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    Dedication 
 
      
 
    For all those people who should have had a mother’s unconditional love, who should have been the apple of their eye, who were let down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Your absence taught me more than you’ll ever know. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is hell? Hell is oneself. 
 
     Hell is alone, the other figures in it  
 
    Merely projections. There is nothing to escape from 
 
     And nothing to escape to. One is always alone.” 
 
      
 
    The Cocktail Party 
 
    T S Eliot 
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    It was time to stop fucking the pool boy. 
 
    I recognised the act for what it was. Desperation. A sad, lonely forty something divorcee looking for cheap thrills and comfort in all the wrong places.  
 
    Still, he’d been a good fuck, eager to please.  
 
    But it was time to go home. I wasn’t done yet, and the voice over the line confirmed it. I grinned as I tucked the last of my clothes into the small carry on and zipped the case closed.  
 
    I had unfinished business. 
 
    Old scores to settle once and for all. 
 
    Things to destroy. 
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    “No. I can’t help you, Stella.” 
 
    “Why not? We’ve done business in the past have we not?” Anger curled inside me at his easy dismissal. 
 
    “This is not business. I have a truce with my son, by extension that truce is with Lucca too. The deal is fine if you have ninety grand for me, but the other? No.” Rubbing his chubby fingers across his cracked bottom lip, he grinned at me. It was unpleasant. Leering. “Besides, you have nothing I want.” 
 
    I raised my perfectly tweezed eyebrows at him and sat straighter in the chair, pushing my chest outwards. A brazen sexual movement, a reminder that a woman always had something a man wanted. Smirking, his eyes ogled my chest. The low-cut silk camisole I’d worn was not by accident. You see, Charlie could always be swayed with sex and I’d anticipated it would come to this. 
 
    He was a dirty old man, his favourite bartering tool was a woman, any woman, on her knees. I’d also deliberately not worn stockings. There was a reason Charlie had never been married, no woman could put up with his cruelty for long. Not many came back for seconds once they’d been under his rough hands. 
 
    I wasn’t your average woman. 
 
    Tucking my hair behind my ear, a coy move I used to my advantage, I said, “come now,” in a lowered voice, looking at him through fluttered lashes. “There must be something.” Uncrossing my legs, only to cross them in the other direction, I grinned along with the blatant Sharon Stone move of seduction.  
 
    The flash of skin had the desired effect and Charlie’s eyes glinted at me over the desk, his fist clenching at his mouth. He shoved his chair away from the desk, making space in front of him, spreading his thighs apart. God, he was so overweight I knew I was going to struggle to squeeze in there. 
 
    But I would. He had information I wanted, and I wasn’t beyond sucking him off to get my hands on it. 
 
    “Out!” he barked to his two burly bodyguards who’d come in behind me ten minutes earlier.  
 
    What they thought I was going to do to their boss was anyone’s guess, there was no need for the show of muscle. Charlie liked the power though. He lorded it over anyone he could, at any opportunity. He was wielding it that very minute. 
 
    Opening his suit jacket, the fat bastard made a show of unbuckling his belt then undoing his fly. I watched with barely concealed disgust as he wrestled his clothes from his bottom and dragged out his stiff little penis. I’d love to have said age had caught up with him, but I’d been in this position before and his cock had been just as underwhelming then too. 
 
    Where was my pool boy when I needed him? At least he’d had something decent to play with. 
 
    Standing, I shrugged my jacket from my shoulders because there was no way he was tainting the silk with any of his body fluids, and hooked it around the grimy chair I’d been sitting in. The dry cleaners would be the first port of call just as soon as I’d scrubbed his filth from my skin. Rounding the desk, I hitched my skirt to the tops of my thighs and folded into the small space between his parted legs.  
 
    He didn’t smell clean at all, my nose wrinkled at the stale sweat and the faint smell of piss, forcing me to breath as shallow as possible. I could put up with it for the little time I’d be on my knees. 
 
    “I’d say you were gagging for it, my dear,” he mocked as he smacked the head of his cock against my lips. “Look at you.” 
 
    I was gagging all right, but not for what I was undoubtedly about to get. Giggling like I couldn’t get enough of him, the only comfort was the knowledge this would be the last time I ever got on my knees for this man. Any man, if I had my way. 
 
    “Open up,” he snarled, “put your pretty fucking lips around me, bitch.” The insulting word washed over me, for I was indeed a bitch. We both knew it. 
 
    His hand came out lightening fast and yanked at my hair, pulling my head into his sweaty crotch, my hands bracing on the tops of his thighs for some control. The man may have had a small dick, but he knew how to punish with it, I had no illusions I was getting off lightly. 
 
    An ashy tasting thumb hooked into the corner of my mouth. “Open, now.” 
 
    I did, only to be stuffed with a pissy smelling cock and two more fingers. I fought the urge to throw up, knowing the gulping motion would come across as the result of me blowing him and nothing else. Truth was, I was close to hurling in his lap. The man was putrid. 
 
    “I’m gonna fuck that venomous mouth of yours, Stella. Then I’m gonna bend you over my desk and fuck your arse.” His fingers tightened around the strands of my long hair, nipping my skull. “That the price you’re willing to pay?” 
 
    Fingers left my mouth and he grabbed the other side of my head, his hips moving faster, his cock barely hitting the back of my throat. It would be a wonder if he got it up a second time to do what he promised.  
 
    Oh, what a sublime thought. 
 
    Feigning enjoyment, making all the right noises and moves, I dug my long fingernails into his legs. When I felt him tense, I was ready for it. In a surprising move, he pulled from my mouth and I watched disgustedly as his cum dribbled from the end of his cock, I wasn’t ready for the eruption when it splashed across my face and had to shut my eyes quickly, the sight pitiful. 
 
    “Get up,” he wheezed out. 
 
    There was no care to the words, just an order to obey. “I want that address, Charlie. I know you have it.” The fuck was annoying me now, I wanted out of that office and soon. 
 
    A strong hand whipped around my neck and forced me backwards against the edge of the desk, his other fumbling under my skirt, invasive fingers ripping at my thong. Kicking my feet apart, he gripped tighter, blunt nails digging into the flesh of my throat. 
 
    “After I’ve had a piece of your delicious arse. Be patient.” 
 
    Two hours later, I left Charlie’s office absolutely livid. The bastard had popped a Viagra and he’d used my body in the worst of ways, I ached all over. While he’d pushed his cock in my arse he’d attempted to shove his whole hand up my pussy, almost managed it too, the fucker. With four chubby fingers banging in and out of me while he bent me over the desk, he’d fucked me raw from behind. He’d been crazed. Once he’d emptied himself inside me, he’d held me down by the back of the neck and used his mouth on me. His teeth tore at the soft skin of my cheek and when I felt blood trickle down the back of my thigh, I gave up struggling. 
 
    Another hour of punishment I took after the bite, where he almost choked me unconscious as he turned me over on the desk and had his way with me again. The Viagra did its job, he stayed hard and didn’t relent, didn’t ease up, taking longer to come each time. He had been brutal. Fingers and cock had been in every orifice and he’d battered my insides for a full forty minutes. My eyes had watched that clock on the wall the whole time, hoping the wanker’s heart would give out. 
 
    I could feel the bruises around my neck rising up. It was going to take more than some ibuprofen and a hot bath to put me to rights again. For once I felt disgusted with myself and the lengths I went to. 
 
    But I’d got what I’d went for despite being repulsed with myself for my methods. I’d been in that position with Charlie before, sex was the only way to win with him. I vowed I wouldn’t ever be gracing his door again, no matter what I wanted. 
 
    Leaving on unsteady feet, my bag ninety grand lighter, but its contents priceless, I gave a short laugh when the door banged closed behind me. I didn’t need the old man anymore. 
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    Two weeks. 
 
    Two weeks I’d slinked around Brighton, slinked around Beaufort. Most of those two weeks were sat in a dingy coffee house down the street from Ryder Laurent’s new club. The itchy wig and the dowdy clothes had been worth it, even the weak coffee I’d drunk copious amounts of became bearable when I finally found what I was looking for. 
 
    A way to cause some havoc. 
 
    The disguises had been necessary. While I didn’t think anyone had realised I was back, I wouldn’t have put it past Charlie to have let it be known. However, I went about my business with relative ease and felt confident enough neither my ex-husband nor my son was any the wiser. Didn’t really matter if they did or not, they’d be all too aware soon enough. 
 
    “So, two deliveries?” 
 
    The driver I’d managed to allure with mock interest into having a coffee with me, grinned. “This is not a date, huh?” 
 
    I shook my head. Poor guy was hopeful. “I have a proposition for you.” 
 
    His eyebrows lifted in a show of interest as he stirred his spoon around inside the chipped mug. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “A hundred grand.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of cash,” he whistled. It was, and that kind of money could get you anything. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    “It is. Are you interested?” 
 
    “Well,” he looked thoughtful for a second before smiling. “Yeah. As long as you’re not asking for someone’s head, I think I would be.” 
 
    I laughed. A hundred grand did not get my husband’s head on a pike unfortunately. “I need something delivered to the club down the road.” 
 
    “Illegal?” 
 
    God, this guy was a treat. Who paid that kind of money for something that was above board? “Maybe you don’t need to know the details.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.” He looked around the room then back at me, moving his head closer. “A hundred grand?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you’re not part of the deal?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Shame, that.” 
 
    For him surely, for me, not so much. I wasn’t getting on my knees for another man or another favour again as long as I was breathing.  
 
    He clucked his tongue before taking a sip of his drink and I noticed his nails were pristine, which struck me as incredibly odd, considering his profession. When he caught me looking, he smirked. 
 
    “I wear gloves. I don’t like putting dirty fingers in hot, wet holes.” 
 
    All I could do was roll my eyes, “a man who cares,” I said, then smirked right on back. 
 
    “I could show you exactly how caring I can be if you gave me an hour. Best orgasm you’ll ever have.” 
 
    It was my turn to arch an eyebrow. “Just one?” 
 
    The guy was older than me, looked fit enough to haul me around if that’s what he so desired, didn’t have that paunch around his gut like a lot of men got when they hit a certain age. He looked after himself, was plain to see, even under the heavy rain jacket he was still wearing. His eyes twinkled with mischief, but his arrogance turned me off completely. He screamed control and that wasn’t something I handed off lightly, not for a nobody anyway. 
 
    “Not gonna happen,” I sighed. 
 
    “No harm in trying though?” 
 
    We sat in silence for a few minutes, he was clearly thinking if he tried hard enough he’d get between my legs eventually. It wasn’t why I’d collared him. I had business needing doing and he’d presented the perfect opportunity. 
 
    “A hundred grand,” I mentioned again. 
 
    Nodding his head, he placed the mug back onto the scarred formica table top then clasped his hands together in front of him. “Spill.” 
 
    “Who takes your delivery?” 
 
    “Boss man, guy that owns the place. Mr Laurent is on the delivery sheets, so I guess that’s him,” he shrugged. “There’s a kid that helps, has some shit inked onto his face, looks ridiculous if you ask me but he’s a nice enough fella.” 
 
    “Perfect.” This was falling into line way too easily, and I never trusted when things did. “What day are they both there?” 
 
    “Thursdays. Always Thursdays.” 
 
    “All right then. Here’s the plan…” 
 
    Half an hour later I’d left the man, who’d eventually imparted his name when I’d handed him the envelope of cash. Gary was sitting ten grand richer and with a rendezvous point for the following week. It was tricky, I was trusting him more than I would a stranger but there was nothing else for it. 
 
    If Ryder and Gripp thought they’d seen the last of me, they were sadly mistaken. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I fucking hated this village. The only satisfaction I got when I arrived in Beaufort, was driving past the vacant lot of land that Laura Hamilton’s house once stood on. She may have lost her place, but I’d lost an ally, even if I did only give Adam brief seconds of my memories to ponder upon. I refused to think of my actions that night. What was done was done. I couldn’t stand to watch another man in my life be swept up in the woman I hated, so I’d made sure it wasn’t a problem going forward. 
 
    Adam had been happy enough to watch her from a distance for years, making sure the bitch wasn’t going to put him behind bars. But when he’d finally come face to face with her, I’d seen what I should have from the beginning. 
 
    He loved her. Still. 
 
    There had been no more room in my life for him. He’d become obsolete. 
 
    And now, in this stupid goddamned wig, listening to the waitress in the café on the pier, I couldn’t find a lick of remorse. The guilt I’d initially felt was long gone, had fallen away easily, substituted with an anger I found difficult to contain. 
 
    Lucca and his ‘family’ were going to feel my wrath - painfully - and for many years to come. My ship was not sinking without victims. 
 
    “Sitting in, or to take away?” 
 
    I was nudged back to my surroundings by the waitress’s question. I’d been in a few times over the past two weeks, always unrecognisable to those who would know me, but I’d never seen the woman I loathed with a passion, until now. 
 
    “In, please.” My sugary voice was well practised, sounding sincere. “It’s a tad chilly outside today.” 
 
    “That it is. Find a seat, I’ll bring it over.” 
 
    Making sure to leave some tables between myself and the object of my hate, I kept her close enough, so I could hear what she was saying while she talked into her phone. 
 
    She was alone, a tall drink and a plate of pastries in front of her. She also had a pink notebook open and was tapping an obnoxious glitter pen on the clean page. It made my teeth hurt, the noise of the tap, tap, tap. 
 
    Wedding plans. I almost puked in my mouth thinking about her and Lucca tying the knot. He had one wife, and the woman off to my right was not it. I pulled a battered paperback from my cheap, second hand store bag, some soppy romance novel I had no interest in, just another prop, and feigned interest in the words on the page while my concentration went on Lucca’s piece of skirt. 
 
    “There’s not much left to do,” she said, and I wondered if she was talking to my ex or that ballsy sister of hers. “Rehearsal is after lunch.” 
 
    When people get married, they have their bands publicly announced and displayed. Finding out the date had been the easy part, the rest not so much. People in Beaufort talked though, excited their friends were tying the knot, that the newcomers had made the place their home. That their friends had finally given birth to a daughter. Ryder was a father, who’d have thought the man whore would have wanted to walk that kind of life? People were excited about my son, and his boyfriend, because both were hot as hell. All the people in Beaufort could talk about was Lucca and Ryder and it was fucking nauseating to listen to, but priceless information I needed. 
 
    They didn’t deserve to be living the life they were, while I’d had to hide. 
 
    “Is dad watching Emily at yours?” 
 
    Ah, the great Philip Hamilton, who’d hidden his daughters away for years, and got away with it. The father of the bride, the doting grandfather. There was an opportunity. 
 
    I jumped slightly when the waitress slid my espresso in front of me. “Good book?” 
 
    “God, yes,” I gushed enthusiastically, hoping it looked like I’d been engrossed in the words and not the conversation two tables away. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Just holler if you want anything else.” 
 
    “I will, thanks.” 
 
    Pleasantries. Ugh. I hated them. I took a quick scan around the room and when I stopped at Laura’s table, she gave a quick smile then looked away, continuing with her conversation. She had no idea. Not a clue that the very person who was going to destroy her life, sat mere feet from her. 
 
    “Both addresses are stuck on the fridge.” I watched as she smiled into her phone. “Yes. Two p.m. for the last fitting. When I get home, I’ll text the details.” 
 
    Christ, it looked like I was going to be trekking through their garden with a pair of binoculars to get the information I needed. I heard nothing more of Laura’s voice and the next time I glanced up, she was pushing earbuds into her ears and collecting her notepad up to leave. 
 
    Not a total waste of time like all the others I’d been in this café. I waited until she was long gone before pulling out my phone and searching for a shop that sold sporting goods in Brighton. Binoculars were not something I had to hand. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Getting on to Lucca’s property was difficult. He looked to have security attached to the side of the house, but I didn’t give a shit, he wouldn’t recognise me anyway. No, it was that woman’s reluctance to leave the sanctuary of her home, that was the problem. She gave new meaning to homebody. 
 
    Is that what my ex-husband wanted? A stay at home wife, cooking his meals, cleaning his house? A woman chained to the kitchen sink? Just like his father. No, thank you. 
 
    And bloody hell, I was losing my touch. 
 
    The only day Laura left the house, it was pouring with rain. Guess who had four-inch heels on and was now standing in mud at the back of the house, trying to peer through rain soaked windows? This clever bitch, that’s who. 
 
    While my stilettos sunk into the sodden dirt, I cursed before reminding myself that ruining a pair of expensive shoes would be more than worth it if I could get what I’d come for. 
 
    When I reached for the binoculars hanging around my neck, my annoyance turned to humour remembering the conversation with the sales clerk whilst enquiring as to which the best pair was. 
 
    Tell someone a truth that sounded so absurd they couldn’t possibly believe it, and you could fool just about anyone. I’d been candidly honest as to why I wanted binoculars and laughed when I said I’d needed them to spy through my ex’s kitchen window. If he’d have looked closer, he would have seen I wasn’t exactly the bird spotting type. God, men were fickle. 
 
    As luck would have it, when I eventually peered through the back window, getting that information pinned on the fridge was a piece of cake. The double doored appliance was at the opposite side of the room, the large memo stuck to it, the only thing decorating the front of one door. 
 
    Squinting through the lenses, I grinned. It was perfect, better than I’d hoped. The whole itinerary was on that sheet; four days of plans - times, addresses, phone numbers and even fucking dress codes. Two and a half weeks of boredom had well and truly paid off. 
 
    I let the binoculars fall and fished out the powerful little camera I’d purchased in the duty-free lounge before boarding my plane back. I’d known what I was coming back for and the camera had come in mighty handy since buying it. 
 
    Zooming and snapping as many shots as I felt necessary, I checked each one was clear enough to see the words, that I could read them fine, then smiled to myself as I got a rush of adrenaline thinking of the mayhem I was going to be causing soon. Very soon.  
 
    I was almost ready. Almost ready to let them all know I was back. Let them know they’d best be looking behind them. 
 
    You didn’t fuck around with a woman like me and get away with it. Hell, no. 
 
    Time they learnt their lesson. 
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    “Hey, you got your college thing on Friday?” I asked Shaun as he came through the club door, shucking his damp coat from his shoulders. 
 
    “Next Friday, yeah.” 
 
    “Nervous?” 
 
    “Nah,” he waved a hand in the air, “not really.” 
 
    “You did the right thing, Shaun.” 
 
    I was so proud of this kid, the balls it must have taken him to come and ask me, of all people, for help. Holding a gun in someone’s face had never had such a gratuitous effect ever. I’d threatened him. But he’d returned the next night looking for a way out of his life. Big balls, right there. 
 
    And he’d done nothing but try to prove he was worthy of the second chance he’d begged me for since then. He’d had a few blips in the road, but didn’t we all? The kid was more than worthy, even if he was taking his time to see it. To my surprise, I actually liked him. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Thursdays were big delivery days at the club every week, stocking up for the weekend and Shaun came in religiously without being asked, to give me a hand. I had him bouncing, because he was an intimidating bloke and knew who the trouble makers were, but it was temporary. He was better than being stuck on a club door looking for nuisances and kicking the scum out of my club, by a long mile. The kid had an uncanny knack for numbers, like Lucca did, and both Ayden and I had been pushing him in that direction. 
 
    “How’s things at home?” I always asked the same question, he always rolled his eyes at me. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Shaun and Ayden could talk for hours, hell, I’d heard them with my own ears yet surprisingly he had few words for anyone else. Wasn’t rude, just his way. 
 
    “Come on, dude. Good tells me nothing,” I laughed. 
 
    “Well, Ayden’s stopped sleeping on Jake’s bed.” 
 
    That was a step in the right direction. I knew he missed his best friend, we all did, both Lucca and I were worried for a while Ayden wasn’t going to find the end of the tunnel he’d burrowed his way down into. His grief consumed him. Shaun had finally been the one to give Ayden the kick up the arse he needed and begin to confront his emotions regarding the death of Jake and what he’d done in retaliation. As far as I was aware, Shaun still had no idea his boyfriend had put Jake’s killer six feet under. It was probably for the best. Ayden would impart that truth to Shaun if and when he was ever ready. 
 
    “The van’s pulling around.” He motioned to the exit doors, the beeping noise ringing through the quiet space. 
 
    “Will be Gary. Come on, let’s get this done then you can head off home.” 
 
    “Yup,” he said enthusiastically. “Ayden’s trying to cook something. Can’t wait!” His laugh was carefree, his face slack. He was happy, and it looked good on him, those boys had been through enough for a lifetime already. 
 
    It had been raining for a couple of days, a steady drizzle, but enough we were going to get wet unloading the boxed booze. God, I hated these kinds of days, the weather always affecting my mood. I hoped it dried up for Lucca and Laura’s wedding. 
 
    “Hey, mate. How you doing?” I called out to the man climbing down form the cab of the van. “Full today?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He glanced down at his clipboard. “Four, three, six. That right?” 
 
    “Sounds about right. Fuckers can put the vodka away on the weekend.” 
 
    Half an hour it took to unload thirteen boxes of alcohol, the first one was used to prop open the store room door, the rest were stacked against the wall. We’d need to empty them after Gary left, bar stock was low. 
 
    I signed off on the invoice and waited until the van was out of sight before heaving down the shuttered doors. Shaking off the excess water from my hair, I rubbed my hands down my damp jeans. 
 
    “I hate this fucking rain,” I grumbled under my breath. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Shaun agreed. 
 
    He bent down to the box bracing open the door and sliced the tape across the top with the box cutters. I watched absently as he stumbled backwards, falling on his arse a foot away from the box. 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    Four steps it took to understand what had made him falter, what he was gawping at. One step it took to haul him to his feet, then out the storeroom and into the hall. 
 
    “You didn’t touch it?” 
 
    “Fuck no!” His eyes were wide as saucers, fear swirling in them, his breathing harsh. “Just the box, not the shit inside.” 
 
    “That came from the van?” 
 
    “No shit. It ain’t fucking mine. I’ve not used in ages, never mind handled that crap. I fucking told you I was out, Ryder!” His voice was loud and panicked, rightfully so, this looked bad for him. 
 
    We both looked at one another in a light bulb moment. 
 
    “Charlie.” 
 
    “Charlie…” I decided, trailing off. It didn’t quite feel right. Stella floated about in my head for a few scant moments before I shook the vile woman away. No, this had Charlie written all fucking over it. “Office.” 
 
    I followed Shaun down the hallway, pointing him in the direction of an office chair before sitting myself, my heart racing, knowing exactly what was coming. 
 
    “All right. You know what happens here next, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he sighed, resignation sinking in. We were probably going to be in handcuffs before long and spending the next few hours down at the cop shop. Taylor was going to hit the roof. 
 
    “Phone Tony. Tell him to get his brother.” Kid thought fast on his feet, I’d give him that. 
 
    “Get a hold of Lucca. He needs to get his arse down here, now.” 
 
    As if on cue, thunderous knocks erupted from the back of the club whilst something akin to a battering ram pounded at the thick wooden entrance doors. 
 
