which shakes in my grasp. He sighs and drops into the seat in front of me. He looks tired, as if he hasn’t slept in days. He does a lot for Kade – cleans up his messes and deals with him when he’s drugged up or drunk out of his mind.

      I’m starting to think Kade is forced to take drugs too, because he hated them when we were teenagers.

      I manage to gulp down three mouthfuls of the water then place the glass on the table between us. “I have a question. Do you work for them? Or Kade?”

      He clears his throat, straightening his already flat tie. “Mr Mitchell is my boss. He pays my salary and bonuses. But I’m very aware of the Sawyers and his position with them.”

      “Who’s the wife?” I ask, leaning my elbows on the table. “Her name and everything else you have on her.”

      “There’s no reason for you to know. You can’t do anything. No one can. Do what Mr Mitchell said – move on.”

      A tear slides down my cheek. “How can you just sit back and watch these people control him?”

      “Do you care about your family, Miss Rhodes?”

      My teeth grind together. “Partially.”

      “Then understand that if you keep digging, your family will suffer the consequences. Stop while you’re ahead. That is my only piece of advice.”

      “Will you go back for him once I’m home?”

      “No. I’m to monitor you for the foreseeable.”

      “Can you please go back for him?”

      He wipes his face, exasperated. “We land in four hours,” he replies, changing the subject, and my heart sinks. He really isn’t going to do anything? “Once we land, contact your brother to pick you up. I’ll follow behind. Don’t tell him about any of this or pay any attention to me or my colleagues. We’re ghosts to you.”

      My stomach plummets. What if they see Chris?

      Regardless of the twisted feeling in my gut, I nod. “Okay.”

      He gets to his feet and buttons his suit jacket. “To put your mind at ease, if the order comes in, then yes, I’ll go back for him once I know you’re safe. But I doubt we’ll hear from Mr Mitchell for a while. He’s blocked all comms to his phone and deactivated the system. He’s untraceable. The last time that happened, he was gone for three months.”

      My lip trembles. “Kade wasn’t always like this. I… I’m so worried about him. They could be hurting him right now. I feel useless.”

      The lights dim, and he refills my water.

      “Mr Mitchell has been in a lot of situations where his life has been at risk. Trust me when I say this is minor. He’s too valuable to be killed. Many have tried and failed. He’s good at what he does because of what he’s gone through.” He gives me a tight smile and gestures to the cockpit. “I’ll be right through there if you need anything. Get some rest. Miss— Stacey.”

      I’m not sure how much time passes; the music playing from the speakers is all I have to focus on. “When the party’s over” by Billie Eilish is on, and my heart sinks with every lyric. Memories rush through me. Me inverted on the hoop; Kade kissing me upside down while this song plays. He often used to interrupt my routine to kiss or touch me. Other times he’d sit to the side and watch me, as if he was watching me dance for the first time.

      I knew that version of Kade was in love with me. I could see it in his eyes.

      I’m not sure I’ll ever see that side of him again.

      I go to use the bathroom. My eyes are swollen from crying, my headache teetering on the edge of a full-blown migraine. I stop outside the cockpit door, hearing Barry’s voice.

      “A girl?” he asks in a happy tone. “What else did the midwife say? Yeah. That’s awesome. I’m so sorry I couldn’t be there, baby. I’ll be home in a few weeks. Work is a bit hectic.” Then there’s a long silence. His partner must be talking.

      “Honestly, she’s not what he described. I think they need their heads knocked together and to actually talk it out. Yeah. I miss you too. I’ll be home before our wedding anniversary, I promise. I love you too.”

      I move away and stop eavesdropping on Barry and his wife. It’s good to hear people still have joyful moments, even when it feels like the world is swallowing me whole. I remember how excited me and Kade were when we found out we were having a girl. We’d impatiently waited until the sixteen-week mark and paid for our own ultrasound instead of waiting the extra four weeks.

      It stayed a secret until I figured out a plan to escape Chris without risking Kade’s life. I used the excuse of not wanting Luciella to know yet. I took it easy with dancing and told my friends I’d torn my rotator cuff, so I couldn’t do rigorous exercises; that I couldn’t drink on nights out because I was on certain meds, and they bought into the lie.

      So many lies.

      I had the faintest swelling at the bottom of my abdomen that I blamed on bloating when around Lu and Ty, but despite how small I was, the midwife said everything was perfect. We started planning even more. Where we’d move to, the house we’d build, how many children. Listing names.

      Kade was mortified with half the names I suggested. I am not fucking calling my daughter Vixen. And then: Georgina? Really? She’s not ninety. My favourite was: You’re trying to fucking annoy me now, Freckles. That’s a dog’s name.

      Disaster struck barely a week later, and it was the beginning of the end.

      Right now, I’m so confused about everything. Kade said it was over, yet he kissed me. I can still feel his lips on mine as I run my fingers over my mouth. I wish I’d let him kiss me before. I wish we’d done it the entire trip.

      Do I still love him? Yes, without a doubt. Am I in love with him? I have no idea.

      Feelings suck sometimes. They’re my best friends, but they’re also my worst enemies.

      I manage to fall asleep, and when we land in Glasgow, Barry waits outside the airport bathroom while I try to remain calm and call Tobias on the number Aria gave me, but he doesn’t pick up. I send a message to let him know I landed back in Scotland.

      Kyle tells me he’s parked at arrivals, and I’ve to move my ass.

      I exit the bathroom. “Can I tell my brother? About what happened?”

      Barry stares at me in horror. “Absolutely not. Did you not hear what I said on the flight? Consequences, Miss Rhodes.”

      “Stacey.”

      “Unless you want your brother dead, keep your mouth shut and get on with your life. I won’t interact with you. I’m just here to make sure the Sawyers aren’t hunting for you.”