    “Quick,” I hissed, thumbing a text to Tony, it was quicker than calling. I just hoped he’d be right on it and wasn’t off mooching around on another job. 
 
    “Jesus, they’re gonna pummel the fucking door down. Arseholes.” 
 
    I nudged the mouse on the desk, waking up the computer, the security feeds springing up on the screens. Muttering “fuck” when I saw the arsenal they’d brought to my front door for a drug bust, I laughed at the riot gear while I leaned back in my chair. Someone had set us up, big time, someone who knew Shaun would be at the club. Looked like my truce with Charlie had come to a spectacular end. The old man had given me longer than I thought. 
 
    “You got any prior drug convictions?” I’d never thought to ask him exactly how much trouble he’d got into before, it didn’t seem important. A second chance was a second chance. 
 
    “Fuck, no. Never got busted for the stuff.” He shoved his phone in his pocket then stood up. “Lucca’s coming. Best go let these twats in.” 
 
    “Nah.” I lifted my hands and crossed them behind my head, shoving my feet onto the desk. The pose may have looked carefree; however, I was anything but. “They’re busting my door down anyway. Let them come to us.” 
 
    The wood splintering resounded through the vast space at the front of the club, followed by shouts of ‘police’ and I closed my eyes to it all. Guess we were fucked. 
 
    They had a warrant. Took them two minutes to find the box and its contents that neither Shaun nor myself had touched. I presumed the coke propping my store room door open was the only box they’d found, it was all they removed. Rights were read, handcuffs tightened, arses marched through the broken door and shoved into the meat wagon parked on the main street. Why they felt the need for their heavy-handed bullshit, I’d never know. It was overkill and unnecessary. 
 
    Shaun’s phone was constantly ringing but no one bothered to remove it from his pocket and he couldn’t reach it, what with his hands incapacitated in metal cuffs. It was starting to piss me off. I’d left mine in the drawer of my desk, didn’t want it getting broken, these fuckers were not being gentle by any means. 
 
    “It will be Lucca,” he stated. 
 
    Yeah. My bro would be blowing up his phone because mine was powered off. “What a fucking mess.” 
 
    “I don’t need this shit. Doesn’t look good for next week.” Shaun slumped back against the side of the van. “Ayden’s gonna be bloody furious.” 
 
    “It’s not ours, you only touched the box. There’s cameras everywhere, Shaun. You’ll be good, kid, in your own bed tonight. Stop stressing.” 
 
    “I hate the cells,” he moaned dramatically. 
 
    The van started moving and before long we were hauled into the local station and booked in. Cuffs were taken off, but we were shoved into single cells and believe it or not, it was the first time in my life I’d ever been sober in jail. I looked down at my ink stained hands and laughed. 
 
    I was going to fucking kill Charlie. 
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    I was going to fucking kill Charlie.  
 
    Thoroughly embarrassed, I sat there on the stiff, piss stained mattress and shook my head in disgust. They hadn’t needed to finger print me like they had Ryder. Had half my booking form filled out with my personal details before I’d even stepped foot near the desk. I’d never been done for drugs, but I had plenty other hits to my name. 
 
    Talk about reminding a man where he came from. 
 
    They’d taken my phone before I’d had the chance to check it or switch it off and I wondered if the fuckers would go through it. Ayden would be royally pissed if another man got an eyeful of what we shared between us. Not PG by any means. At that, I smiled, and hoped the pigs were jealous when they saw what I got to cuddle up to and suck every night, when they saw my boyfriend in all his naked glory. 
 
    I knew I had nothing to worry about, but it still unnerved me when they split me and Ryder, putting us in separate cells. It had a been a long while since I’d found myself sitting alone, contemplating my life choices, and I wasn’t enjoying it for a second.  
 
    It had to be Charlie. Who else? I didn’t know anyone that hated Ryder enough to do that to him, to threaten his business, except his father. It was more than feasible it was directed at me, the niggle it was a message for us both, wouldn’t quit. 
 
    What would it accomplish? 
 
    The scrape of the outer lock jarred me from further thought. Tony came into the room with an officer - well, he had three chevrons on his shoulder, so I presumed he was. The man was smiling at me, like he wasn’t seeing me in a place that had no good vibes about it. Cheeky fucker. 
 
    “Hey, kid.” 
 
    I don’t know where the hell it had come from, but they all called me kid. Him, Lucca, Ryder, Martin. It was like they’d all silently agreed on the nickname behind closed doors at some point just to piss me off. I was twenty fucking seven, not twelve. 
 
    “All right.” I craned my neck up to look at Tony, the bloke was a giant of a man. 
 
    “Someone got it in for you?” 
 
    “Probably,” I shrugged. “Can’t have a past like mine and not make enemies. You know this. You also know I don’t touch that shit anymore. This is bullshit.” 
 
    “I know. They do too.” He inclined his head toward the man leaning against the wall. “My brother’s sorting it out. Hang tight, you’ll be out in no time.” 
 
    “My old life ain’t gonna let me go so easily.” I closed my eyes and leaned back against the rough stone wall, pulling my knees to my chin, feet planted on the mattress underneath. 
 
    “Patience, kid.” Tony patted my knee. “Couple of hours, then Ayden can come get you.” 
 
    “Someone call him already?” 
 
    “He’s outside with his dad. Not a happy bunny at all. Said his dinner would be ruined now.” 
 
    I burst out laughing. Ayden was not a diva by any means but sometimes he just couldn’t help himself. Of course he’d be pissed about his food, he was cooking for me. 
 
    “Tell him to stop being a dick and go home. I’ll see him soon, on your say so.” 
 
    On a hearty chuckle, he turned and left the room. I liked Tony from the little time I’d spent with him, I definitely appreciated him coming in and putting me out of my misery. 
 
    What felt like an eternity later, I was asked to step out of the room and met Ryder in the corridor. We were led through the station to what appeared to be an interview room. We’d both given separate statements on arrival and I was getting sick of all the red tape, I just wanted the fuck home. Wanted a shower, wanted Ayden, then wanted to fall asleep and forget about the day. 
 
    The two officers that had escorted us, left after depositing us inside the bare room. It was just a box; magnolia scuffed walls, a table and four chairs, and a stale smell to add insult. 
 
    “You okay, kid?” 
 
    “Groovy.” I rolled my shoulders in an attempt to relax. 
 
    He smirked at me. “Adrian is finalising whatever shit he needs to, then you can get out of here.” 
 
    “No charge?” 
 
    “Not for you, no…” 
 
    I looked at him confused. “What do you mean for me?” 
 
    “It’s my name over the door, Shaun. My club. Don’t be naïve.” 
 
    “It was a fucking set up, Ryder!” I shouted. 
 
    He strolled toward me and quietly spoke. “Yes, it was. But they’re not there yet. They need a charge while they investigate so they can let us go. Adrian is looking at the lightest he can, so it doesn’t affect the licence on the club. He knows it’s bullshit too.” 
 
    The door banged open and before I’d even turned to see who’d come inside, I was rushed from behind. I knew his smell any where and as soon as his body crushed mine, I was home.  
 
    “Ayden…”  
 
    He pushed from me, holding me at arm’s length, inspecting me up and down before his eyes finally connected with mine. Hauling me into his chest, he held on tight. “I was shit scared,” he whispered. 
 
    My hand found his jaw and I cradled his face, while pushing my thumb through the loop on the back of his jeans. “Hey, I’m okay. You taking me home?” 
 
    His breath hit my ear before he pulled away. “Yeah, and I’m gonna make you forget today ever happened.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    A throat clearing had Ayden moving away from me and turning to face the others in the room. Adrian and Tony had joined us, Taylor was wrapped up in Ryder much the same as Ayden had been with me seconds earlier, and Lucca was hovering by the door. The small room was suddenly crowded. 
 
    “You’re free to go, Shaun.” Adrian said. 
 
    “Ryder?” 
 
    He shook his head. “We have a few things we need to go through first. Lucca will get him and Taylor home. You should head out. Your belongings are at the front desk.” 
 
    I looked to Ryder and then to Lucca, whose face was giving nothing away. 
 
    “Go on home, son. We’ll call later.” 
 
    Tony opened the door and hitched his head toward the hall. “Come on, guys. I’ll walk you out.” 
 
    Gripping Ayden’s hand in mine, I wasn’t about to argue. There was very little I could do, I was pissed enough at the thought of Ryder taking the fall for something that had nothing to do with him. 
 
    “This was not on him,” I said to Adrian before following Tony from the room, Ayden dragging behind me. 
 
    “I know, Shaun. Just go home, we’ll sort it.” 
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    Unnerved. Anxious. 
 
    I couldn’t pin point what exactly I was feeling but I was out of sorts. Maybe wedding jitters. I wasn’t getting cold feet, not for one teeny, tiny second, yet something unpleasant niggled at me and I didn’t like it at all. 
 
    The fact that Lucca and Taylor had gone to bail Ryder out of jail didn’t help either. I got a short two sentence explanation via text, and a frantic Taylor thrusting a giggling Emily at me five minutes after that before she bolted out the door. Stood to reason Taylor would want to go make sure Ryder and Shaun were both okay. She had a huge soft spot for Ayden’s boyfriend, despite his appearance and initial gruffness, he was one of the most pleasant and charming young men I’d met. Both Ryder and Taylor mollycoddled him like a child at times. Secretly, I think he loved it. 
 
    I had my own love for him and it had come easy, much like it had for Ayden. They were my boys and I loved them both like their own mothers should have. Not having my own children, that constant yearning for a child, had dramatically dimmed since the arrival of beautiful little Emily, and the growing relationships with Ayden and Shaun. 
 
    But it was Sophie. 
 
    Beautiful, lost, broken Sophie, who had stolen my heart in ways I could never explain. And for some reason the young woman clung to me as hard as I did to her, she held tight, like I was the only thing keeping her afloat. After all she’d been through, perhaps I was. 
 
    Still, the growing sense of unease was never far behind, and I wasn’t one for ignoring those signs. 
 
    The rain had finally stopped, for days it had come down, mud was traipsed into the house and it was getting ridiculous. Lucca was going to have to get the driveway redone, but we were crawling into winter and the days of decent weather were dwindling. I’d have a time to go before I could beat the mud being trampled inside the foyer. 
 
    Huddling Emily up into a cute little pink suit, I tucked the sweet little bundle into her all terrain buggy. Peering up at me with big blue eyes, I couldn’t help but bop the end of her pudgy button nose with my knuckle. 
 
    “What do you say, girlie? Wanna take a walk?” 
 
    Going down into the village was a piece of cake, a gorgeous walk, but coming back up was a bitch. I considered it my exercise for the week seeing as I’d left the house only once in however many days I didn’t care to think about. I’d left Sophie sleeping, she hadn’t stirred for a few hours, didn’t yet know her brother had been arrested. It was for the best, she didn’t need the stress in her condition. 
 
    I shoved on a semi warm jacket and tucked the buggy rain cover into the tray underneath, just in case. The sky was clear, but sometimes the weather rolled in quick and fast off the sea and caught people off guard. Many a time I’d been soaked coming up that bloody hill. 
 
    Wrestling the buggy out the front door, I headed down into the village, noting halfway down the hill Emily had fallen asleep. Bless her. Teeth were coming through and her routine was all knocked off because of it, the motion of the buggy was always a sure-fire way to soothe her and send her to sleep. I’d often seen Ryder walking along our road end, pushing Emily in the buggy, as he tried to get her to nod off if she’d had a night of disturbed sleep. 
 
    I don’t know why, or maybe subconsciously I did, but I ended up at the plot of empty land, where my house had been. Of course there was nothing left now, bar overgrown foundations. Lucca had had the charred remains bulldozed and cleaned the space, it still haunted me, and I could still see my home if I thought about it for long enough. 
 
    Standing on the edge of the plot, almost afraid to set foot on the grass, I looked out toward the sea, missing the view I’d once had from my kitchen window. A stray tear fell, one I didn’t allow often, not for here anyway, and I cursed at myself. I knew not to come back. I should just sell the bloody land and be done with it. 
 
    But I just couldn’t seem to let it go. 
 
    Like I was tethered to this exact piece of the world, never to be set free.  
 
    Perhaps it was the reminder I needed. A reminder of all the obstacles I’d climbed over to get to where I was now. Perhaps it was to remind me I was alive. 
 
    I’d wondered if I’d always have this land. If I’d ever sell it or let it be built on. I was kidding myself thinking I could banish it to memory. But I had to let it go some time. Today was, however, not that day. 
 
    Leaving the solemn memories behind, I took Emily into the little shop around the corner, the owners always cooed over the baby. Once they’d oohed and ahhed for a few minutes, I decided it was home time. The sky had darkened with thick cloud and the likelihood of making it back up the hill without getting soaked was becoming a real possibility. 
 
    That uneasy feeling came back with a vengeance, yet it was different. Like an awareness, someone’s eyes on me. A familiar feeling I hadn’t encountered in so long. I realised it was how I’d felt the other day when I’d left the house to nip down to the restaurant. 
 
    I hurried my steps, pushing Emily’s buggy quicker, and half way up the hill, through aching legs and panting breaths, dread washed over me. 
 
    The car I’d heard a second before from behind, roared past, barely an inch from the kerb of the pavement I was walking on. It was so close I felt the hot whoosh of air skim my legs, my heart beat doubled in fear, it was thumping so hard. 
 
    I screamed and yanked Emily’s buggy closer to the trees lining the pavement then stopped and bent over, leaning my head down onto the handle of the buggy, dragging in harsh breaths. 
 
    The car had been too close, far too close, too fast. 
 
    Lifting my head, I looked over the hood, up to the top of the road and gasped when the car that had almost knocked me off my feet, came into view, idling at the top of the street. 
 
    I had no demons chasing me, they’d been left behind on the vacant plot of land overlooking the sea down in the village. They’d burnt to cinders, along with the house I’d loved and my self-inflicted chains.  
 
    Yet somehow, I knew the person at the top of the hill, sitting in the car, waiting, was about to crash into my world and make life a living hell again.  
 
    There was only one person I knew who could illicit the fear working its way through my veins, like ice spreading across a cold window pain. 
 
    Stella. Only Stella. 
 
    Lucca’s ex-wife was back. 
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    “Three kilos of coke.” 
 
    Ryder whistled low and Taylor groaned. “Jail sentence.” 
 
    “Guaranteed.” Ryder’s voice was quiet, subdued. He hung onto Taylor like she was keeping him upright, his demeanour worried me. 
 
    “Everyone take a seat.” Adrian motioned to the table. 
 
    Chairs scraped across the floor and bodies moved as we all sat down, Ryder tugging Taylor into his lap. There was only four chairs in the room so it made sense, he wanted her close enough to touch her. 
 
    Tony’s brother cleared his throat, then began. “Three kilos of low grade coke. I think someone planted it in the van when it stopped somewhere on route to you.” 
 
    “No shit,” Ryder grumbled. 
 
    I knocked my fist against his shoulder, a movement to get him to shut the fuck up and let the detective speak. 
 
    “We took the dogs to the driver’s flat. Gary. We got nothing. There are no prints on the van that shouldn’t be there.” 
 
    I didn’t expect any different. If someone was setting them up, it would be clean, their tracks covered. 
 
    “We’ve collected CCTV footage from as much of his route as we could find, showing only one discrepancy. Not sure if it’s intentional or not but he parked in a blind spot at a garage a few streets away. Camera didn’t pick up anything, only the van going in and out of frame.” 
 
    “Someone could have planted it then?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Adrian sighed. “We need to talk about Shaun.” 
 
    “Wait a minute…” Ryder growled angrily, and I watched as his fingers tightened around Taylor’s arm.  
 
    The detective held his hand up, halting the tirade I was sure my best friend was getting ready to hurl. “He only opened the box?” 
 
    Ryder nodded his head. “Yes. He used the box cutter to slit the top open. Didn’t touch what was inside.” 
 
    “Not at all?” 
 
    “No. the kid was freaked the fuck out, fell on his arse.” 
 
    “He doesn’t do that shit anymore,” Tony piped up, his statement strong and true, as he pierced a looked at his brother. “I can vouch for him.” 
 
    “He’s the common denominator here.” 
 
    The room stayed quiet for a beat until Tony huffed out an aggravated sigh. “No. It’s not. There’s another.” 
 
    My head whipped up and I stared at him, wondering what the fuck he was on about. This was Charlie’s work, through and through. Two birds, one stone. 
 
    “Like?” Adrian encouraged. 
 
    “Stella.”  
 
    Her name shouldn’t have surprised me in the least, but the shock of hearing it did. I sucked in a breath and closed my eyes. “Fuck…” My heart took a dive right to the pit of my stomach. I was getting married and my ex had timed her return to perfection. Why was I not surprised? 
 
    “I dug around,” Tony continued as I snapped my eyes open and gave him my full attention. “One of Charlie’s little runts mentioned a blonde woman staggering out of his office a while back. He remembered because Charlie’s heavies had been standing outside his office and the sounds from within gave him a hard on. His words not mine. Said she was fit as fuck for her age.”  
 
    “Laura…” Taylor pushed up and out of Ryder’s hold and paced the room. “She’s back for Laura.” 
 
    “Baby, come sit down. She ain’t coming back for anyone.” 
 
    Oh, Ryder was being an idiot. Of course she was. 
 
    “I need to go home. Emily is with Laura.” 
 
    My eyes widened at what Taylor was indirectly pointing out, while Ryder stared blankly at her, taking longer to reach the same conclusion. 
 
    “Shit,” Tony hissed out. “I’ll get on it as soon as we leave here.” 
 
    Yeah, while we were sat in this godforsaken room, Stella, if she was back, was out there doing whatever the hell she wanted. I had no doubt Laura would be in her line of sight, we all would. 
 
    “Can I go?” Ryder’s moved Taylor from his lap, chair scraping across the floor while he stood tall, reaching for her hand. 
 
    “It’s not that easy.” 
 
    “The fuck it isn’t.” 
 
    “I can’t caution you. I have to charge you with possession and intent to sell because of the amount, low grade or not. You’ll have to figure out your club licence, it’s likely you’ll lose it until this is sorted out and we can prove otherwise and wrap this up.” 
 
    “This is bullshit, and you know it, Adrian.” He turned to me. “Take Taylor home. Tony can drive me back or whatever.” 
 
    Tony nodded in agreement. “I think we need a chat anyway, mate.” 
 
    Ryder pulled Taylor into his arms and kissed her head. “Go home, I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    A tear slipped down her face and my anger at the whole situation softened. Our women were going backwards instead of forwards. They’d looked over their shoulders for years, lived a paranoid existence long enough, and now the possibility of my ex-wife being back would plunge them head first into a place they should have been free of.  
 
    Guilt slammed into me and I stood up with more force than I intended, the chair toppling behind me. Stella was not getting to do this. Whatever she had up her sleeve was not going down. I needed to nip it in the bud, so her venom didn’t infect any of us again. 
 
    My phone ringing jarred my attention and I fumbled it from my pocket, automatically smiling when I saw it was my soon to be wife. The cosy feeling was gone two seconds later when she rushed out the name ‘Stella’. 
 
    Screwing my eyes shut a second time, I listened to Laura on the other end of the phone, her panicked voice sending shivers through me as she recounted the car that almost ran her off the road. 
 
    “Lucca, I swear it was her. Stella’s back.” 
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    I’d known Lucca had bought a property for Ayden, but I couldn’t find that on record anywhere. There were no recent purchases, bar his stupid little restaurant and the house, to be found. I knew when he’d bought the house in Beaufort before he’d even scrawled his signature across the contract. He was hiding where Ayden was though, more than likely from me, but Charlie knew everything, hence my visit. I’d done what I needed to in Beaufort, and the rest could wait for now. The Loft was my next port of call. 
 
    To see my son. 
 
     I wasn’t expecting a warm welcome, didn’t need one. I’d always known Ayden was gay, it didn’t particularly bother me no matter how much I protested and turned my nose up. What did bother me was who he was shacking up with. Ironic, I’d say. 
 
    Oh no, that wasn’t flying well with me. 
 
    The little prick that was Gripp, clearly liked keeping it in the family. My Ayden was too good for the fucking dirty little street punk that he was. I remembered vividly our last meeting, the threat he’d slung my way. It had fallen on deaf ears, he was no more a threat to me than a safety razor was when I shaved my legs. He hadn’t scared me, he’d no longer been of any use, and I quickly understood I had been flogging a dead horse. I let him think he’d had the upper hand then strolled away.  
 
    The man didn’t know me. You cross me - you don’t get to walk away unscathed. Gripp had crossed me and I didn’t like it. He wasn’t going to be living with my Ayden for very much longer, I was going to make sure of it. His little trip to jail was the least of his worries. 
 
    Lucca knew I was here, he had to, and he’d most likely have his Private Investigator tailing me. The silly scare I’d given his girlfriend would be sure to have her tongue wagging and telling tales. Now, I wasn’t particularly bothered if he knew or not. I had no more reasons to hide and I’d be seeing him soon enough. We may have been divorced but our relationship was far from over. 
 
    Oh yeah, Lucca was on my shit list, right at the top, along with that lovely little fiancé who didn’t hold a candle to me. I’d have them broken and bent before the week was out.  
 
    The key I’d acquired to the bottom flat door was real handy, I could let myself in without announcing my arrival. There was something to say about the element of surprise. I was all about the entrance and the shock I created, not so delusional however, that I didn’t know my relationship with my son was unsalvageable.  
 
    God, I’d been the worst mother, never putting him first. I was all about me - and nothing much had changed. I wasn’t going to start regretting it, you look out for you at the end of the day. Ayden had had his father, that was enough, my son had always been a pawn in the games I played, a way to keep Lucca at heel. I didn’t need him, he didn’t need me. 
 
    I straightened my pant suit and squared the glasses on my face as I walked the hall to Ayden’s Loft. I couldn’t help the grin, I was going to knock Gripp on his arse. 
 
    Thumping with purpose on my son’s door, I stood back and waited for the carnage to begin. The little bastard took his time, so I knocked again, impatient for the fun to start. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” My eyes travelled the length of Gripp’s mostly naked body, stopping at his dick, which had poked its head through the slit at the front. “And happy to see me too.” 
 
    “Who is it, baby?” I recognised my son’s voice calling from somewhere in the flat. The shithead in front of me couldn’t speak, his mouth hanging open the instant he’d realised who it was standing in front of him. “Shaun?” 
 
    “Hi, son.” I smiled my brightest smile over the top of Gripp’s head when Ayden came into view. All sharp teeth and pretend cheer, like I wasn’t there to rip his world apart. 
 
    “Mum?” 
 
    Ayden stepped forward, pushing Gripp out of the way, his body blocking my view of him. Not taking his eyes from me, he gritted his teeth. “Go get dressed.” He waved a hand behind him and I smirked as Gripp toddled off down the hallway without so much as another word. Good to know he knew when to heel. 
 