      They’d never find me. Chris is a cyber-freak. I don’t think the police could even hack into my phone or the Fields’ manor security system. After begging him last year, he removed the tracker and stopped reading my messages, but only because I agreed to stop locking my room door. I did, but only for a little while before paranoia kicked back in.

      I sacrificed one form of privacy for another.

      Barry leaves my side and goes to his black SUV, which is waiting a few cars behind the white Range Rover Kyle bought a few months ago. My brother grins at me and puts my bags into the trunk, and I climb into the passenger side, my nerves shattering when I see Chris glaring at me from the back seat.
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            KADE

          

          FLASHBACK

        

      

    

    
      Whoever decided it would be a fucking fantastic idea to go camping as a family needs to die. Preferably before the tents are pitched and I’m lying in mine bored as fuck.

      We were supposed to celebrate my brother Jason’s birthday with a party in the manor, and as much as I hate parties, I would’ve been able to drag Stacey into a spare room or closet and devour her face until we couldn’t breathe.

      I despise any sort of social gathering. But this? Spending the weekend close to Stacey but not being able to kiss or touch or even speak to her? Way worse. It’s torture.

      I have to maintain this facade that she does my head in because apparently it’ll look suspicious if I randomly stop calling her names and making her life hell.

      Last night, when everyone went back to their tents while Ewan and Base got into a heated debate about the blueprints of the Eiffel Tower, we texted for hours before she fell asleep. The last message was me asking if she was still awake, and I’ve had nothing from her all day.

      All. Fucking. Day. It’s brutal. Being so close but not being able to do anything. I’m sharing a tent with Jason, Dez and Base. Ewan and Mum are in their own tent, and Luciella, Stacey and Tylar are in the other a few spaces away.

      I can hear my sister giggling, and it irritates the fuck out of me. How is it fair that she gets to have Stacey to herself?

      It’s been an entire month since we left London, since I woke up with the smell of her vanilla-scented hair in my face, her body on top of mine, her soft breaths hitting my neck. It felt different, maybe because we’d just had sex for the first time. I felt the butterflies intensifying, especially when she woke up and smiled at me.

      I’m not afraid to admit that I stayed in that position for fucking hours, stroking her dark hair, tracing the ink on her shoulder blades, wondering how long it would last before she got fed up with me.

      We’ve been going slow when it comes to sex, or any other acts for that matter. I don’t mind at all. We aren’t in any rush. But the five times we have fucked, it’s been careful, safe and always ends with me holding her until we both fall asleep. I usually wake to her gone.

      We’re still learning from each other. I think, along with her as a person and how beautiful she is, I’m also drawn to how understanding she is. None of this is easy for me. Emotions I’ve never been in touch with are surfacing whenever I’m around her. She’s patient with me, and I think that alone makes me comfortable around her.

      Call me insecure, but I second-guess everything. It’s impossible for a person to be as happy as I am and not have the other shoe drop like fucking thunder. She doesn’t even want me to meet her family yet, for fuck’s sake.

      We aren’t in a relationship. Nothing has really been established. We haven’t spoken about how we feel, except for the odd time she tells me she likes me, and I need to hold back on telling her I think I might be falling in love with her.

      Might be.

      I’m not sure if the need to see her, speak to her or even fucking smell her is an obsessive trait, one that may turn into a dangerous need for control or make me manipulative. I can’t wake up without her on my mind, and when I go to sleep, all I can think about is her.

      When I’m not with her, I check my phone every five minutes, intentionally going to the kitchen when I know Luciella is there to see if Stacey is with her. I’m always on her social media, her tagged pictures and checking if she’s following anyone new.

      My heart literally sinks when she takes forever to respond to me. But it also explodes in ecstasy when she smiles at me, when she cuddles into my side and tells me she doesn’t want to go back to my sister’s room.

      I haven’t heard any noises from the other tent in a while. Would it be psychotic of me to sneak in, kidnap Stacey and drag her to the woods to kiss the living daylights out of her?

      Debatable.

      I sit up in my sleeping bag and grab my phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Still awake?

      

      

      

      

      

      Three dots appear, and I internally sigh with relief and lie back, holding my phone up to my face while I wait for her reply. I pull the strings of my hoodie, tightening the hood around my face.

      
        
          
            
              
        Freckles: Yep. I can hear Ewan snoring from away over here! I would’ve suffocated him with a pillow by now if I was your mother. Wait. Is that Ewan or Aria?

      

      

      

      

      

      Could be either of them. In all fairness, Stacey snores as well. I won’t say that to her though. She’s in denial about her singing voice – imagine I commented on her snoring too? I’d be the one suffocated with a pillow.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: It sucks being so close to you and not being able to do anything. How is it possible to miss you, yet you’re right here?

      

      

      

      

      

      Was that too forward? Fuck it, the message has already sent. Dad told me to be honest, so I’m being fucking honest.

      
        
          
            
              
        Freckles: I miss you too.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smile and type a reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I have a question…

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Freckles: You may ask.

      

      

      

      

      

      How the hell do I ask about exclusivity without asking her to be my girlfriend? I reckon the latter will scare her, considering how secretive she wants us to be, so I won’t mention us being in an actual relationship.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I know we spoke about this when I was in America, but do you want to see other people?

      

      

      

      

      

      She types. Deletes. Goes offline. Comes back online and types. Offline. Online. Types and deletes.

      
        
          
            
              
        Freckles: Ummmm…

      

      

      

      

      

      Fuck me, my heart is rattling in my chest. What if things have changed since London and she’s been seeing other people, and I’ve completely read this wrong?

      My left eye twitches, an unsettling, violent feeling sinking into me at the thought of someone else kissing her. Seeing her smile. Hearing her giggle. Watching her dance and falling asleep with her in their arms.

      I’ll find out who and I’ll hurt them. Threaten them.

      Wait, no, fuck. No.

      
        
          
            
              
        Freckles: Have I misjudged this? Without sounding needy, I only want you. But if you’re wanting to see other people, then please tell me. I’m not into sharing.