    “You not going to invite your dear mother inside, son?” 
 
    He glared at me, his lips in a tight grimace, fists clenched at the sides of his thighs. I had to give it to him, angry or not, he looked healthy. Happy. Until he’d realised the shit that was tainting his doormat of course. Shame on me for bursting his little bubble of domestic bliss.  
 
    “My dad know you’re here?” he asked eventually. 
 
    “Well, if he didn’t, he does now.” I looked over his shoulder to where a now dressed Gripp was thumbing something into his phone. Ayden barely turned his head to see what I was motioning to.  
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “You want to do this in the hall?” 
 
    He shook his head, a hand reaching for the door. “I don’t wanna do this at all. Fuck. Off.” 
 
    Woah, where had my mellow boy gone? I smirked, good for him. “Nice language. He teach you that?” 
 
    Laughing humourlessly, he pinned me with yet another derisive look. “Hardly. That was all you, dear mum.” 
 
    Gripp had edged closer to the door, and reached out to hook his fingers with Ayden’s, a move to show me just how together they were. But he wasn’t so mouthy now, was he? 
 
    “Your uncle’s on his way,” he said into my son’s ear, my skin crawling that I had to watch him so close. I didn’t like it; his filth would taint my son and I just couldn’t have that. 
 
    “Let me in,” I said again, “we can all sit and wait for him, should be fun.” 
 
    “How could you?” 
 
    “Easily.” I answered honestly, knowing fine well what he was asking. How could I try to ruin his father? Fuck his boyfriend? Re appear and turn his world upside down? 
 
    “Easily?” Tears glimmered in his eyes as he parroted my question. 
 
    I cocked my head to the side. “You don’t know, do you?” 
 
    “Don’t know what?” 
 
    “Everything.” 
 
    Gripp stepped forward then. “You need to leave. My next call is to the police.” He held his phone in the air while he uttered the threat. 
 
    He was right, I did need to leave. I wasn’t ready to walk down that road yet. There was a warrant out for my arrest as I’d been implicated in the fire at that bitch’s house. And I wasn’t ready to face either Ryder or Lucca, there was time for that. 
 
    “I’ll be seeing you.” 
 
    Turning on my heel, I walked back down the hallway, out the front door and into muted darkness, losing myself to the Brighton streets before Ryder had a chance to see me. 
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    “Know what?” I asked Shaun as I rounded on him. He reached around and banged the door shut. 
 
    “I have no idea, baby.”  
 
     “When’s my uncle getting here?”  
 
    Pulling at the ends of my hair in frustration, I groaned. The last person I’d expected to see was her, my emotions confused me. I was grateful she was still alive because I hadn’t known if she was one way or another. But to actually see her - yeah, confused. 
 
    “He was with Martin at the club, but he’s on his way.” Shaun was quiet for a second, “you all right?” 
 
    “No, I’m fucking not,” I admitted to him, raising my voice slightly. “What am I missing here? What haven’t you told me?” 
 
    He looked at me blankly. Was he just as puzzled, shocked as I was? I didn’t believe it. He knew something, he had to. This was more than the history he shared with my mother. 
 
    Moving to me, he placed a hand on my arm. When I shrugged him off, a look of hurt crossed his face. “Ayden…” 
 
    “Don’t fucking Ayden me. What else?” 
 
    “Nothing!” he shouted before backing away and walking off into the lounge. “I swear.”  
 
    Following, not content to be fobbed off, I watched Shaun grab at the take away tubs, shoving the lids on angrily. Standing in the doorway, I waited him out. He drew up to his full height and looked over his shoulder at me.  
 
    “You don’t believe me?” 
 
    I was trying to. My mother had always been manipulative, could plant seeds in my head without me realising it, but they always had an element of reality to them, a truth. Why had she come here? 
 
    “She wasn’t surprised to see you.” 
 
    “No, seems not,” he nodded, before scooping up the tubs. I left him to it, marching down to our bedroom. I dug the lube from my pocket I’d collected earlier, and angrily shoved the tube into a drawer. So much for a night of debauchery. All I had in my head was her. 
 
    And him. 
 
    Slamming my fist into the mirror above the chest of drawers, I drew my hand back quick when pain slammed through my knuckles. Hearing the shattering of glass, Shaun ran into the room. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he hissed. 
 
    I couldn’t look at him right then, didn’t want to imagine him with my mother. I’d successfully managed to push that hurt deep down and keep the lid on it. Being confronted with her in the flesh had brought it all back to the surface, roaring back to life with a vengeance. 
 
    “Did you enjoy fucking her?” I didn’t know where the question came from, it was a low blow and one Shaun wasn’t standing for. 
 
    Tackling me to the bed roughly, he pushed my face into the pillow and sat on my lower back. “Don’t be a prick,” he warned. 
 
    “Well?” I goaded, knowing damned well Shaun would explode in anger and hand me my arse. His hand fisted in my hair when he leaned forward, warm breath grazing my ear. 
 
    “No,” he ground out, rotating his hips so I could feel his erection against the small of my back. “Only you.” How he could be horny while I was being a dick simply baffled me. “The only person who I have ever enjoyed fucking has been you.” 
 
    I groaned into the pillow as his hand gripped tighter in my hair, his weight settling on me. “That right, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, Ayden. Only you,” he said again. 
 
    My fight left me. The time to be angry over the situation was long gone, we’d moved so far forward, it was crazy to go backwards. It would always be there, but it didn’t have to destroy us. I was simply shocked at seeing her, being confronted with the past she had with my boyfriend, the past she had with my dad. I shouldn’t be taking it out on Shaun. We’d been there and done that. 
 
    Soft kisses peppered my neck as Shaun loosened his grip on me when he sensed the wind falling from my sails. I could still feel his hard on and with that realisation, a tremble ran through me and I started to stiffen myself. 
 
    “You need a reminder, baby?” his voice was low, husky - needy. 
 
    “Mmhhmm.” 
 
    Wiggling my hips underneath him was confirmation enough. Never taking his mouth from me he shimmied back and tucked his knees between my legs, spreading them outwards. A rough hand tugged the back of my sweats down and before I knew it, the hot head of his dick was rubbing back and forth through the cleft of my arse cheeks. 
 
    “Spit or lube?” 
 
    I didn’t care, just wanted him inside me. With no answer forthcoming he made the decision for me, fumbling around in the drawer for the normal lube that we used a ton of. I heard the cap of the bottle snick open, and the squelch of the liquid as he poured along the top of my crack, the cold liquid dribbling downwards. 
 
    His fingers followed quick suit and he gently eased two in at the same time, stretching me painfully. The growl I gave came up from the pit of my belly. He stroked in and out a few times, then replaced his fingers with his cock. 
 
    It never got old, when he pushed into me that first time, my heart would multiply its beats and my stomach would clench. I fucking loved the burn. 
 
    “Oh, fucking God,” I mumbled, my eyes rolling at the sensation.  
 
    “Shut the fuck up and let me remind you who I belong to.”  
 
    He pushed my head back into the pillow with more force, then simply took my arse, giving me no room to manoeuvre. With every harsh thrust in he made, I let out an equally harsh grunt, giving him what he wanted. I was at his mercy. 
 
    “Hands behind your back.” The order was clipped, like restraining himself had become impossible.  
 
    I did as he asked, clasping my fingers together while he took a tight hold of my wrists with his free hand, never letting up on my head.  
 
    “Fuck, you make me crazy. I’m gonna come soon,” he panted out, his hips working faster. 
 
    I stayed silent, getting lost in the raw emotions he always dragged from me at the craziest of times. They ran rampant within, refusing to abate and succumb to the moment. 
 
    “Ayden, baby…” 
 
    Letting go of my head, he crouched in to take my mouth when I raised my head to catch a decent breath and his kiss. Our teeth clashed as his body shuddered and he wrenched away from me. 
 
    “Oh…” he punched in, “oh…” held his hips snug to my arse, his balls resting against mine. “Oh…” 
 
    “Ayden!” I startled at the bang of the door and my uncle’s voice booming through the Loft.  
 
    “No… fucking… way…” Shaun dragged his hips a couple more times before pulling from me and spilling against my back. “Fuck,” he whispered, “fucking hell. Every time.” 
 
    My hard on fled with the second calling of my name. Family had a way of banishing sex quicker than a nun in a porno shop. 
 
    “Let me clean you up,” Shaun offered as he rummaged around beside the bed, producing a t shirt that had been stuffed underneath, soft cloth wiping across my skin just seconds later. “You need to go speak to your uncle. I’ll be out in a minute.” 
 
    Plopping a chaste kiss to my neck, he rolled off me and headed for the en suite, leaving me extremely unsatisfied and my arse hanging out. Time to move, time to find out what the fuck was going on and what my dad had neglected to tell me. 
 
    No more lies, half truths or omissions. I wanted it all.  
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    Stupid fucking Alexa.  
 
    She’d only gone and bagged herself six years in jail, and her kid living with her mother. She’d been too bloody hasty, too greedy, wanted the impossible and I’d told her so when she’d asked for help. But no, she’d wanted Ryder. All she’d ended up with was white tennis shoes with no laces and a six by four she shared with a woman who looked like she belonged in Belmarsh.  
 
    It was her place I’d come back to, but I wasn’t up for staying. I’d purchased the little slice of suburbia for her when she’d had her baby. See - not totally heartless. It was too far from Brighton, so I’d found another place on the outskirts. A sprawling flat with sea views that really didn’t appeal to me. It wasn’t the crystal clear blue waters I’d been used to over the past year. Still, the upper floor apartment would do for the purpose I needed it for.  
 
    Eat, sleep and plot - in no particular order. 
 
    Everything was in my lawyer’s name because I was still being cautious, and most likely ridiculous. They all knew I was back, there was no point in trying to hide it any longer, time was running out. 
 
    Monty’s was next. Charlie’s daughter, my focus. I’d heard many things about the girl, nothing at all flattering except the way she opened her legs and the way she bended to her daddy’s will. Her ex relationship with Gripp was what made her interesting, worth scoping out. If I managed to find a crack in her, she’d be perfect for the kind of revenge I had in mind for him. 
 
    I dressed carefully, not wanting to garner too much attention in a strip club, although some was inevitable. Guys would have their eyes glued to the strippers, I couldn’t compete with younger women any more, but it didn’t mean when I set my mind to it I couldn’t look just as good as them. I wasn’t a stripper, had never taken my clothes off for money; hadn’t needed to, I’d done far worse. I’d eat those girls for lunch. But I didn’t want to get confused with any of them in Monty’s, so the grey wool pants went on, along with a deep red fitted camisole which complimented the red soled shoes I always wore. A soft leather biker jacket was slung over my shoulders to give me an edgier look, then I was ready. 
 
    Purposefully arriving at Monty’s later in the night, the two bouncers at the door eyed me with equal measures of scepticism and appreciation when I flashed them a smile before entering. 
 
    The place was just a touch past sleazy and I guessed that would have been Charlie’s daughters doing. He didn’t have a classy bone in his body. It was busy, and I surfed the men’s faces as I waded through the tables, heading for the bar. Two women were at work, punting drinks skilfully while fending off the advances from numerous men vying for their attention.  
 
    Hitching up onto a stool, I placed my black clutch in front of me, laying a hand on top. A twenty something beauty made her way down the bar to me, her eyes wide but mocking. I was well aware I was about the only female customer n the club, but her expression rankled me. For all she knew, I was into women and had come for the entertainment.  
 
    Twisting my head around, I looked toward said entertainment, feeling a short pang of longing when I scanned up the perfect body of one woman grinding a pole. Oh, to have tits that perky again. Men’s eyes were fixated on them, no one paying me any attention except the bartender. 
 
    “Lost?”  
 
    There was humour in the answer I returned. “Oh, fab tv show,” I smirked, “right where I’m meant to be, darling.”  
 
    My attention veered back to her, she really was stunning. She was Charlie’s daughter for sure, her eyes giving her away, almost identical to her father’s. How he’d produced such a beautiful offspring was an enigma to me. Then again, as much as I despised Ryder, I couldn’t deny he was hot as fuck too.  
 
    “You drinking, or looking?” 
 
    I scanned around the room again, my gaze stopping in the furthest corner of the club where a man stared at me from the shadows. I was used to the attention, men liking what they saw. I hadn’t succumbed to the cliched ‘mummy’ that Lucca would have preferred. No, I kept myself looking good and held an air of confidence that was difficult not to gravitate toward, especially for men of a certain age. I didn’t like the word cougar, but it described me to a T. I looked away, the eye contact severed, no matter the little thrill that coursed through me. 
 
    “I’ll have a vodka on the rocks.”  
 
    My tastes were more expensive, but I figured a place like this would have middle shelf at best, if that. Bottom shelf would do if it was all they had, I was only having one and was sure I could gulp down a drink that tasted like lighter fluid and still smile.  
 
    I was the master of fakery after all. 
 
    The drink arrived quickly and was shoved in front of me, at least the glass looked clean. I took a sip while the woman watched, as if waiting for a compliment. Yeah, bottom shelf. I wrinkled my nose. She’d be waiting a long while.  
 
    Placing the short tumbler back down, I cleared my throat. Time to play some games. “I’m looking for Chrissie.” 
 
    Her reaction told me she was indeed who I was looking for. Tipping her head at me, she eyed me with curiosity. “Who’s asking?” 
 
    Nobody could ever be straight these days and answer a question. I huffed out an impatient sigh. “I am.” 
 
    Chrissie rolled her eyes, placing her hands on the bar. “Well, I don’t know you. Drink up, then leave. You’re in the wrong place.” 
 
    Feisty little bitch. I liked that. 
 
    “I have a job I think might interest you.” 
 
    She waved her hand around the bar and snorted. “I have a job. And still, I don’t know you.” 
 
    “I know your dad.” 
 
    Taking a step back, she glared at me. “Yeah, drink up. You’re definitely in the wrong place.” 
 
    “He’s a…friend.”  Why that word stuck in my throat then, I didn’t know. He wasn’t. Never had been, never would be. 
 
    “Look, lady. If you’re a friend of my dad’s, you’re no friend of mine. I’m not interested. Now fucking leave.” 
 
    She snatched up the drink she’d put in front of me not two minutes before, pouring it down the sink under the bar. I was only going to try one more time then I was out of there. I didn’t beg. Ever. 
 
    “The job involves Gripp.” 
 
    Her hands stilled, and I heard the glass smash when she dropped it against the porcelain of the sink. “Oops,” I grinned at her, winking. When she pinned me with a death glare, I knew I was done. Cutting my losses, I nodded my head at her. “Just going to use your ladies.” 
 
    Casually slipping off the stool, I grabbed my clutch and sauntered off toward the hallway where the toilets were. Chrissie was only one of many avenues I had to get back at Gripp, her reaction to me was no big deal but her reaction to her father was another story. That had been a surprise.  
 
    A firm hand grabbed my wrist before I pushed the door open to the ladies, twisting me around and shuffling me against the wall. Lifting my head, I was caught off guard by the intent in the man’s eyes. I was used to being ogled and objectified, but this was something different.  
 
    “You find what you were looking for?” He butted his chest against mine, unapologetically stepping into my space, still holding my wrist even while I shook to release myself.  
 
    Dropping his hand, I felt the heat of his fingers skim my hip. Oh, Lord. The attraction was instant, and it confused the fuck out of me. I never succumbed to these kinds of scenarios. I kept my head screwed on at all times, but hell, this guy was making me wobble in my four-inch heels. 
 
    “Cat got your tongue, beautiful?” 
 
    The compliment was lazy, but I took it anyway.  “No,” I croaked out, the saliva in my mouth a distant memory. 
 
    “No?” His hips made contact with mine then, the length of him pressing into my stomach.  
 
    Holy hell.  
 
    “You didn’t find, or the cat’s not got your tongue?” That deep voice scraped across my skin in such a way I shuddered. He leaned closer, pushing his erection subtly against me. “Because I can help with both, darling.” 
 
    He was older than me, the crow’s feet around his eyes and the dark grey colouring of his hair proof. Maybe late forties, but he carried it well. He had strong, demanding features which I knew made the ladies look twice. I was, wasn’t I? He was also full of himself, his attitude reeked. 
 
    “I bet you taste as good as you smell.” He sniffed the air around us, his hand shifting from my side to above my head. 
 
    I laughed. I smelled good because I wore expensive perfume, but my pussy was cheap. I’d bet I didn’t taste half as good as he imagined. Still, the thought of a random stranger giving me some pleasure tickled at me.  
 
    Licking his lips, he held eye contact, never wavering, his eyes almost black under those thick lashes of his. “Wanna get out of here?” 
 
    “With you?” 
 
    “With me,” he nodded. 
 
    Oh, what the hell. Fuck stranger danger. I was probably more of a threat to him than he was to me. And if I ended up a statistic in a dumpster somewhere then well…he’d only be doing everyone a favour anyway. 
 
    “Entice me,” I dared. I was going to be at least a little hard to get. It was no fun otherwise. 
 
    That quick shift of his hips shortened my breath. “You like dirty?” 
 
    “Dirtier the better,” I grinned at him. 
 
    Stepping back, he took all his heat with him, the space didn’t dampen the sexual tension between us at all however. Suddenly looking shy, he tucked a hand into the pockets of his black pants and looked at the floor. “I’m just a soft man.”  
 
    Well, that was nothing to be ashamed of now was it? But he was in for a shock if he thought that was the way I rolled. With assertion, it was my turn to push him to the opposite wall. I clutched his hard on through his trousers and applied pressure. 
 
    “Soft is for pussies, and mine isn’t soft.” 
 
    He snarled at me, his teeth snapping together, his lower body moving in such a tantalising way I was suddenly more than eager to leave with him.  
 
    “My car’s outside.” The low cadence of his voice rumbled through my chest. 
 
    “How romantic.” 
 
    “You don’t strike me as the romantic kind, darling,” he chuckled, removing his hand from his pocket and running a finger along the neck of my camisole. His other hand wrapped around my wrist at his crotch and he ground my hand into him. “You got to earn that.”  
 
    Jesus, this guy had a full-blown ego and a cock to back it up, the state of my soaked underwear was testament to exactly how much I liked it.  
 
    “You keep those sexy, fuck me shoes on and you’ve earned it. Move, let’s go,” he pushed against me, “my cock likes what it fucking sees and I’m getting impatient.” 
 
    There was an invitation I couldn’t refuse. I forgot all about the bathroom trip I’d needed, forgot all about Charlie’s daughter, forgot all about Gripp. Being a bitch was exhausting, I wanted some fun on my own terms.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    His car was a Range Rover, a huge thing with tinted windows. Instead of opening the front passenger door like I’d thought he would, the guy reached for the back, heaving one wide after unlocking the car.  
 
    “Hop in,” he invited with a flick of his hand.  
 
    I did, eagerly, consequences fleeing when I saw how roomy up back was. He climbed in behind me, his long, muscled legs having plenty space to stretch. 
 
    “Pants off.”  
 
    There was no teasing in his voice, he meant business. I was more than happy to oblige and kicked my shoes off into the footwell. Hitching my hips, I unbuttoned my wool blend trousers and shrugged them over my arse, sliding them down my thighs. His big hands gripped at the pants leg closest to him and he yanked until the trousers were forgotten on the floor of the car. 
 
    “Tony.” 
 
    I whipped my head around to face him, confused. “What?” 
 
    “My name. Tony. I wanna hear it when I make you come.” 
 
    Whatever. Like I cared what his name was. I looked him over, he’d discarded his jacket and hung it over the front seat and was undoing the buttons on his crisp white shirt, the movement wafting his aftershave through the Range Rover. 
 
    “Let me see those titties of yours.” 
 
    I couldn’t get my own jacket off quick enough, my camisole feeling restrictive, my nipples hardening beneath the lacy black cups of my bra. Pulling the silky top over my head, I chucked it somewhere I didn’t care. Making a move for my bra next, he stopped me. 
 
    “Leave it. Put your shoes back on then sit that pretty fucking arse of yours on my lap.” 
 
    He was rolling on a condom while I slid my shoes back on. “What, no foreplay?” I teased. 
 
    Shaking his head, he bit his lip and looked at me thoughtfully. “No. you’re gonna fuck me, make me come.” He grinned at me, tugging on his cock. And oh man, what a glorious fucking sight it was. He was thick and long, and I knew he was going to use it in all the right ways. “Then I’m gonna play, baby.” His wink was cheeky, alluring. 
 
    Climbing over his lap, I held myself above him while he shuffled in the seat, the cold leather on my knees and calves soon heating underneath my skin. Fingers bit onto the flesh of my arse when Tony took hold, lining me up. Closing his eyes and leaning back, he pulled me down onto him in one long movement until he was balls deep. I could feel every inch of him and I let out a sigh like a contented cat.  
 
    God, it was so good. 
 
    “Pussy feels soft to me, darling. Crazy wet, too.” 
 
    I bounced up and down on his dick a few times, grinding in his lap, with Tony aiding the movement. He went long and deep, then suddenly stopped, and fumbled around next to me, producing a bag of white powder. With his other hand, he roughly yanked the cup of my bra down, his tongue snaking out and licking over the mound of flesh pushed up by the material. I threw my head back at the sensation of his teeth on my nipple. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Coming back to my senses when I felt the dusting of what I knew was coke, across my tit, I grinned. I’d had the stuff plenty times, and I watched with rapt attention as he sprinkled a healthy dose over my exposed skin before tossing the bag off to the side absently. 
 
    Painfully gripping my breasts, one hanging out, the other still tucked away, he started moving again, his rhythm the same as before, his thrusts just as deep.  
 
    “Fuck me.” His tongue poked out again, licking the coke from me, the white powder making my nipple tingle. I wanted some of that coke, too. “Make me come. Then you get yours.” 
 
    I didn’t have it in me to feel offended, rather disappointed. What had started out as a pleasurable encounter on equal footing had been soured by the fact he was holding me to ransom over a bit of coke. There was a trade. Not knowing whether to be incensed or gleeful, the thought of getting shitfaced on powder won out. For endless minutes the only sounds permeating the car were slaps, grunts and groans. When Tony tensed underneath me and let out a long moan, I clenched my pussy to hug his cock as he came. 
 
    Snapping open his eyes, he laughed at me. “Your turn, beautiful. Switch places.” 
 
    I wasn’t all that close to coming to be honest but with a hit of coke not far off, my enthusiasm ramped up, I’d be flying in no time. Once we’d changed positions and I was sprawled underneath him, he tucked his softening cock away and did up his pants, while I rolled my eyes.  
 
    One hit wonder, go figure.  
 
    “Spread your legs.” Grabbing for the druggie bag again, Tony scooped out a sizeable amount on his finger. “Open wide.” 
 
    Opening my mouth, greedy for it, I stuck my tongue out, my pulse thrumming through me. When his finger entered my mouth, I closed my lips around the digit and sucked hard. His hand delved between my legs, his finger into my pussy, while I let go of the other with a pop. 
 
    Tipping the bag over my exposed flesh, the powder cascaded like snow across my bare pussy, and when he rubbed it over my clit, the sensation was blinding. I bucked into his hand, begging for more. 
 
    “Fuck it.”  
 
    He bent back down and grasped my nipple between his teeth, biting down hard. I let out a yelp so ferocious he jarred back in surprise, the baggie spilling all over my breasts and stomach, the seats of the car. 
 
    “Oops,” I giggled. 
 
    “Fuck,” he growled in annoyance. His hands left me as he tried unsuccessfully to salvage the powder spilled everywhere. “Fuck. Party’s just starting, babe.” He looked out of the tinted window into the darkened car park as if searching for something, or someone, his top teeth digging into his bottom lip. “My mate in the club has more. I’ll be back in a sec.” 
 
    I watched him grab his jacket from the front seat before I closed my eyes and leant my head backwards. His weight shifted from between my legs, the cold breeze assaulting me when he jumped from the car. It wasn’t enough to sharpen my senses and I kept my eyes closed.  
 
    “Keep those legs open for me, Stella.” 
 
    I lay there, legs splayed in the back of Tony’s Range Rover, the effect of the coke taking over me finally. My fingers stroked lazy circles over my clit. I fucking loved this stuff, but it was never any fun when you had no one to play with.  
 
    Realisation hit me like a fist to the face a moment too late and sucked the wind from me. Stella…he’d called me Stella. I hadn’t told him my name, but he knew who I was.  
 
    Shit… shit, shit! 
 
    I hurriedly sat up and brought my legs together, searching for the panties I’d kicked off earlier, finding them stuffed down the side of the seat. I scrambled furiously to get them back on then looked around for the rest of my clothes.  
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    My trousers weren’t in the footwell, there was no sign of my camisole or my jacket for that matter. How the fuck had I missed that? Tucking my tit back into my bra, I searched around for a blanket, for anything to cover up. There was nothing and I knew with certainty, Tony, the fucking bastard, was gone and wasn’t coming back. What the hell was this? Anger climbed, and I kicked out at the seats in front of me with such a force my heel punctured the leather.  
 
    My purse!  
 
    Again, I couldn’t find it, no matter where I looked. Panic seeped in, without my purse I had no phone, no one to call. I was in my goddamned underwear and fucking stiletto heels, covered in bloody coke, smelling like sex. Jesus. How stupid could I have been? People rarely got the better of me, if ever, but this guy had - and then some. 
 
    Stupid, Stella. Real stupid. 
 
    I laughed caustically. The prick had gotten off as well. Oh, good one, high five material that. Then I almost hit my head on the roof of the car when someone rapped on the glass of the window. I knew before even turning my head it was going to be bad. Very bad. And it was. So, so bad.  
 
    The mortification of being hauled from the backseat of a car with barely any clothes on, the sex smell obvious, the coke even more so, was not the highlight of my life. Metal cuffs bit into my wrists as one of the policemen read me my rights and I hung my head in shame.  
 
    I needed to phone my lawyer. 
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    Our two-day trip to visit with Laura’s dad was cut short. We came home the same day we’d left, albeit several hours later and under the cover of darkness.  
 
    “Listen,” I rubbed my fingers down the side of my face, stress kicking in. “I don’t want you going anywhere yourself. Always, always with someone. If I’m not at home, then you’re with Taylor all right?” Laura held an air of apprehension about her, understandably so. I was feeling it too. 
 
    Our long weekend was cut short. Stella was back, just like we’d suspected. Laura had been right, I was just catching up, the thought of her confronting Ayden in his own home made me furious. My son needed answers I should have given him years ago.  
 
    Ryder had placated Ayden long enough. It wasn’t up to him to tell my son things he should already know. That was all on me and it was time now. Stella’s appearance meant nothing good and the fact she’d been at Charlie’s too spoke volumes.  
 
    She was plotting. 
 
    I didn’t want to go another ten rounds with my ex-wife. Laura and I were on the cusp of getting married and Stella was a complication nobody needed. Nothing was going to spoil our happy day, certainly not a vengeful ex who didn’t know when to quit.  
 
    Laura’s hand clasped my thigh as I parked up the Cayenne outside the Loft. We sat there for a minute before I cringed at the way it had sounded like I’d lain down the law, whether she liked it or not. She was strong willed and stubborn but there was no doubt Stella was going to come after us, try to get at me, my girlfriend would be on that list. 
 
    Staring through the windshield, Laura sighed, hopefully having taken my comment as concern and not control. 
 
    “The things I need to tell Ayden? Some you know, some you don’t.” 
 
    “You don’t need to tell me anything you don’t want to, Lucca.” 
 
    “I know, but I think it’s best.” 
 
    “I trust your judgement, okay. Let’s just deal with Ayden first then we can do us, okay? Poor boy will be so confused.” 
 
    “Yeah. I knew this would happen. Bloody knew it.” I smacked my hand against the steering wheel. “She just turned up at his door, that’s not good. I tried so hard to hide that fucking flat from everywhere. Christ, how’d she even get the bloody address?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But we’re all aware she’s back now. For whatever reason, so we need to figure it out.” She thought for a moment. “You’re just about to break his heart, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” I shook my head sadly. “And it’s gonna fucking kill me, Laura.” 
 
    “Together. We’re all together, don’t forget it. Be sure to remind him, too.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ryder was in the living room when I trudged my weary body into the Loft. He was standing with his back to the door, looking out across the city, stance rigid, arms across his chest. Ayden was sitting a few feet away, leaning against the glass of the big windows, Shaun between his legs, back to his chest. I could feel the awkward tension from all the way over by the door where I was standing.  
 
    “Taylor and Emily are with Sophie down the hall,” Ryder turned his head a touch, the dismissal evident but not cruel. “Thought it best we were all in the same place.” 
 
    Laura said nothing, touched her hand to my back then left to find her sister. It was perhaps best I just did this with the four of us. 
 
    Taking a few steps inside the room, I called out to my son. “Ayden? You’re okay? Both of you?” 
 
    “I didn’t let her in.” His voice was flat, a tone I’d rarely heard directed at me.  
 
    I went further into the room and sat a few inches from my son, same position, back to the glass. I couldn’t take the accusing look he was giving me anymore. It was probably easier telling him the things I needed to this way. 
 
    “What do I need to know?” he asked roughly. 
 
    “Two things.” There were only two major things I’d kept from him, and it was time he knew. “One is about your grandfather and grandmother and the other is about the break in last year.” 
 
    He groaned, flopping his head on top of Shaun’s. “She’s involved in both?” 
 
    “Indirectly with your grandmother, yes. It’s not a story I thought I’d ever need to tell you, Ayden, but I guess I was wrong.” 
 
    Shaun moved away from Ayden, stopping when he was yanked back. “Stay.” 
 
    “It’s not my business.” 
 
    “I’m your business. Stay.” There was no arguing with him. Shaun sat back where he’d been without another word. 
 
    Ryder had since sat down next to me, lending his support like he always did, albeit quietly this time.  
 
    I ripped the band aid off, there was no easy way to say the words I was about to speak. “My father shot and killed Stella’s mother. She was fifteen years old and most likely saw him do it.” 
 
    Ayden sucked in a breath, his fingers biting into Shaun’s arm. “You’re serious?” His laugh was disbelieving. 
 
    “Yes,” I stated simply. “He had thought Stella was his daughter her whole life. Turned out, she wasn’t. I guess he didn’t like that very much.” 
 
    “He’d been having an affair? Cheating on grandma?” 
 
    “It appears so. He left a letter confessing, and she found it after he died.” 
 
    “So, he shot her? Just like that?” 
 
    “I believe it’s called a crime of passion.” 
 
    “Jesus,” he whispered, nodding his head. “Wow. He killed my other grandma?” 
 
    The question hung heavy in the air and no one spoke for a long time, the revelation clearly sinking in for the boys. I could tell Ayden was trying to work out things in his head, the tell-tale foot tap, his subtle give away. Ryder’s fingers brushed against the denim of my jeans and I was thankful for the small touch of support he was giving me. 
 
    “When did you find out?” Ayden asked eventually. 
 
    “A few years ago. Ryder and I were sorting through your grandma’s stuff after she’d passed, we found it among her lace tablecloths, like it was hidden. We had Tony dig around, find the child in question. It was your mother.” 
 
    “She came at you for revenge, didn’t she?” Shaun quickly clued up on what Stella’s deal was. Smart, smart kid. “For twenty years she made you suffer for what your dad did to her mother.” 
 
    I’d tried to shield Ayden from that side of Stella, but I knew I’d failed somewhere and rightly so, he spoke to Shaun about the things he’d probably witnessed.  
 
    “I think that was her idea, yes.” 
 
    “There were no robbers, were there?” 
 
    “No. That is a truth I should have told you straight off. I didn’t want to further hurt the tenuous link you had with her. She’s your mother, Ayden.” 
 
    He snorted, wrapping his hands tighter around Shaun. “Why stay? Put up with all her shit. You stayed.” 
 
    I couldn’t lay it on his shoulders, tell him it was mostly for him, it was so wrong. “I didn’t know any better.” 
 
    Swivelling his head around, he pinned me with a look I didn’t know, like he was wiser than his years and he got it. “But you do now.” 
 
    “I do now, son.” I smiled thinking of Laura down the hall. 
 
    “I don’t really remember my grandfather, so I don’t feel anything for him. She, though, is a different matter.” 
 
    She was. What was done was done. None of us could change our pasts, no matter the mistakes we’d made through the years. We simply learnt and moved on. Stella had taught me well in that regard. “She is.” 
 
    “Well,” Ryder shifted, hand on my knee as he hoisted himself from the floor. Sitting in the recliner facing us he said, “she’s at the police station right now. Tony sent a message a little while ago.” 
 
    It was a small relief. I knew what he did; she’d be released by morning. There was no proof, it was Laura’s word against her. If there had been anything to prove Stella had been in Laura’s house the night of the fire, it had been destroyed. Defence had an easy case, they would argue Laura had been distressed and seeing things. 
 
    Ayden was looking at Ryder puzzled. “Why’s she been arrested?” His head swung my way. “You said two things, but there’s more. You told the police you couldn’t identify your attacker, why is she at the station?” 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose, Ryder speaking for me. “She was at Laura’s the night of the fire.” 
 
    His mouth set in a grim line before his eyes widened in disbelief, although why he was surprised was beyond me. He knew all too well now what she was capable of, what she would stoop to. 
 
    “You’re kidding? No way, she wouldn’t do that. Not to hurt you.” 
 
    “There’s not a lick of evidence, Ayden, but she was there. Laura saw her, spoke to her. Your mother hit her several times. And stop with your shit, all right, she hurt him for years, you know fine well she did. She put a fucking price on your old man’s head.”  
 
    Ryder’s temper was starting to rise, not at Ayden I was sure, but he was getting too hot under the collar for my liking. I didn’t need anyone exploding and saying things they didn’t mean. We couldn’t bring discord among us. 
 
    “Okay, here’s the deal,” I waded in, wanting off the subject, Ryder had said far more than I’d wanted him to. 
 
    Ayden roughly pushed Shaun from him, then jumped to his feet. “No, no, no…wait.” With his hands in the air, he paced the room. “What the fuck is this? What does she want?” 
 
    “She wants me.” 
 
    “She had you, dad.” He stopped pacing and stood in front of me, sadness leeching from every pore in his body. “She fucking had you,” he whispered while tears fell from his eyes.  
 
    Yeah, breaking his heart. My own lurched in my chest and I wished I could take all my words back, make this reality a figment of his imagination, just a bad dream he’d wake from. Because Lord only knew where his head would spiral to. Stella was his mother and whether she hated me or not, he loved her.  
 
    Rising to my feet, I hauled my devastated son into a tight embrace not knowing what to say to my boy anymore. He hugged back, his fingers biting into my shoulders as his body trembled against mine. 
 
    “She wants the things she never had, Ayden. The hotels, the money. But you know,” Ryder flicked at something on the leg of his jeans then looked up at us both. “Nothing was ever hers to have. It wasn’t mine or your dad’s either. It was all yours and why we started selling it all when you said you weren’t interested. Why your dad paid me a hundred quid for each one. To put each property into my name, so I could sell them and hide that money.” Clasping his hands together he continued. “That money comes to you when you’re thirty. We buried it in accounts along with a hotel we wanted to keep. Remember the Q?” 
 
    Pulling away, Ayden gave his attention to Ryder as Shaun walked up behind him and held his hand to my son’s back. Good, he had his unwavering support, he’d need it. We all needed each other, more so than ever before. 
 
    “The one that Charlie was desperate for? You gave him it.” 
 
    “Yeah, and if he found that then you can bet your arse he found where we hid the money, or at least has a clue. Your mother was there, at his place, a couple of weeks ago.” 
 
    Ayden rounded on Ryder so quick, I couldn’t grab for him before he’d moved and got in his uncle’s face. “You knew she was back?” he roared, “you fucking knew and didn’t think to let me know?” 
 
    “Hey, reign it in!” Ryder pushed his face closer to Ayden, his hands gripping the sides of the chair. “We didn’t know until a few days ago, we wanted to see what she was up to. She was at Monty’s tonight.” He looked over at Shaun and I saw his shoulders sag at the new information. It meant only one thing. “That’s where she was picked up.” 
 
    “She’s gunning for me,” Shaun laughed, making his way to Ayden and pressing against his back. He pushed his arms around his middle and steered him toward the couch. “Sit down, baby.” 
 
    I’d seen this pair together a lot over the last few months and Shaun was undeniably in love with my boy. Ayden absolutely in love with him. They were just beginning, their bonds not quite as strong as a couple who’d spent years together. Neither needed this. Stella was going to come after Shaun, I knew it with certainty and the thought churned my stomach. My boy had lost far too much in his young life already, if Stella got her hands on Shaun, it would kill him.  
 
    Who was I kidding? It wasn’t just Shaun she was coming after. 
 
    It was up to me to make sure when she left again she did so permanently, and that she didn’t rip our family apart before she did so. She wasn’t taking another single thing from any of us ever again. 
 
    “So, we plan, we get ready…because Stella has a score to settle, and we’re all in her crosshairs. She doesn’t win. Not now, not ever.” 
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    “Someone has eyes on you.” 
 
    No shit, Sherlock. “Tony.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    My lawyer was pissing me off. Not only did he not answer his phone the night before when I called him with my only phone call, he didn’t waltz his arse into the police station until nearly lunchtime. I’d sat in a police cell for nearly twelve hours in one of those stupid white CID suits that detectives wore to crime scenes. Flattering - not. My temper was about to hit boiling point. 
 
    “No one,” I mumbled, picking at a cuticle on my thumb. I’d broken a bloody nail struggling with an over eager cop while he’d shoved my head into the back of his police car. 
 
    “They can’t hold you. They’ll ask you questions but we prepped for this. I have the documents you requested, so just stick to your story and you’ll be home in no time.” 
 
    I scoffed. Home. Home was some big old house miles from Brighton I couldn’t bring myself to set foot in. It was full of expensive things and memories of my ex-husband. His shit cluttered the rooms, and I couldn’t stomach going through it all. I’d need to get someone in to empty the place then sell it.  
 
    “Make yourself scarce for a while. Lay low, stay out of trouble.” 
 
    “I wasn’t getting into any trouble.”  
 
    Because I hadn’t been. I’d been having an apparently not so random fuck with a hot piece of arse. I was going to string that fucking Tony up by the balls if I ever saw him again.  
 
    “Time’s up. Anything else I need to know?” 
 
    Sitting back in the chair I didn’t bother to reply, and waited patiently for the good cop, bad cop scenario that was bound to walk through the door any time now. Two minutes later and sure enough, tweedle dee and tweedle fucking dumb sauntered in, as cliched as anything I’d ever witnessed. I smirked at the stereotypical scene playing out as one of them threw a grey folder on to the table in front of me. 
 
    What they may have thought was intimidating, I found comical but held my snickering at bay. Wouldn’t do to piss off the local bobbies straight off the back.  
 
    “Detective Inspector Walker, and that is Detective Inspector Stenhouse.” The man who’d spoken pulled out a chair and sat his portly body down.  
 
    He was the older of the two and gave nothing away when he looked at me. The second detective, Stenhouse, leaned against the wall behind his partner, one foot casually resting against the chipped paint, trying his best to look threatening. This pair were a hoot, they’d clearly been watching too many American cop shows.  
 
    Twining my fingers together, I huffed out in annoyance, I was seriously ready for this day to be over. 
 
    “Stella Rinaldi?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I mocked, making sure he caught the tone. 
 
    “You kept your last name?” 
 
    Yes, I certainly had. I’d used it for so long, had earned it, and was keeping the respect the name afforded. My ex-husband had been careful, or embarrassed, and hid what we had been his reality so mutual acquaintances had no reason to look at me any differently. Our divorce had looked amicable on the outside, if anything, Lucca portrayed the picture of the one in the wrong, what with his impending marriage to the little whore. So yes, I’d kept the name. 
 
    “Were you aware there was a warrant out for your arrest?” 
 
    “Not until recently, no.” 
 
    DI Walker raised his eyebrows at me. “Your lawyer didn’t inform you?” 
 
    “He did. I didn’t get those communications until this past week.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I’ve been away.” 
 
    DI Stenhouse laughed. “Clearly.” 
 
    Glaring at him, I continued, “I had no phone or any means of contact. I was grieving the loss of my marriage, I didn’t want to talk to anyone, so I cut myself off.” The grit in my voice was unmistakable, the thought of grieving over Lucca - ludicrous. 
 
    “The divorce was amicable?” 
 
    “Yes, entirely.” 
 
    Again, the DI against the wall laughed. Fucking idiot, he didn’t know anything.  
 
    “Where were you on the night of the ninth of February last year?” 
 
    “Gosh, that’s so long ago. I barely remember what I was doing last week, never mind a year ago.” I waved a hand in the air, acting like the dizzy blonde I looked.  
 
    “We have a witness statement inferring you were inside the residence of Miss Laura Hamilton minutes before her house went up in flames.” 
 
    “I heard about that. Very sad. I hope the young woman is okay.” I could have puked in my mouth with those words and the sickly-sweet tone with which I’d delivered them. 
 
    And so, it went on. Did I know her? Did I know Adam? Did I know she was dating my now ex-husband and they were soon to be married? Yes, why yes, I did fucking know that. She’d be getting married to Lucca over my dead body, but of course I couldn’t say those words. 
 
    DI Stenhouse had eventually taken a seat but contributed very little, the more I looked at him, the more an unease crept over me. He was familiar, but I knew I’d never crossed his path in my life. My lawyer eventually did his job, and forty bloody minutes later he demanded they charged me or released me. They had no choice but to let me go once my lawyer produced the itinerary they requested, pulling it from his briefcase. An itinerary of my whereabouts at the time in question. Three neatly typed sheets of paper stapled together was proof I’d been ‘out of the country.’ While DI Stenhouse called the charter company to corroborate I was indeed on a charter flight out of the country four days before, DI Walker read those sheets of paper over and over. What he expected to find, I wasn’t sure. 
 
    I didn’t like my lawyer all that much, but he was good at his job for the most part, especially with the amount of money I paid him. 
 
    “Okay then,” DI Walker sighed. “I guess we’re done here.” He collected up his files, scraped his chair back and stood up. “I have one more call to make and then you should be free to go.” He smiled wanly upon leaving the room, his phone to his ear before the door shut behind him. 
 
    DI Stenhouse stared at me over the table, his eye contact steely, telling me he didn’t believe a single lie I’d spouted from my mouth. He was a smart man I had to be careful around. 
 
    “We can’t prove anything, but I know the likes of you, Stella Rinaldi. Slippery. Arsenic wrapped in sugar. The worst kind.” He sat back in the chair, his pose relaxed. “It all catches up in the end.”  
 
    I grinned at him, giving him only that in reply. Best thing was to keep my trap shut, let him run his mouth.  
 
    “Your lawyer’s right. Make yourself scarce. I know more than what’s in those pissy files, Stella. Just gimme one excuse to pick your arse up and trust me, I’ll have you back down here quicker than you can click those expensive nails of yours.” 
 
    Studying him closer, barely offended by his words, I wondered where the root of his threat came from. And then I saw it. Those dark eyes, thick lashes. Oh, he was familiar all right.  
 
    “Tony,” I said. 
 
    “Tony,” he smiled. “My brother is good at his job, don’t underestimate him.” 
 
    I chuckled. He was good at fucking too but didn’t mean he wasn’t a prick. “Got you.” 
 
    It was taking all my will power not to launch myself over the table and dig my expensive nails into his eyeballs, claw the smug bastards face to pieces. Fuck him. Fuck Tony. Fuck Lucca. I knew exactly who Tony was - my ex-husband’s Private Investigator, my lawyer having imparted the information about an hour ago. And his brother was a detective. You couldn’t make this shit up. I’d just have to be more careful, that was all. I’d take the advice, take off for a few days, regroup, plot, whatever. Anything to get me off these fucker’s radars and some much-needed breathing space.  
 
    DI Walker popped his head around the door. “Free to go. But Ms Rinaldi, please don’t leave the country. We won’t be so lenient next time and we may need a follow up interview.” 
 
    Fucking great. 
 
    “Thank you, gentlemen. I’d like to leave now, if you don’t mind.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The drive up North was long. I’d showered and changed the minute I’d returned to my sparse apartment, packed a bag and left not an hour later. I wasn’t running. I was regrouping. 
 
    When my mother’s oldest friend swung her door wide to greet me, I almost fell into her arms. I wasn’t an emotional person, didn’t crave attachments like others and sometimes the thought of someone touching me made my skin crawl. None of this applied to Fiona though. If she’d known half the things I’d done, she wouldn’t have been so free with her affection. I kept that side of me locked down and away from her during my sporadic visits that always had too much time lost in between. I often wondered if I’d stayed with her like she’d begged me to at sixteen, how different my life would have been. Would my need for revenge have been abated, or would it have festered? I felt caught in between for the moment, questioning what the hell I was doing, what I’d done.  
 
    Fiona always dragged the doubts from me, made me feel too much, softened me. Turned me into the little girl I once was. She had been my mother’s best friend and their traits had been similar. While it was always great to see her, it damned hurt at the same time. My shortcomings were never clearer than when I was standing in front of her. 
 
    I missed my mother. She should not have been ripped from my life the way she had been. When I’d seen her lying in the kitchen surrounded by a pool of dark red blood and him standing over her, my heart had iced over, and had seldom cracked since. 
 
    “Come on in, dear child.” Fiona tugged me through the old cottage and waved me over to her comfiest chair she didn’t share with just anyone. “It’s been far too long.” 
 
    She had no children of her own, her husband long gone. Taking me under her wing was natural for her, I’d sucked up the security she’d offered until I could stand on my own two feet. 
 