      

      

      

      

      

      Is the heavy weight lifting from my chest what relief feels like?

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I only want you too. Come here and I’ll prove it.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Freckles: Do you forget the part where you’re sharing a tent with your brother and friends?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: They’re drunk and asleep. Come keep me company.

      

      

      

      

      

      I shut my screen off when she goes offline, and I check to make sure they’re definitely asleep. It’s three in the morning – I doubt anyone will be awake. Base has his arm over his eyes, mouth open with deep, sleepy breaths, mumbling in Russian. Dez is face down and keeps twitching in whatever dream he’s in. Jason is motionless, a sure sign he’s in a deep sleep.

      I throw one of Base’s protein bars at them, and none threaten to kill me.

      Definitely asleep.

      The zipper of the tent slowly moves up, and her head appears. Her hair is mostly pulled back with a clip. Her face, from what I can see in the moonlight, is make-up free, but there’s a slight sheen on her lips where she’s put on lip balm before coming here.

      In a hoodie and baggy sweats to keep her warm in this frigid weather, she climbs into the tent, zips it back up at the speed of a snail then crawls over to me as quietly as she can.

      It’s kind of pathetic how my heart skips a beat over her willingly wanting to spend time with me. The excitement I feel that she’s sneaking away from her friends, sneaking around mine and sliding in beside me in my sleeping bag is unmatched by any thrill I’ve ever had.

      That’s just it with Stacey. She could be singing a musical horrendously off-key with food all over her face, and I’d still see her as my own fucking angel.

      “Hi,” she breathes as I turn on my side to face her, mirroring her position. “This is risky.”

      I look over her shoulder at my friends then look down at her, pulling my sleeping bag up to hide her from them. I half-smile and tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “Risky is fun.”

      “They won’t wake up and tell Luciella I’m here?” Her voice is so quiet, so sweet and soft.

      “Not if they want to live, no. It’s just Base and his big mouth though. He’s a fucking gossip.”

      We whisper as low as possible, talking about anything and everything – what she’s been up to this week, the classes she’s been teaching, the sketches I sent her one night when I was bored. After she saw them, she asked if I’d design her a tattoo.

      Stacey is already a work of art. The idea of having my drawings on her skin makes mine tingle. I’m no pro, but my therapist has started encouraging me to doodle often, since it helps when I’m overwhelmed or need to express myself in a way I struggle with.

      She wraps her arms around my neck, hiking her leg up to rest on top of my hip. “I can’t fall asleep here,” she tells me. “But I want to cuddle for a bit.”

      I tighten my hold on her waist, bringing her knee up higher to my ribs. “Then cuddle me, Freckles. It’s been brutal not being able to do this with you.”

      “I love how romantic you are,” she says. “I know you keep saying you’re not, but you really are. You’re just as needy as me.”

      I squeeze her ass. “I’m not romantic.” Needy? Yeah, I’m fucking needy when it comes to her.

      She hums quietly. “Is that why you researched all the side effects to my pill and restocked your minifridge with things to make me feel better? Or when you bought me a hot-water bottle the morning after our first time, because I was sore?”

      “The side effects are a little intense. I was being nice.” I raise my shoulder. “I need to take care of you somehow after how well you take it.”

      She slaps my arm, and we both silently chuckle.

      Most of the time, we just do this whenever we’re together. Cuddle and talk.

      Stacey being a cuddler has been unexpected. Without a doubt, this is one of my favourite things about her – whenever we sleep, she always has to touch me.

      Her head is always on my chest, and whenever I wake and we’re tangled as one, I can’t seem to move. I don’t want to move. It’s moments like those – this – when I try to figure out if my dad ever felt this way about my mum, and at what point it all turned sour. At what point did he decide it wasn’t enough and start using manipulation and coercion to keep her for as long as he did?

      He still does. In a way. Her life, twenty years later, still revolves around my dad like fragile glass. She loves him – a part of her can never not love him. They remain in this toxic bubble, where she lights up around him, and he conceals every vicious urge to keep her happy.

      I know that takes a lot for him, and sometimes, when Mum needs space from dealing with his bad days, my dad ends up in solitary confinement for being an enraged psycho.

      One thing I will say, and fuck if my parents ever found out, but I never want them back together. They’re truly toxic. Plain and simple. She’s married, and I honestly think I’d go with Ewan if they split up.

      Personally, I think Ewan deserves better. He should find someone who can love him the way he loves her.

      I’m the worst son ever for thinking that.

      Stacey brings me out of my head fuck by cupping my cheek. “Hey. What’s wrong?”

      I shake my head. She doesn’t need to know where my thoughts go sometimes. “Nothing. I really do miss you.”

      Base is definitely asleep. Because he’d be snorting and trying not to laugh if he heard me.

      She grins and gives me a chaste kiss. I go in for more, but she presses her middle finger to my lips. “I’m right here.”

      Yeah, she is, but I can’t kiss her or hold her or fucking even look at her ass without chancing us being caught. Her shitty rule of keeping this all hush-hush is starting to piss me off. I’m trying to be patient, but fuck me.

      I’m not patient.

      And I’m also starting to despise my sister.

      “You know what I mean,” I say against her finger.

      She moves her hand and slides it between us, gripping the waistband of my grey sweats. “We’re going home tomorrow. I’ll see you after my hoop class. I’m teaching until nine.”

      I sigh deeply and lower my forehead to hers. “Not enough.”

      Stacey shakes slightly in a silent laugh. “What are you going to do when I go to Hawaii with my family in January?”

      “Burn your passport before you can leave.”

      She curls her fingers into my waistband and whispers, “I keep it in the drawer beside my bed. You’d need to sneak into my room and get it.”

      “Sneaking into your room isn’t impossible.” Her dad has tightened security since I showed up at their door, but that won’t stop me.

      Stacey bites her bottom lip, sucks it and releases it slowly. My eyes are drawn to her mouth, and I want to taste those lips, to slip my tongue inside and roll her beneath me.