    “Ooh, you’ve been on holiday. Look at you, all tanned, stunning as always.” She quietened, cupping my cheeks in her hands as she bent down. “Just like your mother, darling.” Planting a kiss on my nose she withdrew her touch from me. 
 
    “Hi Fiona,” I finally managed to get out. 
 
    “You up to see your mama?” 
 
    She knew me far too well, something I was entirely comfortable with. “Yeah. Been too long I think.” 
 
    “It has, dear. A few years now. I know you call but it’s not the same.” It was all I could give her. I loved coming home, but it played with my head too much and I refused to stay longer than necessary. “I have Bridge club in half an hour, your room’s the way it always is. We can catch up tonight. You want to eat out, Stella?” 
 
    I grinned at her. “Nah. I know you have some of your delicious mac and cheese hiding in that mammoth freezer of yours somewhere.” 
 
    She laughed, pushing her glasses up her nose. “Must have known you were coming, made a fresh batch just a few days ago.” 
 
    “That’s good.”  
 
    God, this woman made me feel like a teenager again. For ten minutes we chit chatted, something I never did with anyone, including Alexa, then she was whizzing around the sitting room collecting her things. Through the front door she went, her yellow sundress and lavender perfume wafting behind her. 
 
    I didn’t go up to my room, I’d get my bag from the car after I’d done what I was really there for. There was only one place I wanted to be, so I made haste, reaching my destination not too long after I’d left Fiona’s cottage. 
 
    “Hi mama.” 
 
    Fiona had cleaned up around the gravesite, it was always immaculate when I visited, always fresh flowers decorating the dark marble plinth. 
 
    Emotion slammed into me, like it always did, and it hurt like a bitch. “I’m sorry I let you down,” I whispered. “But I’m fixing it, I swear.” 
 
    A gentle breeze wrapped around me, forcing me to tug my coat tighter to my body while I continued to stare at the grass between my feet. I always stood, never sat down. I feared getting too close, feared I’d want to crawl right into that hole with her. Life was empty, had been since the day she’d died, no matter who had come and gone. 
 
    Adam…Adam had almost been it, but he’d been fixated on his ex-fiancé, a woman who was not going to get the chance to steal my life a second time. I didn’t believe him. How could you profess to love someone and do what Adam had done? He had been the closest I’d ever come to truly feeling the love my mother had always talked about. But he’d loved another, and it left little room for me. 
 
    I did sit down, my legs not quite supporting my weight, flashes of the last time I’d seen my beautiful mother. A sob tore free and I was disgusted with myself for being so weak. No matter how much I tried to kid myself, I knew what this visit was. 
 
    It was laying old ghosts to rest. 
 
    It was purging my failures. 
 
    It was saying goodbye. 
 
    “I think I loved him. No, I knew I loved him but not in that soft-hearted way a woman should love a man. My kind of love, you know. And I feel fucking guilty, like I’m tarring your memory or something because I loved the son of the man who took you from me.” 
 
    I sniffled and swiped angrily at the tears cascading down my face, they were foreign, and I couldn’t comprehend why they spilled so freely now. 
 
    “He’s getting married again, mama. I can’t have him anymore.” I nodded an affirmation to myself, resolute. “But why should he get that? Why should he be happy, be able to love, while you keep me captive in your memory?” 
 
    I stood up, the anger I felt at crying morphing into something else. Regret perhaps. I hadn’t gone there to break down, hadn’t come to absolve my sins or spill my secrets. This wasn’t me. I couldn’t come back here. Not anymore. It was time to let go. 
 
    Time to let them all go, whispered the wind. 
 
    Walking back to my car, regaining my composure with every step I took away from my mother’s grave, I knew exactly who was leaning against the bonnet of my car before I reached the slimy bastard. I didn’t ignore him like I should have, I never cowed away from confrontation and that’s what this most definitely was.  
 
    “Stella,” he said simply, pulling his shades from his eyes and hooking them into the top of his t shirt. “Nice to see you again.” 
 
    “Tony.” My smile was forced, saccharine and all for him. I kicked at the gravel below my feet in mock disinterest. “You going to move, or do I need to run you over? Because believe me, seeing you bleed out on the road is no hardship to me.” 
 
    “Oh, I bet it’s not, darling.” 
 
    “Fuck off with the darling shit. This isn’t round two. What do you want?” 
 
    Pushing from the car with ease, he took a step closer as I took a step back. The thought of him getting any nearer made me sick to my stomach. 
 
    “You don’t wanna finish what we started?” Clutching a hand across his chest, he openly mocked me. “You wound me. That’s too bad, Stella. I had fun, baby.” 
 
    It was one endearment too far. Lightning quick my foot came out and the point of my shoe dug into his shin as I kicked. He cried out, hopping on one leg, his hands rubbing up and down. 
 
    “Fucking bitch!” he growled. 
 
    If I’d been quicker, I’d have gone for his balls, but the shin was good enough for now. “Don’t you forget it, cocksucker.” 
 
    I made the mistake of turning my back on him, and before I knew it, I was slammed over the bonnet of my car where he’d been leaning earlier, my wrists pinned above my head in his big hands. With his face a mere inch from mine as he pushed his weight over me, he looked at me with something akin to disgust. And then I felt it. His erection. Solid, and right at the apex of my thighs. I flashed my eyes to his and the fucker grinned. 
 
    Gathering my wrists into one hand, he wrapped the strong fingers of his other around my throat and applied pressure. “I should snap your scrawny fucking neck right now. Be the least you deserved.” 
 
    Kicking my feet apart, he settled between my legs. Tony was a big, muscled guy, there was no use trying to struggle. He had a point to make so I’d let him make it, then he could fuck off. I could deal with my libido later on my own. 
 
    “Or,” he ground his hips against me, “I could slip that skirt of yours up and give you another good fucking.” 
 
    “You’re a disgusting pig,” I spat out. 
 
    “Oh, come now. Don’t tell me you aren’t fucking soaked right now, Stella. I can see right through your lies, baby.” 
 
    Jesus. I was. I really was. And so fucking tempted. But he was just another enemy and nothing good could come of it. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Keeping an eye on my pay packet.” At least he hadn’t sugar coated it. “You liked my brother, sweetheart?” I thought back to DI Stenhouse and remembered I positively did not like his brother one little bit. “He liked you. Fucks like a stallion, too, you know. We share things, we’re close like that.” His mouth moved to my ear and a subtle shiver made my legs tremble. “Imagine that, huh? The two of us nailing that hungry snatch of yours like the cheap slut you are.” 
 
    I snapped, my anger bursting from me. “Get the fuck off!” I screamed it again and again into his ear before he moved his head away and I struggled to free my hands.  
 
    He was too strong for me, his weight too much to make any impact. As his hand tightened around my throat painfully, I dragged in precious air, praying I wouldn’t pass out. My fight left as quick as the black encroaching around the sides of my vision. 
 
    “I’ve been watching you for years, Stella. Years.” His smile was unpleasant as he let me in on his wisdom. “I always wondered what you had between those legs of yours, watching all those men begging for more.” He stopped the pressure around my neck which allowed me a shallow gulp of breath. “All except your husband. Can’t say I blame him, he knew what you were. Now I’ve had a taste, I’m in no hurry to go back. You feel me?” His erection said otherwise as he rubbed against me. “I like seeing fear, like the smell of it, sweetheart. And you, my love, reek of it right now.” 
 
    “Then what are you waiting for?” I boldly dared.  
 
    I had no clue why I was goading him, the last thing I needed was him taking what he wanted from me on the hood of my car in the cemetery where my mother was buried.  
 
    “So easy…” he mumbled, easing his weight from me and standing upright. “I’m your shadow, baby. If I see you stepping out of line, trust me when I say I’m coming at you hard. You’ll soon realise I’m your worst nightmare, no matter how good my dick felt all up inside you. You’d do well to remember that, darling.” 
 
    Lucca had eyes on me, I’d been right. I’d always suspected he had. It didn’t matter anymore, I just had to be cautious, plan a little more. How smart could this man be? I’d outwitted far more clever men and walked away. He’d got one up on me once, it wasn’t happening twice. 
 
    “Welcome to my shit list, Tony,” I sneered. 
 
    He blew me a kiss, a ridiculous gesture I tried hard not to laugh at. “Touché, sweetheart, touché. I’ll be seeing you, love.”  
 
    My hands shook the whole way back to Brighton. I wasn’t risking going back to Fiona’s although it was more than likely he knew where I’d been before I’d visited my mother. Fiona could never be involved in my life like that. I made a hasty exit, drove back South, only stopping to run cold water over my face and top up on coffee. By the time I collapsed into bed, I was exhausted. 
 
    It was a new day, and time to get this show on the road. I had two weeks. Two weeks until my beloved ex tied the knot with his whore of a girlfriend. Two weeks to cause mayhem. Fourteen days to put a plan in place then get the fuck out of dodge. I had to get it right, there was no more time nor room for mistakes. 
 
    Ducks in a row, Stella. Ducks in a row. 
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    All this constant looking over my shoulder had me on edge, it was exhausting. Almost ten years of doing the same and though the circumstances were entirely different, I was so sick of it. I wanted Stella to make her move, so I could get it over and done with. 
 
    “Is Taylor meeting you there?” 
 
    “Yes.” I snapped. Lucca had asked me a million times, or so it seemed. See - exhausting. 
 
    “Laura…” he admonished, and I instantly felt like a bitch. He was trying his best, none of this was his fault. 
 
    “I’m sorry. We’re getting married in two days. I just feel a bit out of sorts is all.” 
 
    Stopping at a traffic light, it gave him time to focus his attention on me. “Not cold feet, I hope?” 
 
    I’d put doubt in his head. “No,” I sighed, “not like that.” 
 
    “Has it been too quick?” 
 
    After Stella had finally signed the divorce papers; amicably would you believe, not a week later, Lucca had got down on his knee in the kitchen where we were all eating breakfast and made me cry. He proposed, said he wanted it sooner rather than later. But no, it hadn’t been too quick, not at all. I was simply worried it was all going to go pear shaped, what with a deranged lunatic sitting back and biding her time. Because that was exactly what she was doing, I knew it as plain as the nose on my face. She’d been quiet, and from what Tony had said, she was being a normal woman. Shopping, buying beauty products, lunch with friends. How she had any friends was beyond me.  
 
    “No,” I answered honestly.  
 
    But everything was up in the air. Sophie was due her baby soon and both her and Ayden were struggling to hold the other up, though he seemed to be faring better then she was. It was all a mess. 
 
    “It will be fine,” Lucca soothed. I was so ready to be his wife, I didn’t want him thinking otherwise. 
 
    Five minutes later, Lucca pulled the Cayenne to a stop outside the bridal boutique for my last dress fitting. It had been a rush job but the dress I’d chosen hadn’t needed many alterations. The seamstress had done an amazing job, one last fitting and the dress was coming home with me. 
 
    Once inside the quaint shop, I relaxed. Two women fussed around me as Lucca hovered by the door.  
 
    “I can’t try it on with you here, baby.” 
 
    “Just gonna wait until Taylor arrives.” 
 
    My phone beeped from my bag and I knew it was my sister. She was always late. Always. Pulling out my phone, I groaned when I read her message. 
 
      
 
    Taylor: I have a flat. 
 
      
 
    Me: Where r u? Lucca can come. 
 
      
 
    “She’s got a flat.” I waved my phone in his direction. “Can you rescue her, please? I have a million and one things to do, I don’t need this today.” I let out a long breath and glanced at the new message from Taylor.  
 
      
 
    Taylor: 3 streets down. Kemp Street. 
 
      
 
    “All right. Don’t leave, I’ll be right back.” He took a note of the street name and hurried back out the door, the two women watching him go. 
 
    “Right,” one clapped, “let’s get you into that beautiful dress. I swear it was made for you.” 
 
    It took ten minutes of pulling and shoving and buttoning before I saw the full effect of the fitted gown I was wearing. The breath-taking beauty caught me short. With the sweetheart neckline underneath the intricate French Chantilly lace, the dress wasn’t too gaudy, the trimmings from the delicately patterned lace did a good job disguising the ugly scar around my neck, you could almost be forgiven for thinking my skin wasn’t disfigured at all. The full skirt added length to my body, the cream silk satin Gazar falling past my ankles.  
 
    I loved it, seeing it finished and on brought tears to my eyes. The assistants left the vast dressing room, giving me the moment, thankful not to have the audience when the first tear dripped down my cheek.  
 
    I wanted my mother.  
 
    Sitting down on the chaise longue at the back of the room, I took a deep breath. There shouldn’t have been any tears no matter how sad thinking of my mum made me. She’d be happy, I was going to be too.  
 
    Gathering myself, I stood and admired the dress again, getting lost in the beauty of the fabric and the way it hung right and moulded to the places it should on my frame. 
 
    “Well, don’t you scrub up lovely?”  
 
    Instantly recognising the voice I hadn’t heard in so long, like nails down a chalkboard, I came face to face with the person responsible for setting me on edge.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be here,” I stammered, my heart picking up pace in my chest. 
 
    “No, you’re quite right, Laura. I shouldn’t be.” She flicked her hand upward, extending her finger and tracing along the edge of the lace around my neck, deceptively gently. “But neither should you, right?” 
 
    When her finger touched my bare skin, I lost all composure and struck out, the slap ringing loud around the closed in room. She was never to touch me again. 
 
    Flinching, Stella growled, grabbing for my wrist and hauling me into her. I wasn’t quick enough to pull away and we stood in this weird stand off where we both stared at the other. Squeezing her hand, she yanked hard against me again and before I knew what was happening, brown liquid had spilled down the front of my dress. I stumbled backward, my hands frantically swiping at the splashes across the fabric. 
 
    “No, no, no…” I didn’t pay attention, big fat tears spilled down my face, my dress ruined. “No!” I sobbed harshly. 
 
    Stella bumped me into the corner of the dressing room, so I had nowhere to go. “Oh, look at that. So clumsy.” 
 
    “You fucking bitch!” Snapping, my claws came out and I scraped my nails down the side of her smug looking face, deep welts spotted with eruptions of red bubbled under my finger nails. “You bitch!” 
 
    Taking a step back, she brushed down the front of her own clothes. “I told you once already. He’s not yours, Laura. Not now, not ever.” 
 
    “Fuck. You.” 
 
    “Such crass language, but it’s no less than I expect from you. Good luck on your wedding by the way. You mind if I bring a plus one? My friend, Tony. He’d enjoy it. Oh, wait. Maybe Lucca doesn’t want his employee there?” she sighed dramatically.  
 
    The woman was crazy, absolutely nuts. The shock of the damage to my dress was wearing off and my senses were coming back to me. I couldn’t stand there and let her spit out her poison to me. She’d think she could do it over and over. What did you do with bullies? You stood up to them, beat them at their own, so that’s exactly what I did. 
 
    Standing up taller, I sneered viciously at her. “Listen here, you crazy bitch. Enough is enough. Lucca is done with you, we’re all done with you. It’s time you walked away with the little piece of dignity you have left. There’s nothing here for you.” 
 
    “Clearly, you don’t know me at all.” Her laugh was cruel and entirely shiver worthy. 
 
    “What happened to your mother was not Lucca’s fault. Nor Ayden’s for that matter. You think she’d feel proud of the things you’ve done to your own family?” 
 
    “Does it really matter?” 
 
    Did it really matter? What the hell was this woman on? She needed some serious help and I felt sorry for her standing there, feigning composure while my words fell on deaf ears. Stella did not care. Not about Lucca, not about Ayden, not about anyone. 
 
    “Leave us the fuck alone.” 
 
    “I can’t do that, Laura. He’s not for you.” 
 
    “Well, I’m fucking telling you this now, if you don’t get the hell away from us it’s going to be to your detriment.” 
 
    “Is that a threat, little whore?” 
 
    The next words from my mouth came out with total conviction. “Absolutely.” I nodded at her, believing myself. “I have the means to put you down, don’t even need to get my hands dirty.” I stepped closer to her, hoping I looked at least a little intimidating, even though she had a few inches on me. “Don’t doubt I will if I need to.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” she sang, airily opening the dressing room door to leave, “and good luck. You’re going to need it.” 
 
    Glancing down at my ruined dress, I burst out crying the minute she disappeared. Sinking to the floor, the brown and cream fabric pooled around my legs, the stained material unsalvageable. The tears came harder and I dropped my head into my hands. 
 
    I had somewhere to go, but nothing to wear. I was a ruined princess, I’d been spoiled.  
 
    Stella had well and truly won that round by a long mile. 
 
   


  
 


 
    [image: ]Stella 
 
      
 
      
 
    Satisfied I’d done enough damage for the time being, I didn’t look back at the sobbing figure before closing the door. If she was upset now, Lord help her when she saw what was in store next. I was going to ruin them all.  
 
    Instant awareness had my hackles up. I’d taken too long in the dressing room; my way was now blocked by an angry looking ex-husband who I swore wanted to throttle me. He was on the other side of the boutique door, hand to the glass. A second later, he pulled the door open so hard it rattled the hinges.  
 
    “What the fuck?” The menace in his tone was unmistakable. My, my, Lucca had finally grown a backbone. 
 
    “Well, hello there, dear husband.” 
 
    Laura’s sister was a foot behind him and glaring daggers at me, much like he was. Placing my glasses on, I gave them both a radiant smile. “I was just leaving. Lovely bride you have there, Lucca.” 
 
    He didn’t let me take another step toward the door, blocking my way out, the little brunette moving to stand at his side. We’d never met before, but I could see she had far more spit and fire about her than her sister. 
 
    “Taylor, I presume.” I extended my hand, knowing she wouldn’t reach for it, but it was the polite thing to do. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she spat out, derision tainting her pretty face. She was a real beauty, not that I expected anything less from Ryder.  
 
    “Congratulating the happy bride,” I chuckled. “Her dress is just divine!” Oh, it gave me such glee to see Lucca’s face blanche the way it did, to watch the colour drain. “But I think she might need some assistance.” 
 
    I pushed then, making it clear I was leaving. Lucca did move, paid me no more attention as he hot footed it toward the back of the boutique where he’d undoubtedly find a snivelling faced fiancé. No such luck with the sister though. She stood rooted to the spot, ready for a fight. 
 
    “What did you do?” She eyed the coffee cup I still held and had forgotten about, her eyes travelling over the splotches on my blouse, finally resting on the stinging welts down the left side of my face. “What did you do?” she asked again with more grit to her words than before. 
 
    “Just a little help with that gorgeous dress. It needed…something. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have somewhere to be.” 
 
    Not giving her time to think, I barged past her and out the door in an instant, making a hasty retreat toward my car. An altercation on the street was the last thing I wanted. I walked as quick as I could, my heart rate picking up with each step, more from satisfaction than apprehension about either Taylor or Lucca following me. 
 
    Rounding the corner of the alleyway where my car was, I staggered to a stop. The prick was leaning against my driver door this time, thumbing something into his phone that he was intently focused on. He looked up sharply and speared me with such a contemptuous look I almost, almost, shrivelled where I stood. Yeah, well. Fuck you too. I was getting so sick of playing games with this fool. 
 
    Walking steadily, I approached my car, stopping a few feet away form him. He wasn’t pinning me down to anything this time around. 
 
    “Nice move, Stella.” 
 
    A coy smile crept across my face. I’d given him the slip and I bet he hadn’t liked that. He hadn’t hidden the fact he’d been following me around for a while now, since the day my lovely ex’s best friend, Ryder, had been apprehended and thrown in jail for a couple of hours. Drugs were such a nasty business. He’d been easy enough to trick, but I’d need to be more inventive in the future. I was getting no second chances with him. 
 
    “You happy now, darling?” 
 
    “For now. I always thought the colour brown complimented the cream, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You ruined a beautiful dress. An expensive dress. Nice things bug you, huh? Remind you how ugly you are, babe?” 
 
    Oh, he was good. “You’re psychoanalysing me in an alleyway, Tony?” I shifted on my heels, that familiar swell of unwanted lust stirring. 
 
    “I could do a lot more in an alleyway, love.” He gripped his groin. “You up for it, Stella? Or you gonna run away again, sweetheart?” 
 
    The man had balls, great big fucking balls that I was going to bite if I ever had him naked and under my hands again. “You don’t want me anywhere near you, trust me.” I warned. 
 
    “Why you’re just a little pussy cat, dear Stella. Lemme make you purr, for old times’ sake.” 
 
    He was impossible. I just wanted my car and out of there before anyone came looking for me. I turned my head to check no one had followed me into the alley. It was the wrong move. That split second afforded Tony the time and opportunity to tackle me to the ground, his hand beneath my head so I wouldn’t smack my skull on the concrete. 
 
    “Tony! For fucks sake!” I screamed before his hand clamped firmly over my mouth. 
 
    “I ought to spank your fucking arse,” he seethed. Jesus, where the hell had Lucca found this guy? Always with the threats, full on was too tame for him. “Another skirt, Stella? Driving me fucking nuts, darling.” 
 
    And there it was. 
 
    His weakness. I was his weakness. 
 
    He was attracted to me and didn’t like it. I couldn’t wrestle him from the job he did for Lucca, he’d been with my ex-husband for too long, but I could perhaps use that hard dick currently grinding against me to my advantage. After all, it was what I did best. 
 
    I opened my own legs wider underneath him, inviting him to nestle against me. The fact I was lying in the filth of a smelly alleyway became obsolete. I needed to figure this guy out and how I could get him to take his eyes off me for enough time I needed. 
 
    “Stockings too?” 
 
    Warm fingers inched under the hem of my skirt and tucked under the suspender, giving a harsh twang that snapped against my skin, stinging.  
 
    “I warned you.” 
 
    Hot, minty breath fanned across my cheeks as he removed his hand from my mouth. The urge to kiss those plump lips of his took me by surprise. 
 
    “Women like you need to learn their lessons.”   
 
    I let him talk, while I tried to figure out my angle, my way to get to him. Tomorrow was d-day, he’d be watching me like a hawk. Perhaps inviting him to watch me at my place was the best idea. Give him a front row seat to my life. It could work. The ploy ran around and around in my head and while Tony’s teeth nipped the skin of my neck, I lay pliant below him, plotting. 
 
    Thank God for yellow pages, burner phones and a corrupt lawyer. 
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    Bitch. She was a fucking bitch. It was one thing to hurt me but to mess with Laura was another. I was livid, absolutely livid. My fiancé was sitting on the floor in the most gorgeous thing I’d ever seen on her and Stella had ruined it. Taken something from my woman. My head pounded with so much rage I had to push down so I could get Laura to calm. 
 
    I crouched next to her, my hand soothing down the back of her head and resting on her neck. “Hey, baby,” I tried. Her sobs only coming louder. 
 
    Gathering her into my arms, I sat too, holding onto her. As much as I loved the look of the dress, even stained, I was utterly thankful it was all Stella had done. There would be other dresses, there was only one Laura, I couldn’t get another one of her. She may have been broken hearted, but she was in one piece at least.  
 
    “Lucca…” It was all she could get past her lips as tears spilled down her ruddy cheeks and she cried into my arms. 
 
    “It’s okay. It’s okay.”  It wasn’t, not really. I knew this was just the beginning of Stella’s vicious games.  
 
    A harsh gasp from behind alerted us both that Taylor had entered the dressing room, the two assistants following in behind as I looked up. “Why weren’t you here?” I snapped. 
 
    “She wanted a moment to herself,” one of the women said quietly in return. “We’re so sorry, Mr Rinaldi. The lady who came in said she was an aunt. We had no reason to think otherwise and let her come back to see Miss Hamilton.” 
 
    Of course they had no reason to believe Stella was not who she said she was, why would they think differently. “Is she gone?” 
 
    “She hot footed it out of here two minutes ago,” Taylor snarled, climbing down on the floor next to her sister. “How the hell did this happen?” 
 
    “Good question.” Tony had fucked up, lost sight of Stella somewhere. There was no other explanation, he needed to have an answer for me. “You okay here for a minute? I need to make a phone call.” 
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    Taylor carefully took over and I deposited a still sobbing Laura into her arms, she held her almost as tight as I had. Giving me a ‘get it sorted look’, she then shifted her attention to her sister. 
 
    Leaving the dressing room, I yanked my phone from my pocket and called up Tony, his answer swift, like he was waiting for it. 
 
    “Where the hell is she?” I snarled. 
 
    “Let me text you.” He hung up, and my blood boiled hotter as I stared at my phone in disbelief. I paid his wages, not the other way around, perhaps he needed a reminder. A message popped up on my screen and I hastily opened the text. 
 
      
 
    Tony: I have her. Two minutes. Sorry. 
 
      
 
    Me: Where? 
 
      
 
    Tony: I’m @ her car. She ditched me somehow. 
 
      
 
    Me: She poured coffee down Laura’s wedding dress. 
 
      
 
    Tony: Jesus! I have a bit of a plan. Give me a few hours, see if I can make it work. 
 
      
 
    Me: She will not ruin Laura’s day. Make it happen! 
 
      
 
    Tony: I’ll take care of it. 
 
      
 
    I shoved my phone away in disgust, my eyes travelling around the room, eyeing all the other dresses. “Is there nothing similar that she liked?” 
 
    “There is Mr. Rinaldi. Three in fact, but all would need alterations.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Oh, tiny really, wouldn’t take long.” 
 
    “No,” I kept my cool, it wasn’t her fault my ex-wife was a demon from hell. “How much in cost?” 
 
    The assistant shook her head. “I’m not sure, Mr Rinaldi. I wouldn’t feel comfortable allowing you to pay for any alterations, considering the incident happened within my shop.” Not the assistant then, the owner.  
 
    “Whatever it takes, make sure she gets it, please.” My tone had softened towards the clearly shaken woman. “And bill me, money doesn’t matter. This isn’t your fault. Just make sure she is as happy as she can be.” 
 
    The woman nodded, then looked down at her feet. “I am truly sorry. It was an extremely beautiful dress that Miss Hamilton looked stunning in, like it was made for her. We’ll do our very best to accommodate her, I promise.” 
 
    Pinching at the bridge of my nose, I mumbled a grateful thankyou in her direction. I hoped Laura could find another dress she would fall in love with as much as the ruined one, but I feared no matter what she wore would be tainted either way, coffee stained or not. The incident would linger, cast a shadow over Laura on her big day. 
 
    I needed the woman gone, I needed Stella out of the way. Laura deserved a day full of happy memories, not a struggle with my ex-wife. Tony had better come through. 
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    Four hours the bastard had sat on my uncomfortably drab sofa. Four. Hours. He tinkered with his phone with not so much as a word passing through his lips. I’d poured a solitary glass of wine, not offering, because fuck him. He wasn’t a guest, had invited himself in. I played along, the desperate slut waiting for a little piece of cock he would invariably offer me sometime soon. 
 
    Didn’t matter. It played into my hands beautifully. I now had a way to get the tenacious PI out of my hair tomorrow. 
 
    I coyly smirked down at my own phone, the fourth burner of the week, the last still in my possession. The other three had been discretely wiped and deposited in buckets in café restrooms. This one had nothing but random numbers and texts on it of old acquaintances I’d made sure to meet with this past week. If Tony took it, he’d find nothing. No trace of any online orders I’d made, or vehicles I’d rented, or people I’d hired.  
 
    I’d been nothing but careful. Tony was undeniably smart, but I’d like to think I was smarter.  
 
    We sat, me sipping more wine, him studiously concentrating on his ever-beeping phone. I think he looked at me twice in the whole four hours since he’d commandeered my sofa. Wonderful. Now I had to work to do the seducing, rather than wait an eternity for Tony to start it up. Did it matter if I came across as needy? Absolutely not. He’d presented me with an opportunity and what was it they said? Never look a gift horse in the mouth. 
 
    Tony was the horse. 
 
    “You staying a while?” I knew the answer but asked anyway. He thought he was going to be my shadow for the next few days, until the happy couple had safely said their ‘I do’s’. I didn’t think so. 
 
    His eyebrows rose on his forehead, like I’d just asked the dumbest thing of all. “Come on, love. Don’t be naïve.” 
 
    Taking another sip of the wine, I eyed him over the cheap glass. “And you’re going to sit there for two days?” 
 
    “Hardly,” he snorted, his hand rubbing the front of his jeans. Disgusting fucker. “I got plans for you, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Oh, I bet you have.” Joke was on Tony, he just didn’t know it yet. “Sitting watching you tapping out your little love notes to your brother is endearing and all,” I waved my glass in front of me, “maybe it’s better if you talk to him face to face? Invite him over. We could have a great little party, just the three of us.” 
 
    Remembering what he’d said while pinning me to the hood of the car, his reaction told me it had just been talk. Big man talk. He showed zero emotion toward my blatant invite of a threesome with his brother. He was no more sharing me with his brother than I was sailing off into the sunset with a happily ever after. He did, however, splay his legs wider and palm that crotch of his again. Yeah, he had a poker face he’d perfected, but his body gave him away. He was fucking hard for it. 
 
    “Sounds like a great idea.” His voice was flat and uninterested. “Not happening, babe.” 
 
    “Tiny little pecker, huh?” 
 
    He let out another snort of a laugh and finally raised his head to look at me, eyes glistening. “I’m gonna spank your pretty fucking arse for that, doll.” 
 
    “Promises, promises,” I tutted, as if bored of the threat. 
 
    Tony pocketed his phone and stared over at me, like he was trying to figure something out. A long while passed, our gazes locked, never faltering from the other.  
 
    “I shouldn’t like you,” he eventually said on a resigned sigh. “You’re a fucking bitch, Stella. There’s nothing remotely good about you except that magic little pussy of yours.” 
 
    My smirk was easy, I wasn’t offended. I didn’t care nor apologise for who I was, nor did I give a rat’s arse how people perceived me. I didn’t seek out anyone’s approval, especially a man’s. But I wanted to see just how far into me he was, how much advantage I could take, what I could get away with. 
 
    “I guess you’re fucked then?” 
 
    “Why this vendetta?” he shifted to the edge of the sofa, resting his elbows on his knees while he waited for me to answer, as if I was going to spill all and sundry to him. It had an appeal but wasn’t happening. Not now, not ever. I wasn’t anyone’s to pick apart. 
 
    “There’s no vendetta, Tony.” 
 
    “Do you hate Lucca that much?”  
 
    Now there was a raw nerve if ever I had one. I winced, a reaction Tony surely hadn’t missed. Yes, I hated Lucca. I didn’t know how to feel anything else. I hated his father more, but he was no longer around to feel my scorn. So, the son had to pay for the father’s sins. 
 
    “You don’t know anything,” I informed. 
 
    “Then enlighten me,” he said simply. 
 
    Did he think I was going to spill my life at his feet? Moan and cry about how I’d been wronged, how I’d been scorned? He was barking up the wrong tree, had the wrong woman. My anger started to boil like it often did when my husband’s name was mentioned. There wasn’t an ounce of love left inside my charred and blackened heart for the man. There perhaps should have been considering how much time we’d been together, but I couldn’t find it in me, not anymore. The only thing I could admit to myself in the small hours of the darkened mornings was the fact that Lucca was a good man. Through and through. Nothing like his wretched father.  
 
    Tony knew the story, didn’t need me to tell it. 
 
    “Therapy 101 from my own sofa?” 
 
    “Just getting to know you is all, babe.” 
 
    “You don’t want to know me. I will chew you up and spit you out. It’s what I do best.” I smiled and returned his compliment. “You’re an arsehole. There is nothing about you I like except that cock in your pants.” 
 
    “Then this should work out just fine,” he grinned, standing up and rubbing his palms down his jean clad thighs. “I’m gonna ride a pound of flesh from your arse, Stella, darling. And you’re gonna love every minute of it.” 
 
    He was quick, I’d give him that. The glass was snatched from my hand with lightning proficiency, his hard fingers bruising the soft flesh of my wrist as he grabbed me and hauled me up to his chest. 
 
    He could have his pound of flesh, he wouldn’t be the first to take it and I could do to lose some weight. But he was sadly mistaken if he thought he was coming out of this scenario on top. Like I said, the joke was on him. He’d soon see I wasn’t a woman to be fucked with. This time tomorrow, I’d be every colourful curse he could think of; magic pussy would be the furthest thing from his mind. 
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    “She got the dress?” 
 
    “Yes,” Taylor shouted from down the hall, “and it’s just as beautiful. Wait until you see her.” 
 
    I sagged in relief against the counter, a woman’s dress was a big deal. See, I paid attention when they talked weddings and shit. Taylor came into the kitchen, a wriggling Emily on her hip. 
 
    “Here, let me.” I scooped my daughter from her side and bounced her in front of me, her soft giggles setting me at ease. “What time’s your dad coming?” 
 
    “Any minute.” She pulled out a premade bottle from the fridge while flicking on the kettle at the same time. “We have to be at the hotel in an hour.” 
 
    “How long we there?” I didn’t grudge it one little bit, but I didn’t like that Emily wouldn’t be with us. She was safe enough staying with Phil, I knew that, I just didn’t like being away from her. Separation anxiety or some bullshit like that. Taylor was faring better than me in that department. Who’d have thought it? The player turned overbearing parent. 
 
    “A couple of hours. Laura wants to go through the whole thing.” 
 
    Yeah, I expected she did. Poor woman was a bag of nerves and snapped at anything and everything these days. Lucca had hired extra security, which was absolute shit if you asked me, they shouldn’t have needed any in the first place, but I understood why he did. Stella had made a play. Security was necessary, even if Tony did have her under a false state of house arrest, Lucca was taking no chances. 
 
    Chubby hands tugged at my beard and my attention veered back to my daughter. Not even a year old and she had us all under her tiny little thumb. Full of fire and mischief, even the hard man, Shaun, softened completely around her. She was just like her mother though, the best of hearts out there, no one could deny it. I looked at Emily and my heart pitter pattered every single time.  
 
    “Hey, baby girl,” I whispered into her ear. “You gonna be a good girl for gramps?” 
 
    Phil had been a snivelling mess the instant he set sight on his granddaughter. The love he had for her shone above every other facet of his life, he spent so much time with her I think it eased the pain of losing Emille. He loved ‘his girl’ more than life itself. He spoke about his wife frequently, but never with sadness, refusing to burden Emily with his wounds even if she was still a small baby. 
 
    And Emily loved him right back. Her face would light up the minute she saw him. The squeal in my ear confirmed that Phil had indeed, only been minutes away. Rushing into the room, he made a beeline for me, or more specifically, Emily. With arms outstretched he made a ‘gimme’ motion with his hands as he grappled her from my arms, and into his chest. Taylor watched from the other side of the room, a smile across her face. 
 
    It was a natural moment, unhindered by stress or worry over tomorrow’s wedding. I crossed the room and folded Taylor under my arm, kissing her head. We both watched our daughter giggle with glee as Phil threw her up in the air, catching her on the way down. Her favourite game. 
 
    “All right you two. We got it from here, don’t we girl?” He hadn’t spared us a single glance, his eyes only for Emily.  
 
    On the back of last minute feeding instructions, Taylor and I left a half hour later feeling safe in the knowledge our little girl was in the best of hands. 
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    My thighs ached. A good ache, a used ache. I was still spread eagled over the back of my sofa, arse in the air. Tony’s sweat slicked torso nailed me in position. He hadn’t come yet which was making me wonder if the tosser had necked a Viagra at some point because he’d been fucking me for a solid hour, a contradiction to the ten or so minutes it had taken him in the back of the Range Rover. I’d come twice, and it had been spectacular. But now I wanted to get under a shower and figure out how to get Tony into the position I needed him in. Unconscious. 
 
    He hadn’t come into my bed last night, instead he’d stayed in the lounge. The man never seemed to sleep, I’d heard him pacing and rifling through drawers at all hours. When I’d walked through the flat this morning in the sheerest of negligees I’d had, Tony decreed it was time to take his pound of flesh.  
 
    Hence, I was straddled over the back of my sofa with a thoroughly abused pussy. A hard bite to the back of my shoulder brought my attention back to the moment at hand. Tony had pulled his condom covered cock from my pussy and was now grinding up and down the cleft of my arse cheeks. 
 
    I knew what was coming, he’d threatened it after all. Half exhausted, half sated, I just wished he’d get the fuck on with it. I had places to be and things to do. Tony’s stamina was eating into my time. I didn’t give a toss where he stuck his cock, it was all good to me, he just needed to get a bloody move on. 
 
    The last hour had been a hate fuck, there was no disguising the way he had been rough, too rough at times. But that was exactly how I liked it, if he thought he was doing me a disservice screwing me that way, he was sadly mistaken. I liked dirty and raw, Tony had been both. He’d slapped, pulled, sucked, shoved fingers in holes and tossed me around like a rag doll. When his big hand wrapped around my throat and he cut off my air, I fucking soared and exploded into a million tiny pieces of ecstasy. I was a complete mess, gushing all over his cock and shouting to the high heavens. He’d loved it and pounded my pussy until my high dissipated. 
 
    Oh, Tony could fuck all right. And fuck he did. 
 
    Yet he didn’t do what I expected. As I clung to the draylon on my sofa, he nudged his fat cock back between my legs and lunged inside me again. I could hardly catch my breath at the harsh punishment he was delivering to my body. It didn’t take him long before he was rigid behind me, a harsh grunt bellowing against my shoulder blades. The sigh I let out was one of relief. The man could go on for ever and I was very much aware I was no longer a spring chicken. I ached in places I hadn’t ever before. 
 
    Jesus. I stayed where I was as Tony collapsed to the side of me, his ragged breaths loud in the silent room. 
 
    “Magic pussy,” he laughed while serving another stinging slap to my arse cheek. 
 
    Fumbling around for the barely there negligee, I caught the edge of the garment with my fingertips, dragging it to my chest and covering my breasts. Only then did I move form the back of the sofa. 
 
    I needed a shower, space to figure out my next move. Having not been in my bedroom, Tony had not had the opportunity to snoop through anything in there and I was thankful for it. That part would be easy at least. 
 
    “Shower,” I grumbled, staggering from the lounge and along the hall to the bathroom, his laugh chasing me. 
 
    “Magic pussy,” he hollered as I shut the bathroom door and leaned against the wood. Fucker! 
 
    Taking as much time as I dared in the shower because the clock was moving fast, hadn’t planned on Tony taking up any of my time this morning, so I was already cutting it fine. My destination was a good forty minutes away, and I needed to be there. If I was late, nothing else would fall into place the way I’d planned it. 
 
    Gingerly washing and rinsing sore bits and red bits, I snapped off the water and climbed from the cubicle to get dried. I had a renewed vigour now I felt somewhat clean. The bathroom door crashed open and the sight made me stop towelling my hair. Tony stood in the door, cock still hard, filled condom between his fingertips. Did I mention this man was gorgeous? Because he was and if I had been any other woman I would have tried to keep hold of him. 
 
    I pointed to the shower. “Have at it.”  
 
    He looked me up and down, satisfied with my soaking wet hair and towelled body. He threw the condom in the little trash can then stepped into the shower cubicle. Popping his head around the glass door he basically growled for me to stay where I was. 
 
    “I need my moisturiser.” The complaint was bullshit, I didn’t use the stuff. 
 
    “Two seconds.”  
 
    Turning the shower on he gave me his back as I scooted from the steamy room. I had one shot. One shot to put Tony down and I was taking it now. 
 
    A few quick steps later and I was down on my hands and knees, reaching for the cardboard box I’d stashed beneath my bed four days ago. I fumbled around for the hard case inside as I hauled the box into view, smiling triumphantly when I retrieved it. Snapping the black case open with ease, I extracted one of the three preloaded syringes that were disguised as pens. Holding it up, I flipped the lid and eyed the contents, hoping it wasn’t going to be a wasted effort. 
 
    I knew people. 
 
    People didn’t know me. 
 
    And for the right price, you could get almost anything. 
 
    I grabbed a pot of foundation from the dresser as I exited the bedroom knowing Tony wouldn’t get the chance to tell the difference and stomped back to where my knight in not so shining armour was. Stroking his cock of all things. I watched as he fisted his erection in one hand and slapped at the tile in front of him with the other.  
 
    Perfect. 
 
    Tony barely glanced around when he was aware I’d returned. “Can I join you?” Dropping my towel, I opened the screen door and stepped inside. 
 
    Shrugging he wanked his cock quicker, a moan rising up his throat. “Suit yourself. But you’ll be on your knees, sweetheart.” 
 
    Oh, like fuck I would be. 
 
    Resting against his back, my hand slid around his waist and down to his groin, my fingers gripping over his as he stroked, anchoring him against me. Leverage to plunge the needle into the back of his arm. It was the easiest place. With whispered words and ice flooding my veins, I sank the syringe into his flesh. 
 
    “Night, night, Tony. Until we meet again, sweetheart.” 
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    The grey van was registered to my neighbour back home, and it was slow as fuck. I’d seriously underestimated how long it took to get to Beaufort. I’d left the flat in a hurry; soaking wet hair, grey sweatpants and sunglasses. I’d thankfully remembered to put on a bra under the mom looking t-shirt I’d bought in the supermarket the other day. How did people dress this way and think it was okay? I was seriously depressed over the state of myself. I’d donned the dark, bobbed wig the second I’d got in the van so as not to be recognisable. You’d have to know me and look hard to realise who I was underneath the half-arsed disguise I’d scraped together in haste.  
 
    The stench of the fresh cut flowers that had been left in the back of the van overnight, cloyed at me the whole drive, my eyes watering, my nose stuffy. I had forgotten how much I hated flowers, how miserable they had made me when left in the house, never mind a van for a full twenty-four hours. Still, they looked fresh. They looked grand. They looked fit for a wedding. Even if I wasn’t. 
 
    Bringing the van to halt on the gravel in front of the house, I took a moment to collect myself, swiping a tissue under my runny nose and checking out my face in the mirror. I looked composed enough, so I slid from the driver seat, moving to the back to collect the flowers. 
 
    Barely a minute had elapsed since ringing the bell before the door was being inched open with caution. I didn’t bother to hide behind the obnoxious bouquet, like they do in silly movies, Philip Hamilton would not recognise me. 
 
    Half arsing a broken accent, I drawled out my words. “Delivery for a Miss Taylor Hamilton?” I posed it as a question, the way most delivery folks did. 
 
    “Oh, wow.” The door opened wider and I was beckoned into the large hallway. “Please, come in.” Stepping inside, I made a show as if to struggle with the large display. It worked like a charm. “Let me take those from you.” 
 
    Obediently handing him the flowers, I reached into my pocket for the fabricated invoice, drawing out the pen with it. Philip turned his back, placing the vase of flowers on a table off to the side and I took the moment as the opportunity I required. 
 
    Popping the cap from the end of the pen, I exposed the needle and drew it high as I stepped in behind him, swiftly jabbing his neck and watching as he startled and whipped his head around. 
 
    “What the…”  
 
    There was no finished sentence for Philip Hamilton. He stumbled, then collapsed in a heap on the floor not two feet away from me. I didn’t care that his head made a loud thunk against the floor as he went down. He was out, it was all that mattered. 
 
    Pulling on latex gloves, being careful not to touch a single thing, I raced through the downstairs of the house in search of my prize, the baby monitor in the kitchen shedding light on where she was. Bounding up the stairs two at a time, I easily found the source of the soft ahhing I’d heard downstairs. When I reached the nursery, I stopped at the door and simply watched the baby playing with a rabbit mobile above her head. She was adorable, so much so, I sucked in a breath and reminded myself what I was doing this for. 
 
    For a moment, I faltered. Her innocence catching me off guard. She wouldn’t remember, no harm would come to her. Shaking off the unwelcome and unfamiliar feelings that were trying to settle under my skin, I strode forward with resolved purpose, picking up little Emily Laurent from her crib. 
 
    I wouldn’t see it but knowing Ryder would be besides himself at his precious child being missing, I smiled like I hadn’t in a very long time. I had no intentions of hurting her, it wasn’t my thing. But by fuck - I was going to hurt him. Ryder was going to rue the day he’d ever met me and stuck up for his friend for so long.  
 
    Payback was a bitch. 
 
    Her name was Stella. 
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    “Thank you,” I said graciously to the nanny I’d found online a few days earlier. “I can normally take her to my appointments, manage on my own,” I exhaled with exaggeration, “but not today.” 
 
    I’d posed as the hattered single mother needing childcare on short notice. The third company I’d enquired at fit the bill and sent enrolment forms through email. I’d hurriedly returned them with only two boxes holding the truth. Emily’s name and her date of birth. The phone number I’d provided was of the burner I was just about to ditch. 
 
    “She’s such a little sweetheart.” 
 
    Having only travelled one town over, I was surprised the baby had fallen asleep, the lull of the van on the road must have been a comfort thing and enough to settle her down. She’d yet to waken from her nap and I silently thanked the Lords for a little piece of luck. There had been a baby bag at the front door which I’d grabbed along with premade bottles from the fridge, I wasn’t completely clueless when it came to children, understood what they needed even if I’d never been hands on with Ayden when he was small. Taylor was one organised, efficient woman. I’d give her that. 
 
    “I’ll only be two hours at the most.” It was a lie, but I leaned over the baby seat and acted the doting mother, kissing the fuzzy head of Emily. I inhaled her scent and closed my eyes. Babies were fucking precious. 
 
    “She’s in excellent hands, Miss Laurent.” I hovered a minute, the use of Ryder’s last name making me cringe, it looked like I was anxious to leave my baby. The nanny reached out and patted my arm. “She’ll be fine, I promise.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I gushed out, peering down at the cheap black watch strapped to my wrist. “Two hours.” 
 