      “I want you to sneak into my room.”

      Jesus. “You do?”

      Her hand slides below the waistbands of both my sweats and boxers. “Uh-huh.” A groan drops from my mouth as she wraps her fingers around my hardening cock and begins stroking me from base to tip. “Next week when my… family is away. I want you to sneak in through my window and climb into my bed and wake me up with your face between my legs.”

      Fuck. Fucking fuck. My dick swells in her hand with each movement, images in my head of me between her legs and sucking on her clit.

      “That,” I say, stopping as she swipes her thumb over the tip, smearing my precum, “can be arranged, Freckles.”

      “Good,” she says, capturing my bottom lip between her teeth and sucking on it. It pops back, and she tightens her grip around me, making me fight an audible groan.

      Dez and Base and Jason are right there, and her hand is wrapped around my cock, but I don’t care about them, just her and the way she watches me with each stroke.

      With one last glance at them sleeping behind her, I lower my head, nudging her nose with mine. I release her thigh and grab the nape of her neck, crushing our mouths together in a kiss.

      I tilt my head and shove my tongue past her lips. The kiss becomes hungrier – more demanding each time she twists her wrist at my swollen head.

      My hand vanishes from her hair, dropping between us and into her panties. She’s wet – really fucking wet – and I roll my hips into her grip as my thumb presses to her clit.

      She quietly whimpers into my mouth, gasping as I push two fingers inside and fuck her with them. I curl them against her warmth, feeling her tighten, her hips rolling into my hand.

      I ease them out of her and yank her sweats down while she completely frees my cock from my own sweats. As quietly as possible, we get one of her legs free of material and hike her knee to my hip.

      We lie on our sides again, facing each other, and my dick presses between her thighs. I rub the tip against her entrance then lower my head with a mouthed fuck. “I don’t have a condom.”

      She grinds against the underside of my dick. “The pill would’ve kicked in by now.”

      I lift my head to look at her. “You want me to keep going without one?”

      “Only if you want to. I only had to wait seven days before having unprotected sex. It’s been three weeks.”

      Just for further permission, I ask, “You’re sure?”

      “Yes.” She rocks her hips, her wetness sliding all over my cock. “Please, Kade.”

      Note to self: Have Stacey moan my name while fucking her. Preferably not while sharing a tent with my brother and friends.

      I nod, gulping before caressing her lips with a gentle kiss. Without breaking our mouths apart, I grab her thigh, holding it to my hip as I line up and push into her with ease. The warmth of her tightness has my eyes closing, has me holding in the noises threatening to leave my throat at how perfectly her pussy is gripping my dick.

      Without the barrier of a condom, I can feel everything. From how wet she really is, to the addictive heat, the way her inner walls accommodate my length, the slight pressure from still being new to sex. I already thought sex was amazing, but without the barrier, I think I might die from how good it feels.

      Just this once, I’ll enjoy this. As much as fucking her bare for the rest of my life sounds like a day in heaven.

      Stacey – flushed with parted lips and dilating eyes – grips on to me for dear life as I sink deeper. I slide out, keeping the tip in, then thrust in again. And again. And again. Until I’m swallowing each shattering sound from her lips with a solid kiss and holding on to her as she matches each thrust. My tongue is on hers, my fingers digging into her flesh, and I glance at the bodies beside us to make sure no one has woken up.

      I devour her mouth, tasting her, feeling her under my fingertips as I explore every inch of her body.

      I’ll never get used to this. Her.

      “Mine,” I say against her mouth.

      No one else’s.

      I kiss her shoulder, the area where she has a rose and skull tattooed on her skin, then I drag my mouth to her throat, where I want to wrap my hand around it. An impulsive thought, one I’ll never act on.

      This is the sixth time we’ve had sex; I doubt she’ll be comfortable with me grabbing her throat while fucking her.

      I stop moving when I notice she’s trying to take control. Her little breaths and the way she can’t take her eyes off mine have me cupping her face in both hands, slamming my mouth on hers and letting her take the reins.

      She digs her nails into my scalp, tugging my hair to use as leverage to grind on me. Each thick inch is cradled by her wet pussy, and she hooks her heel to my thigh so she can fuck me harder. If we weren’t in a tent with people, I’d allow myself to moan and not bite my lip to stifle each sound.

      My balls squeeze, tingling from electrifying sensations at my spine, and I’m so fucking close to exploding inside her, but I’m not ready for this to end.

      I pull out completely. “Turn around.”

      She does, giving me her perfect ass. I cradle a cheek in my palm, squeezing as I kiss a wet trail up the side of her throat to her ear then nudge through her entrance from behind. It’s tighter from this angle – I hold her leg up as I fuck into her pussy.

      It’s a slow and torturous rhythm that I want to speed up; I want to ignore the others sleeping so close to us and slam into her harder, faster, to hear her moaning so loud she wakes all of the wildlife in this campsite.

      “Oh God,” she breathes, backing into each thrust, making me go deeper and hitting that sweet spot that has her writhing. I cover her mouth before she can get any louder as I pick up the pace.

      I drop my chin, whispering against her ear. “Close your eyes. I don’t want you looking at my friends or my brother while you come from me fucking you.”

      A perfectly acceptable demand. In my head anyway. She shuts her eyes and digs her nails into my wrist, my hand still on her mouth as I thrust harder.

      Skin slapping skin and heavy breaths echo around the tent, but they don’t stop me from driving into her, or Stacey from arching her extremely flexible back and giving me a new angle.

      “You’re doing so good, Freckles,” I say, kissing below her ear as I thrust harder. My voice is shaky, but I keep praising her. “Taking it so fucking well.”

      I can feel my dick swelling, the head throbbing from how much she’s tightening around it. I reach in front of her, dropping my hand between her legs and pinching her clit.

      She bites into my palm as she clenches around me, her walls strangling my dick as her orgasm crashes into her. Each pulse, each time she swallows me with her euphoric spasms, I start to lose my vision. Blurry. Hazy. Like I’m happy drunk or on uppers, my own fucking drug as my balls pull.

      I bury my head into the crook of her neck, sucking on the skin there as my thrusts quicken – until I stop completely, stilling deep, my cock twitching as I fill her with each drop of my cum.

      I’ve no idea how long we lie here, cuddling, trying to catch our breaths. Long after we fix our clothes, Stacey stays in my arms. We hear birds chirping, the lapping of the water nearby and the pattering of rain against the tent.

      She eventually goes out to pee, because apparently that’s a thing after sex, but comes straight back to me.

      “I should go,” she says quietly. “People might start waking up.”

      I stroke her cheek with my knuckles. “Come for a smoke with me first.”

      “We should make a deal to quit,” she says, narrowing her eyes. “It’s bad for us.”

      “I will if you let me see you more.”

      She rolls her eyes but smiles. “Maybe.”

      We sneak out, making sure not to wake my heathen friends or brother, and I follow her into the woods. She leans against a tree, the canopy of branches guarding us from the rain. I hand her a cigarette, light it for her and spark my own.

      I’ve never been attracted to smoking, but anything Stacey does is fucking hot to me.

      She blows smoke above us and tilts her head. “Why are you staring at me?”

      I shrug and inhale deeply. “You’re cute,” I say as smoke releases from my lungs.

      Shaking her head, she blushes and takes another draw. “Did you mean it when you said you only wanted me?”

      I nod. “Did you?”

      She nods too. “Yeah.”

      “Great.”

      “Great,” she repeats, smiling hard.

      So beautiful and mine.

      “Sit next to me in the car ride home.”

      She hums. “Why?”

      “So I can hold your hand.” I shrug and press my mouth to hers. “Or your thigh. Whichever is more accessible.”

      “In your mum’s car?”

      “I’ll put my hoodie over our hands. Happy?”

      “See! You are romantic! That’s kind of like when we were in your living room, when we were watching that dreadful movie Lu chose. We held hands under the blanket.”

      I remember that night. I couldn’t get the image of her beneath me out of my head for weeks. “For the billionth time, I’m not romantic.”

      “You are!”

      I roll my eyes and lift her into my arms, carrying her in the opposite direction from the tents to a nearby picnic bench, settling her on top of it. I stand between her legs, and both our heads gravitate to the side, mesmerised by the sight before us.

      The sun rises over the Torridon Hills, illuminations cracking the sky and atmosphere with orange and yellow hues. Flocks of birds fly over the water. I look at Stacey, and her eyes dance with the colours reflecting, her cheeks and nose red from the cold.

      She’s like my own sunrise. Beautiful. Perfect. She fills a part of me that’s been empty and dark for as long as I can remember.

      Maybe I am falling in love with her. Should I tell her? Would that scare her?

      I see her chitter a little, so I yank off my hoodie and pull it over her head. Hers is thin and small. Mine drowns her body, nearly coming down to her knees. “Thank you,” she says, fisting the cuffs and holding them to her cheeks. “It smells like you.”

      “Don’t steal this one.”

      She grins. “I’ll need to take it off before we go back to the tents, but I’ll steal it later.”

      I smirk, pulling her closer to me by the knees. She buries her head in my chest. We stay like this for God knows how long. In a comfortable silence I’d like to stay in. But then the annoying thoughts start to run wild, so wild I’m shocked she can’t hear my heart slamming against my chest.

      Gulping nervously, I allow myself to be honest by asking something that’s been bothering me for a while. “Does it not worry you? Who I am?”

      Her head lifts. “What? Why would I be worried?”

      “I’m the son of a psychopath who kidnapped his own girlfriend and killed multiple people. Does it not scare you that I might be the same as him? It’s genetically possible. You know how much I struggle with emotions.”

      Without hesitation, she shakes her head. “You aren’t Tobias.”

      “Then why can’t I stop thinking about you? What if it’s the start of an obsession like he has with my mother?”

      She grins and pulls me to her, hooking her ankles behind my thighs.

      She brushes her fingers through my hair. “I can’t stop thinking about you either. Does that make me a psychopath?”

      I scoff. “Of course not.”

      “Then there’s your answer. Can you kiss me now? I made it look like I was in my sleeping bag with blankets and a pair of headphones, but it’ll be noticeable now, so I need to go back.”

      I chuckle and pull her lips to mine, doing as she says until our tongues are numb. We part ways, our fingers slipping free as she sneaks back into her tent, and I climb into mine.
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      Blinking under the bright light, I rub my eyes and try to sit up, failing when dizziness knocks me onto my back. I’m not in a sleeping bag or in a tent or in my goddamn dream, I’m in a hotel room, the bed far too soft, with red hair dangling over my face. It isn’t dark and smelling of vanilla. It’s like straw and smells of cigarettes.

      The butterflies aren’t there either. The only sign of humanity I have left, that I only feel when I think of her.

      Fuck.

      I rub my eyes again, needing to fall back into one of the many memories I escape to when I’m in these situations.

      Bernadette leans over me, grinning widely. “Oh, good. I thought you passed out on us. Did we dose you too many times?”

      There’s a voice to my left, close – really close – but I don’t try to turn my head to see who it is. Bernadette speaks to them while she leans over me, stroking my cheek like I’m her little petting lamb. Her nails scrape against my stubble, and when I attempt to sit up, she shoves me in the chest and presses her palm down.

      I’m far too weak to fight her. My veins are burning with whatever they injected me with.

      I’m in and out of consciousness from the drug, but that doesn’t stop them – something jabs at my arm, and a rush of heat spirals down my spine, gathering in my balls. She keeps stabbing me with shit that makes me hard, and no matter what I do, I can’t stop it. Being forced to have a hard-on for weeks is starting to hurt. I want to cut my dick off.