    Another kiss to Emily’s head, then I turned and left. She was getting to me and I needed away from the baby, I didn’t feel good, didn’t feel smug but there was no backing out now. She’d be easy to find if they looked hard enough and in the right places. 
 
    Getting back in the van, I thought about Ayden. About my son who despised me for all the right reasons. I’d done it on purpose, I was not a good woman and he shouldn’t be anything like me. I’d taken a step back from day one, left him in the capable hands of his father, something I didn’t expect him to ever understand. Ayden was as close to a conscience as I would ever get. He was a good boy, so much like his father, none of it my influence. And I was just about to bring his world to a screaming halt. All so I could hurt Lucca in the worst of ways. 
 
    I had an hour left. My next course of action would be the final nail in the coffin, an alienation of the worst kind. I wasn’t coming back from what I was about to do. People were going to be hurt. 
 
    If my son didn’t totally loathe me, he would by day’s end. 
 
    We’d all made our beds. It was time to lay in them. 
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    “We’ve to be there for twelve.” 
 
    “At Ryder’s?” 
 
    “Yeah. My dad’s doing something at the house, so we’re not allowed in there.” 
 
    Shaun grinned at me. “What’s the old devil up to?” 
 
    “No idea,” I shrugged. 
 
    I’d guessed it was between him and Laura, he’d not let me in on the details just said the house was out of bounds. Wasn’t my place to argue. I licked the jam from my thumb, cursing that there was more on the counter than on my toast. 
 
    “Big day tomorrow.” Shaun was stating the obvious and I glared mockingly at him.  
 
    He leaned against the door frame, watching me making a mess of jam and bread. He was dressed in tight jeans and a white cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled up, his arms a stark contrast to the clean, crisp, shirt. My man was fucking hot. 
 
    “Stop it!” he chastised, whacking my arse playfully on the way past.  
 
    “Can’t help it,” I mumbled around a mouthful of something less tasty than my boyfriend. 
 
    “Where’s Soph?” 
 
    “In her room.” Where she preferred to be. 
 
    She was spending the next two days with us, but didn’t want to do the lunch, and was following on later. Laura had let her borrow her car, I hadn’t pushed her to drive down with us, let her do it her own way. Last thing she needed was a wedding but her and Laura had grown close and I knew she wouldn’t want to miss it for anything. I guessed she needed to psyche herself up to it in her own way. 
 
    “Hurry up, we need to hit the road.” 
 
    I tidied up my mess and wiped down counters. Pecking Shaun’s cheek on the way from the kitchen, I stuffed my feet into my trainers and headed for the bedroom to collect the garment bags. My mood was light and jaunty, excited for the next couple of days. We’d be surrounded by family and celebrating, what was not to like? My dad had booked out the venue and everyone was staying at the hotel. I perceived a messy night at the bar tomorrow after the nuptials. 
 
    We said our goodbyes to Sophie, packed our duffel bags into the boot of the car then set off for Beaufort. The mood between us was carefree, Shaun and I were in a good place, despite the reappearance of my mother. We’d been given a somewhat guarantee she would be no threat for the next few days at least. After that was anyone’s guess. I didn’t know the ins and outs, didn’t want to but I liked that we didn’t have to constantly look over our shoulders for a while. We could relax and enjoy, just like you’re meant to at a wedding. 
 
    Half way to Beaufort, driving along the coastal route we so often took, Shaun burst into tune. He was nowhere near as good as he thought he was, but he held a tune well enough I wasn’t cringing. While he crooned along to Royals by Lorde, I laughed, enjoying our time together. 
 
    I totally missed the van coming along the side. Until I didn’t. 
 
    Not having seen it out the corner of my eye, on impact, my head lashed to the side while my body jolted one way then the other, my neck snapping back and smacking the window. Like a slow-motion action scene from a movie, everything around me stilled and my eyes met hers briefly. The hit of the glass against my skull thundered a second time, my eyes closing in pain, the vision of my mother behind the wheel of the van, haunting. 
 
    I had no time to think on it as I flailed my arms, the car rolling, tumbling over the metal safety barriers that hugged this stretch of road. I shouted for Shaun over and over, my hands reaching for him, grasping only air. 
 
    His scream pierced my ears, the sound frightening, my own cries loud and frantic. Blood ran into my eyes, so I couldn’t easily see where he was, I couldn’t grab him. The noise of glass shattering and metal scraping thundered around us. 
 
    Then it stopped. Everything just stopped. 
 
    The reek of diesel permeated the inside of the car. From my position I could tell we were tilted, the passenger side beneath me. The seatbelt was choking me but holding me in place, preventing me from falling further down, the airbag cushioning from the front. If I unclipped the belt I’d fall on Shaun, so I stayed where I was. Using the sleeve of my jumper, I swiped at my eyes and the side of my head, mopping up blood. I needed to get a look at Shaun and figure out how much trouble we were in.  
 
    Because we were definitely in trouble. 
 
    Big trouble. 
 
    “Shaun?” No answer, I tried again, my voice more than a whisper the second time. “Shaun?”  
 
    Where the fuck was he?  
 
    “Shaun!”  
 
    I still couldn’t see, everything a blur of red. Pain registered in my head and it was only then I started to panic. I’d already had a head injury last year that had put me in a coma. I didn’t need another, and I had to help Shaun. 
 
    “Shaun? Shaun! Fucking talk to me, man.”  
 
    Squeezing my eyes shut in panic and rage, I cried. I wasn’t ashamed of doing so, hell no. I cried because I was stuck, couldn’t see or find him and it terrified me. Had he been thrown from the car on the way down? Was he injured? Was he dead? I swiped that last thought from my head.  
 
    No. No! 
 
    The tears helped clear my vision, washing out residual blood I hadn’t managed to blot with my jumper, and when I stopped snivelling I could see better. Still blurry, but better. 
 
    What I saw when I looked to the bottom of the car chilled me to the bone. Fuck. Shaun was a crumpled mess against glass and metal, the window blown out underneath him. There was blood, so much blood, and I saw bone, I was almost sick at the sight. I could barely make out the contours of his face, a huge gash across his cheek the source of the blood. 
 
    The second thing that became abundantly clear was the precarious nature of the car perched on the cliffside. We hadn’t come all the way down. I saw more rock and water beyond Shaun, not sure if it was good or bad, the attempts to move for Shaun halted for fear of rocking the car and tumbling further.  
 
    I shifted my gaze around the inside of the car, my phone nowhere in sight. It had shaken lose from the sucker on the windshield and I couldn’t see it no matter how hard I looked. 
 
    Shaun stirred beneath me, a pained groan that had a relived sigh whooshing from my chest.  
 
    “Don’t move. Don’t move.” 
 
    Lazily opening his eyes, he smiled up at me, his teeth a bloody mess. Although he winced, he still managed to breathe out a barely audible ‘hey’. I tried to smile back but I came up short, his body was so broken I couldn’t find it in me to tilt my lips for him. 
 
    “Don’t move,” I pleaded again, watching his eyes close but catching the movement of his thumb coming up as if to say okay. 
 
    “You’re upside down.” His words were slow, like it took great effort to say them, but at least he was talking. 
 
    “Yeah. Upside down and crazy in love with you,” I said. 
 
    He tried to laugh, instead producing a gurgled sound I didn’t like. I stretched carefully, reaching my arm out to try to touch him but it wasn’t enough, I couldn’t connect with him. I eyed my seatbelt again, knowing it was suicide unbuckling it. I’d have to wait to get my hands on him. 
 
    We had to wait. Someone would come. But we had to wait. 
 
    Wedging my feet either side of the peddles in the footwell, I pulled my body taut and awkwardly clamped my hand around the inner door handle. It relieved some of the pressure on my neck, kept me in place as comfortable as I was able. 
 
    And then I talked. Talked to Shaun. Told him all the things I loved about him, all the things I wanted us to do together. Our future. The hopes and dreams I had. How one day I was going to marry him and make him blush and all those things you fear you might never get the chance to say to someone again. Word after word, all the while blood dripped from my head down onto his not so crisp white shirt. With each stain I felt him drifting further away and my heart cracking into tiny pieces. I couldn’t lose him. 
 
    The thump, thump, thump of rotary blades registered before the shouting coming from above us. Taking a deep breath, I turned my aching neck and looked up the cliff. Relief engulfed me, almost choked me, at the sight of help.  
 
    Someone was there. More than one someone. I just hoped it had been quick enough. That life wasn’t so cruel as to rip another person I loved from my life. I’d never recover. Not from a loss as mighty as Shaun. The cruel injustice of it was too much to comprehend. 
 
    “They’re coming, baby. Hold on, please hold on. They’re coming.” 
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    Winding up the rehearsal, Laura looked more relaxed than she had for the last few days. “Happy?” I threw my arm around her shoulder and pulled her close, kissing her cheek. 
 
    “Yes. That went well, don’t you think?” She eyed the back of the big hall where Ryder was talking with a burly security guard. “Hopefully tomorrow will be the same.” 
 
    “It will be better,” I guaranteed.  
 
    The smile she gave me loosened my shoulders. I’d done everything I could possibly do to make sure our wedding would go without a hitch, and I was quietly confident it would. I was desperate to be married to this woman, the absolute love of my life. 
 
    “We should go do lunch now, get all the family together.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    The boys were on their way from Brighton and Phil was at Ryder’s where we’d arranged for all of us to come together for lunch before heading to the hotel later that afternoon. It was the beginning of our family coming together for three days of celebrating. 
 
    Except the boys weren’t coming to the hotel until the next morning. Shaun had other plans nobody except myself knew anything about. I’d banned everyone from our house, so Shaun could carry out his intentions in private. The way he’d asked a week ago. The usual father threats had been issued but really, having another son, albeit a son in law, made my heart giddy. My boy was happy. There was no question he would say yes to Shaun when he asked the question. I’d got down on bended knee at breakfast one morning in front of everyone to ask for Laura’s hand, Shaun didn’t want that. He wanted just him and Ayden.  
 
    We were all still picking up pieces and finding our way with one another, where we stood in the lives of those around us. I respected what Shaun had asked. 
 
    Laura gravitated toward her sister when Ryder strolled over, clapping his hand on my shoulder. “You ready, dude?” 
 
    Grinning at him, I nodded my head emphatically. “Am I ever. You’re turn next bro.”  
 
    “Yeah…” He ogled his girlfriend. “You’re probably right but you beat me to it, you fucker.” 
 
    My phone ringing interrupted our playful banter, I didn’t look at the caller ID before answering so was surprised to hear Tony on the other end. Out of breath and rambling, I cut him off mid-sentence feeling only slight disgust for the man who was most likely banging Stella to keep her where she was.  
 
    “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “She’s fucking gone!” 
 
    Of course she was. Stella was a crafty bitch, too smart for her own good at times. I tipped my head to the ceiling in exasperation. “What happened?” 
 
    “She jabbed me with something in the shower. I’ve been lying, freezing on the bottom of the cubicle for two and a half fucking hours!” 
 
    He was pissed, royally pissed and I didn’t blame him. Maybe for once Stella had met her match. He wouldn’t let her get away with duping his arse a second time, he’d be like a ragged dog with a bone finding her.  
 
    “You’ve no idea where she is?” 
 
    “Nope. Her car’s outside but her purse is gone” 
 
    Shit. Shit. Shit.  
 
    What could I do? If he didn’t know where she was then there was no hope of me having an inkling. “Fuck, Tony,” I moaned. 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry, mate. She’s a wily bitch is your ex-wife. I’ll find her, I swear.” 
 
    “Let me know as soon as you do,” 
 
    I hung up, my happy seriously trodden on, my mood verging on anger. Searching the room for Ryder, I caught Taylor’s eye instead, watching me through narrowed eyes that snapped away as she held her phone to her ear. Mine started ringing again and I groaned. I just wanted to go home and eat some bloody food. 
 
    I didn’t recognise the number and in light of what my investigator had just told me, I was reluctant to ignore the thing. “Hello?” 
 
    “Mr. Rinaldi?” The voice was foreign to me. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Mr. Lucca Rinaldi, Ayden Rinaldi’s father?”  
 
    Blood raced through my veins at the mention of my son’s name from a stranger’s mouth. I glanced back to where everyone was now gathered and flinched at the scream piercing the air. 
 
    “I need your attention, Mr. Rinaldi.” 
 
    I watched Taylor sink to her knees and Ryder scramble for the phone that had skittered across the room. I didn’t move at first, wondered why my legs wouldn’t carry me to the commotion.  
 
    I knew. 
 
    More was coming. When I did move, I barely listened to the man on my own phone. “You have it!” I shouted. 
 
    “Your son and his partner have been involved in an extremely serious road traffic accident.” 
 
    My feet stopped, I halted in the middle of the room. “Pardon? Who is this?” Panic welled quickly, someone was having a laugh at my expense. 
 
    “Detective Manning speaking, Mr. Rinaldi. I’m on scene now. Your son, Ayden, is being airlifted to the Royal Sussex County Hospital as we speak. I need you to be there as soon as possible, please.” 
 
    “Is he okay?” I couldn’t think straight. If anything had happened to my boy again, I was going to lose my shit in spectacular fashion. 
 
    “He was talking as far as I am aware, sir.” Oh, thank God. “He confirmed his name over the radio, said to call his father.” 
 
    Christ! “Shaun. Shaun would have been with him.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Rinaldi. Air Rescue are doing all they can on scene for Shaun. The situation isn’t so easy with the precarious nature of the car.” The room blurred, the noise muffling around me as I copied Taylor’s descent to the floor, sinking to my knees on the parquet flooring. “Do you have someone with you?” 
 
    I dropped the phone and crouched forward, hands flat on the wood, sucking in air through my nose and out through my mouth. My boys were hurt. I had to get to them. 
 
    Laura was by my side a second later, my face in her hands, tears cascading down her face. 
 
    “Emily’s missing,” she whispered. “Stella has Emily.” 
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    “I’m gonna fucking kill her, I swear it! The second I find her, it’s her last breath. You find my baby girl and you do it now!” I bellowed. 
 
    Our house was swamped with police and the noise was driving me crazy. A Family Liaison Officer had arrived but they’d yet to add their pennies worth to the scenario unfolding. I just wanted Emily. Taylor had gone nuts once she’d picked herself up off the hall floor. In the five minutes it had taken to get back to the house she’d made everyone the enemy in her head. Including me.  
 
    Phil had described exactly what had happened over and over again, his memory clear until he fell to the floor unconscious. He was besides himself, blaming himself, saying he should have known better. That he should have recognised Stella.  
 
    Stella was behind this. 
 
    And if she hurt one single hair on my baby’s head, I was gonna tear her limb from limb, then throw her out to sea.  
 
    I stalked out of the living room in search of Taylor. I knew where she was, exactly where I wanted to be. The door was closed as I approached, the wood between us did nothing to quiet the sobs from inside the room. Hearing them hurt so damned much. I shuffled into the room, closing the door behind us for privacy. 
 
    Taylor sat in the rocking chair in the corner, her red and swollen eyes fixated on Emily’s empty crib, the covers still rumpled, her head imprint still on the pillow. I moved and sat at Taylor’s feet, winding my arms around her calves and rested my head against her knee. 
 
    “Where is she, Ryder?” I couldn’t answer, had nothing to tell her. “Why would she do this to us? To Emily, to Ayden?” 
 
    “She’s a sick woman, baby. This is not on you. We’ll get her back” 
 
    We sat in silence, Taylor rocking the chair, me moving with the motion. My anger curled in on itself and the need to smell my child overcame. I climbed from the floor and approached Emily’s crib, fingering her rabbit mobile she loved so much as tears slid down my cheeks. Taylor followed, wrapping her arms around me from behind and holding on, leaning against my back. 
 
    Lifting the pink crocheted blanket from the crib, I slung it across my shoulder, feeling Taylor nuzzle into the soft material pressed against my neck. Then I picked up the little pillow and stopped, retreating my hand like something had stung it. 
 
    In black embossed lettering, the answer to where Emily was, stared up at me. I snatched at the business card then turned in Taylor’s hold, smiling. She looked at me in confusion, brows knitted until she saw what I held in front of her face. 
 
    “You think?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    I did, I absolutely did. “Let’s go get our girl.” 
 
    Grabbing her hand, we raced from the room, down the stairs, throwing the card on the foyer table on the way out to my truck. I’d memorised what I needed to, it was up to the rest to follow. The police would soon catch up. 
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    “Where’s Shaun?” 
 
    “We’ll see him soon.” 
 
    “I need Shaun,” I said for what was likely the hundredth time since arriving at the hospital.  
 
    When they’d strapped me to the gurney and inched me from the car, I screamed with all my might. Shaun needed me, and I was leaving him. I couldn’t leave him there. 
 
    Another rescue chopper had taken place of the one I’d been carried out in. On the way up in the winch, I’d glimpsed where my car was balanced and panicked all over again. Shaun’s arm had been dangling through the shattered window, getting him out was not going to be as easy as it had been for me. 
 
    I just wanted to see him. To kiss him. Hold him. But no one was giving me any answers.  
 
    “Where is he?” I gritted out.  
 
    The nurses were prepping me for a CT scan. They’d cleaned the wound on my head but were delaying stapling it, waiting to see what the scan showed. Whatever that meant. 
 
    “Ayden, calm down. Let’s get your head seen to then we can see about Shaun, okay.” 
 
    “I don’t care about my head!” 
 
    My dad came closer to the bed. “Okay. Here’s the deal. They’re still on scene, they’re having trouble securing the car in order to get him out.” What the fuck? I’d been here about forty minutes, what the hell was taking them so long? “He has medical treatment. He’s coming soon.” 
 
    “It was her,” I seethed. “You know that, right? She did this.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” He stood up straighter as he looked at me, silently asking me to be sure of my words. And I was. 
 
    “I fucking saw her. Before we went over the barrier, she saw me. I looked right into her eyes.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t do this to you. No way. You are her son. Are you absolutely sure what you saw?” 
 
    “She did it to him.” 
 
    “Look…” he rubbed a finger over his lip, “…you’ve had a bump…” 
 
    I didn’t let him finish. “It was her, dad. I don’t care if you don’t want to think she isn’t capable of hurting me, I know what I saw. Where is she?” He looked sheepishly at the floor contemplating. “Where is she?” I pressed. 
 
    “I don’t know. Two minutes before Detective Manning called, Tony called saying your mother had jabbed something into his arm and she took off. He’d been out cold for two hours.” 
 
    “And you don’t know where she is now?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    Saying nothing more, I let the nurses wheel me down to the x-ray department where the whole time the doughnut moved around, my head banged mercilessly. It had nothing on my heart though. That big muscle governing my whole being tripped the light fantastic. Except it didn’t feel so fantastic. Not this time. Not without my love. 
 
    My head was fine, and I ground my teeth together as the doctor stapled my skin yet again. It was becoming a habit. The cold sweat blanketing me I attributed to waiting for news on Shaun. Every minute my father was away hunting down information was agony. 
 
    “That’s you, young man.” The doctor patted my arm. He was one of my dad’s friends, I remembered him from my last visit. 
 
    “Any news?” 
 
    I knew there wasn’t, but I had to ask, it was all I could do. He’d been in the room the last time I’d asked the very same question, then stayed to staple my head, so he was aware of how anxious I was to hear of something. Anything. 
 
    “My beeper has rumbled, so I expect someone is on their way. Hopefully it’s your man.” His smile was easy and comforting, his bed side manner far nicer than the crabby neurologist downstairs in the x-ray suite. 
 
    “Can I get up?” 
 
    “Sure. But Ayden, be careful. I don’t detect any concussion. Not severe anyway so just take it easy, okay?” I nodded at him as he handed me two white pills. “For the headache. Do you need a clean sweater?” He pointed to my ruined jumper. 
 
    “No. This will do.” 
 
    “All right. Let’s go see what we can find out about your fella.” 
 
    I followed him from the curtained off cubicle and out through the ward, back into the ER. My dad was standing with Laura at the far side of the waiting room, both huddled together and talking to one another. As if sensing my arrival his eyes shot to mine, and I knew Shaun was here. His face said it all, full of relief and love. He always betrayed himself with the way he looked at me. Sucking in a breath, I shored up my defences and made my way over. 
 
    “He’s in. Just a minute ago,” my dad rushed out as I reached him. 
 
    “And?” I watched a nurse clamber around in a cupboard for latex gloves in a hurry.  
 
    “Eyes open.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I smiled and held my breath all at the same time, probably looking constipated. 
 
    My dad grabbed me in a hug and held tight. “Yes. Banged up pretty bad but he’s not taking it lying down.” That was my fucking man! That was Shaun, through and through. “Give them a few minutes. They just want to sort some things then they said they’d call you through.” 
 
    I broke free from his arms and bent double, hands on my thighs, grateful. So very grateful our story still had many chapters still to come. 
 
    “Ayden Rinaldi?” A triage nurse dressed in blue scrubs called from the mouth of the corridor leading from the waiting room. “Come on,” she hitched her head to the side and I grinned at her, my heart finally picking up and beating a healthier pace. She returned the grin and winked. 
 
    “He’s groggy, okay. Has some sedation running through his IV. You have five minutes, that’s all I can give you as we need to get him to surgery to reset the bones that are broken. He’ll most likely need his left forearm pinned, it’s pretty smashed. But his ankle is a simple compound fracture that should heal well.” 
 
    Shit, banged up was the right word. 
 
    “His face is a bit messed up and may need a plastic surgeon to look at it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw that in the car.” I worried my lip between my teeth as I shoved my hands in my pockets, giving her my attention. 
 
    “It most likely looked worse with all the blood, but we cleaned him up a little.” 
 
    “Thank you. Thank you so much.” I grabbed for this stranger’s hand and squeezed, I had no idea how else to convey my gratitude.  
 
    She stopped me as we stood outside a curtain that was drawn around the bay, her hand at my chest, her voice hushed. “He’s lucky, very lucky. You both are. Don’t dwell on this, move on, yeah? Your fella’s a right charmer by the way.”  
 
    I laughed, the air around me tasting sweeter than ever at her words, a weight lifting from my chest. When she pulled back the curtain, Shaun grinned at me, his teeth still bloody, but fuck - all my breath escaped, and I rushed to his side, anxious to feel him. 
 
    “Love you.” I bent over to carefully kiss his nose. 
 
    “Love you, baby.” 
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    I knew exactly where the ex Mrs. Rinaldi had gone. Although I’d been sloppy lately, I was still a kick ass PI and when I sat and concentrated on who exactly Stella was, it came to me.  
 
    She’d gone home. 
 
    Keeping that fact to myself, I let the family pick up their pieces from yesterday and have their day together, the wedding hadn’t been cancelled to my knowledge. I wasn’t sure what Stella’s next move was, but it would have been a foolish one coming back to Brighton. She was no fool. I put a plan together in my head and I was going to be face to face with her far sooner than she would probably have liked.  
 