      We came back to Scotland a few days ago, staying in a hotel up in Inverness while she signed some deal with new clients. She sold me to a married couple for two days then had to clean the mess up because I killed them both. I don’t remember skinning them alive, but apparently I did the wife first while the husband watched. Neither of them got near me.

      I’m nearing my limit, even with all the consequences looming over my head. I’m the son of Tobias Mitchell, for fuck’s sake. I’m not a fucking toy – but in order to protect those I love, I need to pretend to be one. A pet. A killer. A warm body that she sells off, even though she has more money than fucking sense.

      Barry better be keeping Stacey safe. I’ve done everything possible to distract Bernie while she hunts for both Stacey and my team. I’m surprised she’s still not dug into her little system and found my ex – it’s like she doesn’t exist at all. It’s… concerning. Someone is messing with her existence. It could be the reason Barry and I were never able to hack her home security or her phone – all I ever got was her previous address and the death certificates of her parents.

      If she hadn’t told me about her stepbrother Kyle, I wouldn’t have known he existed. We live just far enough apart that our paths probably wouldn’t cross.

      Bernadette did catch the tail of some of my guys in Australia – they were dissecting a terrorist group planning on attacking a high school, but I sidetracked her by causing an issue in Inverness.

      I’ve been lying in this bed since yesterday morning. Somewhere near Glasgow. My body is starting to go numb. No food or water – she has fluids going into me through a vein yet still insists on jabbing me with needles.

      Bernadette tells her bodyguards to get out and find Archie, and after she locks the door behind them, she pulls off her nightdress and smiles at me. “I know I said I’d give you two weeks off, but you’re coming to a party with me and Cassie next weekend. Then you’re going to take my daughter to the hotel room there, and you’re going to be at least a little more compliant than you are now. She needs to think you want to be there with her.”

      I stare at the monster, and I guess my expression speaks volumes, since I’m too fucked to string words together.

      “My daughter can be sensitive to our world. She’ll get used to it, but I need you to be by her side throughout. Archie is still insisting on marriage.”

      My empty stomach curdles, and I grit my teeth as she pulls her hair into a ponytail then twists it into a bun.

      “Your father is in solitary confinement, and he will stay there until I find who was working for you. Is his life no longer enough? Will I pay your sister a visit next?”

      “No,” I grit, my voice strained.

      “Will you behave and marry my daughter then?”

      I try to glare, but whatever drug is pumping through me has me dizzy. It seems she doesn’t care for a response as she straddles me.

      I close my eyes and sink the back of my skull into the pillow, revulsion and murder crashing into me. I think about dark hair, a soft voice, the way she feels under my fingers and ignore my body betraying me. It makes me sick. No matter how much I fight it, the drugs she’s given me win over my denial. I’m not attracted to Bernadette. I hate her more than anyone I know.

      Death would be better. But me dying risks everyone else.

      If I’m dead, how the fuck will I keep her off Stacey’s tail?

      Barry could protect her – I trust him the most out of everyone – but he’s due to have a kid. Will he leave Stacey alone when his wife gives birth? Who will keep Stacey safe?

      Fuck, my heart is racing again – the beginnings of a panic attack. I try to breathe through it, think about something calming.

      Stacey is safe. She’s fine.

      I haven’t laid eyes on her in so long and it’s killing me inside. Before, I could sneak away and log into my laptop, watch her on the cameras while she danced, or in the manor with my sister, or I’d park my car near the studio and wait for her to leave so I could see her face.

      I can still taste her on the tip of my tongue. Just one fucking second of her, one drive to the studio for one goddamn look, that’s all I need – it’s fucking torture. Maybe worse than my current position.

      Bernadette grabs my throat and squeezes. “Eyes on me, boy. Think about me.”

      I don’t look at her, even as she crushes my airways. I look right through her – dissociating like I always do.

      I’m too weak to snap her neck. Too fucking useless as I keep my eyes unfocused and imagine I’m somewhere else. A tent. My bed. On my motorbike with Stacey’s squeals of excitement in my ear while I speed through traffic. The look on her face when I showed her the tattoo I made for us both. The first time she told me she loved me.

      My fingers mentally trace over imaginary paper as I stare at the last ever drawing I made of her – unfinished. Gathering dust in my apartment, locked away in my safe where all my drawings are. I once drew what I assumed our daughter would look like – my most prized possession.

      I fist the sheets at my sides when Bernadette leans down to kiss my throat, breaking my focus. I’m not sure where the energy comes from, or how I manage, but I drive my forehead into her face. Her screams are the last thing I hear before she gets off my dick and stabs me with another needle, and I welcome it now, because I can go back to where I want to be in my mind.
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      Leaving Stacey in my bed this morning is a struggle, but when I kiss her forehead and untangle her limbs from mine, I know it’s going to be worth it. She’s wearing a hockey top my dad sent over from America, and it’s fucking huge on her. She seems to have claimed half my wardrobe.

      Sweats and a top to hand, I lean down and kiss the tip of her nose, grinning as she groans and rolls onto her front. I check the time on my phone, seeing four messages from Base and Dez, both of them in Russia for some family party.

      Dez sends an SOS with a picture of a guard standing with a gun, and Base accidentally sends me a message that was clearly meant for my sister.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sebastian the Third: Aw please don’t cry. Don’t be worried, princess. I get why you’re scared, but you don’t need to be. If you need to chat until you feel better, then you know I’m always a phone call away. You’re going to fucking smash it over there, and anyone who gets to be by your side is lucky. Safe flight and let me know when you land xx

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Sebastian the Third: Fuck. Of all the fucking people, I send it to YOU. I will hang your ass if you screenshot that.

      

      

      

      

      

      Any other time I’d give him hell, but the fact that he’s trying to make my sister feel better, to comfort her while on the other side of the world, is fine with me. Hell, he has every force under him to keep her safe and could crush a skull with his bare hands if he wanted to. Luciella couldn’t have landed with a scarier yet more caring guy. If only she’d rearrange her moral compass and give him a chance.

      She won’t.

      Which is probably why Stacey is even more scared for her to find out that we’re seeing one another.

      Freckles has been on the pill for two months now, and the side effects are starting to get to her. Her tits are swollen, her face is breaking out and she has a constant craving for ham sandwiches. Tylar asked her why she was gaining a bit of weight, considering she works out twice a day and is usually very careful with her diet.

      Stacey called me as soon as she left the studio in tears, paranoid that I’d lose interest if it didn’t stop.

      It took me days to convince her that I wasn’t going anywhere. It took me another few days to finally have Stacey believe that regardless of how she looks, she’s beautiful.

      Now she keeps putting her tits in my face and trying to suffocate me with them.

      So yeah. Losing interest in Stacey is impossible.

      I sneak out of the house and off the grounds before the sun beams over the Munros, making my way to Glasgow to pick up our new fluffy friends. I’m excited about her reaction. She’d said her favourite dogs were large ones. And I want a Dobermann. It just so happens that I’m rehoming two after the shelter posted online that they were in need of a home urgently.

      When I reach the shelter, I sign too many forms and set up the back of the car, opening up the carriers. While I wait for the assistant to bring the dogs out, I inspect the large dent in the side of Jason’s car.

      I took the blame, but it’s safe to say Stacey needs a hell of a lot more practice before she can drive on a normal road. I’ve been trying to teach her how to drive for weeks now, but no matter what, I end up with whiplash, and she ends up in my lap.

      “Mr Mitchell?” A voice pulls my attention to the front door. “Thank you for doing this. We had nowhere for them to go as all of our kennels were full. They’ve been sitting in reception for the last two days after being abandoned in the middle of nowhere. We have all the essentials in this bag.” He hands me said bag, a tote with their shelter logo on it. “The smaller one has an upset stomach from stress, but he should be fine in a few days.”

      “Right.” I place the bag in the car and take the leashes. “You need anything else from me? Did the shelter receive the donation?”

      He smiles warmly, his glasses resting on the bridge of his nose, grey hair messy in the wind. “We did, thank you. You’re very generous. If you struggle, or need to rehome them, we can give some assistance.”

      I lift the dogs into the carriers and lock them, slowly closing the trunk. “Thanks. I’ll be keeping these little guys for good.”

      “That’s nice to hear. We’ll give you a call in a few weeks to see how they’re doing.”

      I nod, shake his hand and head for home.

      On the way back, I turn off my radio and tell them about where they’re going to live, that I have a sister who’ll most likely run away from them and a huge indoor pool for them to swim in. “I also have this girl at home, and she’s going to love you both. I reckon I let her name one of you.” I look at the smallest one through the mirror. “You can be The Destroyer.”

      He tilts his head at me, looking all cute and adorable.

      By the time I get back to the manor, the sun is fully up, and the house is awake.

      Mum squeals when she sees them, Ewan pats their heads and Luciella leans down but cowers when they let out a stream of high-pitched barks at her.

      “What kind of dogs are they?” she asks, rising and sitting back down to her breakfast. “They look like Dobermann pups.”

      “Yeah, they’re Dobermen.” She raises a brow, and I realise my mistake. Fucking Stacey and her made-up vocabulary. “You know what I mean.”

      “We need to leave in five. Will I ask one of the staff to look after them?”

      I shake my head. “They can go in my room until I’m back.”

      I take the carriers and bag full of things to my side of the manor, up the spiral stairs to my room.

      Stacey could sleep through a riot. She doesn’t make a sound or wake when I slip them into the bedroom, set up a puppy pen in silence and quickly run down to the kitchen while Luciella is sorting out her plane bag. We leave sharpish and quickly say our goodbyes at the airport.

      For some reason, it takes Stacey two hours to message me in panic, the total opposite of what I expect.

      
        
          
            
              
        Freckles: OMG, Kade!!! Why are there two dogs in your room??? Can you hurry up? Please? PLEASE?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Freckles: You got two Dobermann pups? They are going to eat me! I’m too young to die!

      

      

      

      

      

      Next is a picture of her under the bed, capturing the two of them staring in the phone’s direction, heads tilted, captioned, This will be the last thing I see before I die. At least they’re cute. When I’m gone, you’re not allowed to have sex with anyone else. My ghost will get jealous and haunt you.

      I laugh and shake my head. Mum nudges my arm and tells me to hurry up and drive. I quickly send a response.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I just dropped Luciella off at the airport. You’ll survive another hour until I’m back.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Freckles: Well, when you come back and I’m ripped to shreds, you better fucking miss me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: So dramatic, my little Freckles. They’re only pups.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Freckles: Your little Freckles is going to be a lump of flesh by the time you get back to bed. I think I’ll actually stay under here until you’re home. They look like evil villain dogs who want to dissect me with their extremely sharp teeth.

      

      

      

      

      

      “She was the one that said she loved large dogs,” I mutter to myself.

      “Huh?” Mum replies, and I shut off my screen with a snort and pull Jason’s car out of the parking spot. Mum is wiping her eyes in the passenger seat while speaking to my dad on the phone. “I can’t believe my little girl is finally going to university,” she sobs, her voice shaking as she places my dad on speaker. “What am I supposed to do now?”

      Dad laughs, the smile evident in his tone. “Sweetheart, you’ll see her every month when you visit.”

      “It’s not fair that you get to see her every day.” Mum sniffs. “I’m officially jealous.”

      “Of me being locked up in here? You would hate the early rises and the food. And that’s if she chooses to visit me. She hates visitations. Plus, she’s two hours from me.”

      Luciella going away to study shouldn’t have our mother this upset, surely? She should be glad that she’s getting some peace from her. I sure the fuck am.

      It’s a week into the new year, and I’m done with the celebrations. The parties weren’t too bad, since I got to sneak around with Stacey and steal a kiss from her just as the clocks turned twelve. But then Luciella and Tylar decided it would be a cracking idea to go out clubbing, and I had to pretend not to look at my phone every two seconds while sitting with Base and Dez.

      I worked my ass off with Ewan for the last two months to make sure I could get Stacey the perfect Christmas present. We went to Dublin the day after celebrating with my family, and we got drunk in the Temple Bar before I dragged her back to the hotel and learned more about her body.

      She cried when she opened the little dancer charm for her bracelet and held my hand while we got matching tattoos – a design I’d worked on for weeks. Our initials intertwined and distorted to make them unrecognisable, with the words so small and vine-like, not even Stacey knows that they say “I choose who I love, and I choose you”.

      It’s a little deep, considering how fresh we are and still not official, but I don’t know, it seemed right. She was more than happy to get the ink, and I’d do anything to see a smile on her face.

      I’ll tell her what it says one day.

      It took me a lot to admit to myself – and a lot of convincing from my parents – that I wasn’t a raging psycho who wanted to claim her and keep her to myself, but even though I still think there’s a possibility, I know how I truly feel about her.

      It’s an emotion I had no idea I was capable of. Or my own twisted version of it anyway.

      I’ve fallen in love with Stacey Rhodes.

      I wanted to ask her to be my girlfriend while we were in Ireland, since my dad said it was the next step for us, but when I’d hyped myself up and tried to push the words past my lips, I froze. My chest had gone tight, I had black dots in my vision, and Stacey said we’d go back to our room and watch movies when she noticed I was losing it.

      It worked, because the pain and anxiety were gone, and I had her in my arms for hours until we needed to catch our flight home.

      The calmest I’ve ever felt in my life is when I’m with her. The voices are quiet, my heart slows to a healthy pace and I can sleep.

      The panicking and overthinking and obsessive thoughts haven’t calmed completely – if anything, they’re worse when she’s not around. Mainly me going through every scenario of things ending.

      It’s stupid, but I’m paranoid. I think about her as soon as I wake up, immediately checking my phone, and I’m either ecstatic she’s texted or confused when there’s no message. When my friends come over or arrange a day of smoking at Base’s, I ask Stacey if she has plans, just to make sure there isn’t a better option. Most of the time, to my disdain, she says she’s busy, and that we’d make plans for when she’s either at the studio or staying with Luciella.

      So when my twin sister announced she was going to study in the States, I was fucking buzzing that I’d have more of Stacey. But that would make me possessive surely? Wanting her to myself and hating others who have her attention? We were in Edinburgh and a guy opened the door for her while I was at the ATM, and I imagined his body in a morgue and me behind bars.

      Dad thinks it’s normal. But he would say that, wouldn’t he?

      My new therapist has been a lot of help, and even got me on better meds to control certain impulses and negative thoughts.

      They’re always there, regardless, but sometimes I feel like I can actually breathe, and it’s when she’s with me. I worry that I’ll hurt her, or that she’ll end up scared of me. I might become someone she doesn’t want, a demon in her closet waiting to attack. A guy she fucks when she wants, someone who does everything and anything for her.

      Stacey is taking over my life and we’ve only been at this for a few months.

      I want her to be my girlfriend, and maybe then we can stop sneaking around and tell the world that we belong together. Maybe, with the blessing of her family and her seeing it from mine, things will get better.

      Not that things are bad. I love being around her, on her and in her. I love hearing her atrocious singing and her laugh, especially when I cause it. I can hear it now as I drive, the little pig snorts when she belly laughs, exaggerating it with a hand slapping whatever is closest to her. I watch her sleep, because I always wake first, her face relaxed and at peace as she dreams about – hopefully – us.

      Fuck, I’m in deep. But I want to be deeper. More. I need more of her.

      Mum finishes her conversation with my dad and hangs up, giving me a tight smile. “Are you okay?”

      The frown I have on my face deepens as she stares at me. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “She was your twin!”

      I try not to laugh as her eyes water again. “Jesus, woman. She’s not dead.”

      Ewan leans forward, head poking between the two seats of his son’s car. “He’s right. And so is Tobias. You’ll see her more than you think, okay? If it’ll make you feel better, we can go stay at the lodge in Stranraer for a week.”

      She nods. “I’d like that.”

      Mum pats her eyes with a tissue and turns to me again. “So what’s the plan for you?”

      I raise a brow. “Drive home?”

      For an old woman, her slap to my arm is a tad stingy.

      “Are you going to tell Luciella about Stacey?”

      “When Stacey wants to, yes,” I reply.

      Ewan speaks next. “Have you made it official yet?”

      I sigh and run my hand down my face. “I tried, but I freaked out. I will though.”

      “What if you ask her on her birthday? She’s nineteen next week, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      She’s twenty-three days older than me and won’t let me live it down. She keeps saying she feels weird fucking someone younger than her. It always earns her a spank and being tickled into a fit of coughing.

      “I’m taking her out on the boat – is that alright?” I ask Ewan. He taught me how to drive a boat years ago, and I have the perfect image in my head of taking Stacey into the loch and asking her then. “On Saturday.”

      “Sure,” Ewan replies. “Ah! Pull into McDonalds.”

      I do, and we munch our food, setting aside a Big Mac for Stacey. But by the time I get home and get to my room, she’s asleep on top of the bed with one of the dogs cuddling into her, the other asleep at the foot of the bed. She’s got blankets over her and is cradling the Dobermann pup into her body.

      The small one’s head pulls up, ears flopping. He hurries over to me and licks my cheek when I pick him up.

      I take a picture of Stacey and the pup, putting the meal, my phone, car keys, cigarettes and lighter on the bedside unit before pulling the duvet aside and climbing in with them, keeping the other pup between us. Somehow, I fall asleep, and if I had to give up everything in the world for this, I would.

      I’d give it all up for Stacey.
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