    “So…” my brother said. 
 
    “So…” I mimicked his words as I stirred my coffee.  
 
    “Baby’s been found.” I knew this. “Van’s been found.” I didn’t know this. 
 
    “What van?” 
 
    “The van that rammed the boys off the road.” Boy, she had some fucking guts that was for sure. Balls bigger than mine and that was saying something. “It’s got Stella Rinaldi written all over it. Prints were quick because we knew what we were looking for. They are hers, she didn’t bother to hide it.” I stared blankly at him. “One day, Tony. That’s all you get. One day.” 
 
    My brother often extended these favours if I had a vested interest in a case, they normally rolled to his advantage because I was very good at persuading people to do the right thing and turn themselves in. But Stella wasn’t just anyone. 
 
    “The kid made a statement. She ran him off the road.” The disgust in his face mirrored my own. 
 
    “Her kid?” I wasn’t asking him the question.  
 
    Fuck. Looking out the coffee shop window I cursed. Was I surprised? Hell, yes. Her own kid no less. What kind of a person did that? She really was a psychotic bitch and I couldn’t help her here. 
 
    “I have a statement and a warrant. The case was handed to me, what with having questioned her last month and a still open case regarding Laura Hamilton.” 
 
    “At six o’clock in the morning?” 
 
    “You and me,” he pointed between us, “we don’t sleep.” He grimaced at me. “Dog with a bone. They’re nice people, don’t deserve to be terrorised the way they have been. You can’t try to kill people and not pay the consequences, Tony.” 
 
    He was right, so right. I’d worked for Lucca and Ryder a long time now and I liked them both. Fucking Stella was nothing personal, I wasn’t betraying them. She was simply my type - filthy, dangerous, narcissistic. She could hold her own and I always fell hard for those types when I could find the ones that were scattered wide and far. People like Stella didn’t come along often. Yeah, I’d taken advantage, I’d been attracted to the woman for a while but fuck it. My job had always been about her and now, she’d be going to jail, my job would be over, and I had to figure out where my own feelings sat when all was said and done. 
 
    “I’ll give you one day, brother.” He knew me so fucking well. “Then you get your little fuck toy to come on in.” 
 
    “Hear you, bro.” 
 
    I consumed my coffee; one cup was never enough to get me going. I still felt groggy after whatever the hellion had jabbed me with yesterday. I called the waitress over and she skipped to our table, I shit you not. Too early to be so cheery.  
 
    Carafe in hand, she asked, “more coffee, gentlemen?” 
 
    I snorted, like real piggy style snorted, inelegant, while my suave brother flashed the waitress his best smile. Wanker. He was old enough to be her father, at least twice her age. Then I laughed. Yeah, he’d bone anything with a pulse as long as they were legal. She tottered away after filling our cups, her tennis shoes squeaking on the linoleum floor. 
 
    “So what else is new?” I asked. 
 
    “Fuck all, bro.” 
 
    “You not ready for a change yet?” My brother hopped from force to force, never staying for long. He’d been down in Brighton a while now and I figured he’d be getting itchy feet shortly. He could never settle, anywhere, or with anyone. 
 
    “Nah. I kinda like seeing your ugly mug as much as I do.” 
 
    My grin was genuine as fuck, full of warmth toward him. We weren’t particularly close, but we had a relationship which was more than some brothers had. Finishing up, I threw a tenner on the table in front of him. 
 
    “I’ll be back with your woman.” 
 
    “One day,” he reminded. “Then I come get the cuntneck myself.” 
 
    Waving behind me, I sauntered from the café, walking out into the sunshine. It was chilly, but it was early yet. Stretching my neck, I tilted my head to the sky and took a deep breath.  
 
    Beautiful day for a wedding. 
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    Subdued. 
 
    But no less beautiful than it would have been had Stella not thrown her wrath in our direction. 
 
    My sister cried, as most brides do on their wedding day, but this was a culmination of many different emotions. 
 
    In the end there were six of us, if you didn’t count Emily who was currently bouncing around on Sophie’s knee. We’d picked Shaun’s sister up from the hospital, satisfied her brother and Ayden were going to be fine, her smile the first genuine one I’d seen in a long time. Dad was standing off to the side giving the boys a minute by minute play of the meagre proceedings on his iPad. 
 
    Laura and Lucca had cancelled it all, except the nuptials. They hadn’t wanted the grandeur without the whole family. There was no care as to the amount of money they lost, the food sent to homeless centres in Brighton, the flowers to churches, Laura’s beautiful dress hung in a closet. 
 
    Instead she wore a simple yellow sundress with a cream jacket, Lucca a blue striped suit. No coats and tails. No tiaras or veils. 
 
    “Another day,” she’d said as she closed the wardrobe door. “When we’re all together. There’s time.” Her smile had been forced, my heart sore. 
 
    We hugged fiercely, drawing strength from each other, like we always did. 
 
    They were determined to be husband and wife. Stella would not take that away from them. She wasn’t winning this fight. That woman would never take another thing from any of us. 
 
    Once again, she had vanished into thin air. No one could find her. I had a sneaking suspicion we had finally seen the last of her. Something told me Stella had done her worst, had no appetite for more. She’d tried to kill her own son, she’d have to live with that fact on her conscience - if she had one at all. 
 
    It didn’t matter, if I saw even a strand of her hair, I’d put her down myself, damn the consequences. I wasn’t alone in the sentiment. 
 
    So, there it was. Husband and wife. My beautiful sister was no longer mine to care for, she had a love who would cherish her the way she was meant to be cherished. A man who would love her until her dying day, without a doubt.  
 
    Laura may not have had any children but in Ayden she’d found a son, and in her he’d found a mother. In Sophie she’d found a girl so lost and broken, a girl who needed someone like my sister to love and nurture her like a mother should. And Laura would rise to that challenge and excel. I knew it with certainty. She would be the best. 
 
    Laura was right where she belonged. Home. 
 
    Our family was whole, and no one was taking it from us. 
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    The door wasn’t locked. The woman didn’t really fear for her safety at all, did she? Not sure if she was home or not, I entered the house quietly. There was no sign of any cars but that was neither here nor there, the extensive garage door was down, she could have parked up inside. I stood in the hall and thumbed a text to my brother. Precautions. I didn’t usually like taking them, but I also didn’t want to be languishing with a slit throat for two weeks undiscovered. I couldn’t do that to him. 
 
    Stella was capable of anything. 
 
    The house was eerily quiet, smelled musty, stale, like nobody had been around for a long time. I didn’t make my presence known as I wandered around the downstairs, opening doors and peering in empty rooms. The odd garment of clothing drew my attention and I took note of the peculiar placements. 
 
    They unnerved me. 
 
    The quiet unnerved me. The place felt like a tomb. 
 
    Something wasn’t right with this picture. Not at all. I’d been in this house before and now it just felt all wrong. I knew the layout, so it was easy enough to navigate but my search of downstairs came up empty. Having no idea which rooms were still in use, I headed up the stairs, passing another piece of discarded clothing. A pair of grey sweatpants. Not Stella’s style. 
 
    With each step closer to what was once Lucca and Stella’s master bedroom, my unease grew, my senses tingling. Stopping outside the bedroom door, I squeezed my eyes shut and took a breath, counting to three before I moved inside. 
 
    She was in here. Without a doubt. In the bathroom.  
 
    I wasn’t going to like what I saw. 
 
    Touching nothing of the potential crime scene, I inched toward the bathroom door, leaning off to the side of it. Kicking my foot out, the door swung wide and I chanced a look around the wooden frame.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.  
 
    There was no need to hurry to her aid, so I didn’t. I crouched at the door, not wanting to walk inside and disturb the scene, and pulled my phone from my pocket. My brother answered first ring, he’d been waiting. 
 
    “Come get her.” I couldn’t disguise the sadness lacing my words.  
 
    Hanging up, I plonked my arse on the floor to wait for him, the smell of death violating my nostrils. 
 
    Rolling my head around, my eyes connected with hers. But she wasn’t looking at me, she saw nothing. I stared at the waste of a woman and wondered how she’d ended up such a fucked-up mess. She had been smart, gorgeous, even funny at times, yet nothing derailed her from taking her revenge.  
 
    She’d stayed ugly, right to her bitter end. 
 
    Her purpled fingers draping over the edge of the bath were devoid of her usual gold rings, her nail varnish chipped. As my eyes wandered over the skin of her body, I shivered, hating the sight of her dishevelled hair and her streaked make up. This was so far removed from the Stella I knew. Not in a million years would she ever let anyone see her flawed like this. Yet, it was her, how she was inside, and I realised there was nothing more perfect than how she was now.  
 
    Was I wrong to feel disappointed this was the way it ended? Wrong to feel sadness for a woman who wouldn’t have felt the same for me? To feel something for a woman who did nothing but hurt people she should have held close? I didn’t pretend to understand; her discretions were not mine to dissect.  
 
    Perhaps, in time, I would.  
 
    “Sleep tight, sweetheart. May your demons be quiet now.” 
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    Cold. Stale. Unloved. 
 
    Had this house always felt this way? Had I projected myself in such a way that this place never had any hope of ever becoming a home? 
 
    There was no chaos here. Everything had its place. Its purpose. 
 
    Sterile. Banal.  
 
    It had all been a sham. Much like my marriage to Lucca. Much like my life. 
 
    I stripped off my clothes as I wandered through the house, not caring where they landed. Heading toward the bathroom suite, I placed my bag on the counter as I switched on the overhead light, illuminating the stark white sterile walls. Pushing the stopper into the bottom of the claw foot tub, I turned on the hot tap and swirled lavender essence through the water. It was my mother’s favourite. 
 
    The tub was a jacuzzi but there would be no jets to soothe me today. I had just the thing in my bag. 
 
    You’re all wondering about that third syringe, right? 
 
    Yeah. I was never walking away from this. From Lucca. 
 
    From Ayden. 
 
    I had nothing then. I have nothing now. When you shot a man you could have loved in the head and walked away without a morsel of regret, when you run your own son off the road, try to kill his father - there’s no coming back from those sins. There is no purpose befitting a human being like that. 
 
    Like me. 
 
    My days were always numbered. I’d been lost for a very long time. It was time for the devil to finally claim his child. It was time to make my exit. 
 
    Twenty-two years. 
 
    Eight thousand and thirty days. 
 
    A lifetime since I’d started my journey of revenge. 
 
    I was the poison sifting through your veins. The voice in your head amplifying your doubts. The dread you felt while you looked over your shoulder. I stood on your chest and kept you down, pushed your head under water. Plunged a knife in your body and watched you bleed out. Burned your house and inhaled the ashes. 
 
    I chose my own fate. On my own terms, much like I’d lived my miserable life. Only I could finish what I’d started. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Lucca 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d finally embraced the disgust I’d held onto for so long, and as I drove back to Beaufort with Laura, I did so in broody silence. Afraid that if I opened my mouth, I’d spill all and sundry to the woman sitting next to me who didn’t need to hear all the shitty details of my relationship with Stella. There was no way I wanted to project my loathing of Stella, on Laura. 
 
    Trying to look on the bright side was difficult. Shaun’s surgeries had gone well, and by the time we’d left the hospital, he’d been awake. Groggy, but awake and being smothered by Ayden, who’d turned into Mother Hen. If I’d been in any other mood, it would have been amusing to watch the way he mooned over his boyfriend. 
 
    Blowing up Ryder’s phone every ten minutes had finally proved fruitful. In between calming Ayden down and cancelling wedding plans, I’d been anxious to hear from him. In floods of tears, he’d recounted exactly what had gone down with Emily, and my heart had plummeted further. I hated I couldn’t be there to give him comfort, a shoulder to lean on, but I needed to be with my son. The phone call was a stark reminder that our lives had changed, we had our own families to look after.  
 
    Shaun was banged up but fine, Ayden the same, Emily tucked up in her mother’s arms - that’s all that mattered. 
 
    The fifty-minute drive home had been quiet, both Laura and I lost in our own thoughts. When I entered the house, the moment of weakness I’d feared submitting to over the last however many hours, ultimately found me in all its simple glory. 
 
    A single white helium balloon, weighted down with a black ring box, bobbed about in the kitchen. I’d forgotten Shaun’s plans but the reminder hit me in the face when we walked into the kitchen and it put me on the floor. It was the hub of the house, where I’d got down on one knee just a few short months ago and proposed to Laura. It was no wonder he’d chosen the cosy room to do the same. 
 
    Laura had sat down beside me and wrapped me in her arms where we held one another and cried. Everything was catching up. I needed the release, my anger simmering under my skin a distant memory. We’d eventually got up from the floor and made our way to the bedroom, climbing under the covers to escape reality for a while. We’d lain face to face and talked about everything, our hopes and fears spilled between the sheets, our trials and triumphs celebrated equally. 
 
    When Laura finally gave in to her heavy grief over Ayden and Shaun, Emily too, I’d drawn her close and we’d fallen asleep together with the promise of a better day come morning. 
 
    Our wedding had been quiet, not the rowdy affair it had been slated to be the day before. I’d put my foot down when my future wife said there was no way we could do it. I compromised, her wish to donate everything was fine by me as long as she still said her vows and let me say mine. 
 
    I missed my son, seeing him on the iPad was what I had, and it was better than not having him at all. We didn’t worry over Stella, she’d done her usual; ruined and ran. I refused to spend another second of my life worrying about what was coming next with her. There was nothing more she could do. She’d tried to take everything from me, almost succeeded as well, but at the end of the day we came out the other end stronger and wiser. She had no place in my head while I was marrying the love of my life. 
 
    We’d spent the rest of the day at the hospital, took food and cake and camped out in the small side room with Shaun and the rest of our family. It had been a tight fit, but when I’d looked around the room at everyone, and saw how happy we were together, I wouldn’t have been anywhere else in the world. 
 
    Despite the events of the past few days, the mood had been buoyant, uplifting. We were going to be okay. We were. I could feel it down to my bones, a shift had happened. We wouldn’t be looking over our shoulders again. Not for Stella. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A man of the law knocking at the door before nine a.m. any morning was never a good sign, yet I wasn’t particularly surprised to see Detective Adrian Stenhouse standing awkwardly in the rain when I opened up. 
 
    “Lucca,” he said. “Can I come in?” 
 
    I waved a hand out to my side, the silent invitation clear, then stepped out of his way so he could enter and not soak me in the process. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You want some coffee?” I asked as I beckoned him to follow on through to the kitchen. 
 
    “Might be an idea. God, I hate the weather at this time of year.” He shrugged off his coat, hanging it on the edge of the door as he passed through into the hub of the house, and pulled out a stool at the island. “Your wife around?” 
 
    I grinned at his use of wife. “Still sleeping. Long day yesterday.” 
 
    “Your boy okay? And Shaun?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’ll be fine.” I made the coffee, placing a mug in front of him along with the sugar and milk, then took a seat opposite. “You can cut the pleasantries, Adrian. You’re here in a professional capacity. Spill it or leave, I got married yesterday and I really want to get back to bed with my wife.” I tilted my head at him in encouragement. 
 
    He wasted no time. “Stella.” 
 
    Again, no surprise. I nodded, having already guessed why he was here at a silly hour in the morning. Hopefully they’d throw away the key to her jail cell and she’d never see the light of day again. I could feel my sedate mood rising in temperature. 
 
    “You’re still listed as her next of kin.” 
 
    I dropped the spoonful of sugar into my mug and snapped my head up to look at him. “Next of kin?” I repeated, not quite comprehending his meaning. 
 
    “Her body was found yesterday. I need you to identify that it’s her, Lucca,” he said quietly, looking down at the table. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    What was he saying? 
 
    “She took her own life.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She took her own life yesterday,” he uttered again. 
 
    “Huh.” The absurdity of his words refused to sink in, the action so far removed from the woman Stella was. “She committed suicide?” I had to be clear on what he was telling me. 
 
    “Yes. And you are still listed as next of kin. I need you to come identify her. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “She’s in York at the moment.” 
 
    “No. I mean where did you find her?” 
 
    “Tony did. At the house.” 
 
    “No one’s told Ayden, right?”  
 
    I suddenly worried he was on his own, that he’d gone back to the Loft for some sleep and he had no one bar Sophie to lean on. Stella had still been his mother, this would hurt him no matter how he felt about her. 
 
    “First port of call was here. It’s not my place to tell him, Lucca. We let you have yesterday, but it couldn’t wait any longer.” 
 
    “Where’s Tony?” 
 
    Adrian shifted on the stool. “He’s taking some personal time. Do you know a woman called Fiona Grieve?” 
 
    I shook my head, the name not ringing any bells. 
 
    “He’s gone to let her know. Apparently, Fiona Grieve was Stella’s mother’s friend. She visited with her now and again.” 
 
    My sigh was weary. I was long over Stella’s antics, her secrets, her lies. I leaned my elbows on the island in front of me and dropped my head into my hands. 
 
    “She’s really dead? You’re sure?” 
 
    His hand reached out and rested on my shoulder, squeezing gently. “Yes, she is.” 
 
    “I can’t see her again, in any capacity. You’ve no idea the hell I went through with her,” I explained. “She’s not mine to claim, she’s nothing to me.” Staggering from the stool, I waved toward the door. “You can see yourself out.” 
 
    “Wait,” he rushed to his feet, following me. “Please, sit back down with me. There’s something else, Lucca.” 
 
    “What more could there possibly be?” I asked exasperated. 
 
    Adrian pulled a crumpled envelope from his pocket and handed it to me, the cream paper feeling rough and awkward in my hand. My name was scrawled across the front in Stella’s familiar cursive handwriting, and I suddenly knew I was holding her last words. I didn’t know if I wanted to read them, if I was brave enough to take the last cut she would inflict upon me. My heart was sore from her; raw, wounded…as dead as she was when it came to her. 
 
    “I lifted it from the scene.” He gently pushed me back into the kitchen, heralding me toward the stool I’d been sitting on not a moment ago. “It wasn’t for every Tom, Dick and Harry to be reading.” 
 
    Did I care? What could she possibly have to say that I would be interested in? Yet my curiosity got the better of me and as I sat down, I placed the envelope on the table and rested my palm on the cool paper. 
 
    “I’ll be in touch, Lucca.” 
 
    The detective leaving was nothing more than an afterthought in my peripheral vision. I picked the envelope up, twirling it between my fingers and then with a gulp of breath, I ripped Stella’s final insult open and resigned myself to read her words. 
 
    Lucca, 
 
    I loved you more than I loved myself. But I loved her more. 
 
    Do what you have always done, love him enough for us both. 
 
    Make him forget I ever existed. I made it easy for you, help him the rest of the way. Help him to love and not hate, for hate destroys all it comes into contact with. 
 
    Stella. 
 
    I laid my arms across the scant piece of paper and thumped my head to my forearms, a pressure releasing from my chest, from my heart. When I cried, I felt cleansed. I cried the last over a woman who deserved not a single one of my tears. 
 
    Getting up from the kitchen island I made my way upstairs, each step toward my future felt lighter than the last, and when I paused at the bedroom door where my wife was still sleeping, I smiled.  
 
    Stella had finally set me free. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sneak Peek of Chasing Tricks,  
 
    Book #3 in The Razer Series. 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
    Reaching down, I gently stroked my finger along the peachy fuzz on Jessica’s cheek. Only a second or two, so as not to wake my sleeping beauty. She was so peaceful. Such a good girl. 
 
    My Life. 
 
    I turned from the cot and quietly padded across the room, my throat was dry, and I needed something to soothe it. Opening the door with stealth, I felt like a thief in the night as I stole out into the hallway, leaving the door open a crack, making the least possible noise I could. Shaun and Ayden were home tonight, just down the hall, knowing they both slept light, I kept my footfalls soft.  
 
    Tiptoeing down through the Loft wasn’t all that hard. The small lamp at the end of the hallway never seemed to be turned off, and it illuminated enough so I could see where I was treading and not bang into anything. Casting a soft glow into the living room, the lamp shed light on Boomer, lounging on the sofa. Not sure if he was asleep or not, I stopped still and watched for a moment to see if there was any tell-tale movement from him to show he was awake.  
 
    “Sophie,” he murmured without facing me, like he could sense my presence without needing to open his eyes. Maybe he could, we’d known each other a very long time. 
 
    Stepping into the room, I offered my brother’s oldest friend a shaky smile. Boomer confused me, more so of late. I couldn’t get a read on him. In turn it scared me, even though I’d known him most of my life and he would never hurt me. I didn’t really know the Boomer who’d been away for a year and had come back an entirely different man. All I knew was, I shouldn’t have been afraid of him, but I was. 
 
    “Hi,” I whispered, “I couldn’t sleep.”  
 
    I felt the need to explain why I was sneaking around my own house in the middle of the night, though he didn’t warrant an explanation. He was the one sitting in the semi dark on my sofa.  
 
    He turned his head and pierced me with a dark look, those solemn eyes of his glinting from the twinkle of lights beyond the big windows off to his side. “You okay?” His melodic voice twisted around me as I took in a nervous breath then exhaled quickly. 
 
    “Yeah. Just need a drink.” I made a move to leave him in peace but remembered my manners before I did so. “You want anything?” 
 
    Lolling his head against the couch, he grunted, holding up a bottle of half drunk beer. I sought out the clock and noted the time was 3 a.m. Why was Boomer sitting in the dark drinking?  
 
    “You okay?” I asked back. 
 
    Sighing, he looked toward the big windows. I couldn’t read the act but was startled when he let out a clipped ‘great’. 
 
    With no desire to stick around, I traipsed my way through to the kitchen, pulling the fridge open. If his mood was like he sounded then fuck him, I wasn’t letting him take it out on me. I grabbed the carton of apple juice, forgoing a glass, the juice would be done by the time morning came anyway.  
 
    I stopped back at the living room door to say goodnight to the grumpy sod currently hijacking my sofa, but he was no longer there. If his empty beer bottle hadn’t been left on the coffee table I would have thought he’d been a figment of my imagination. I searched the shadows of the room, coming up with nothing. He was gone. 
 
    Boomer had spent a long time in rehab, it wasn’t just his attitude that had changed on his return. He’d always been attractive; that honey blond hair looking so soft, I often wondered if it would feel like feathers if I ever had the chance to run my fingers through it. He’d filled out in all the right places, looked as good as I’d ever seen hm. Boomer had always been easy on the eyes, well…mine anyway. Always forbidden though. Being clean suited him, apart from the dark disposition he’d brought home with him.  
 
    He appeared to have a chip on his shoulder that no one could get to the bottom of. Where he’d given his hugs freely before, now he always made sure there was a distance between himself and whoever’s company he was keeping. He never stepped into me anymore, never slung and arm around my shoulder or laid a hand against my back like he used to. It bothered me immensely. 
 
    Never called me Fly. 
 
    Was being clean too much for him? Were we a constant reminder of his life before? Shaun had dragged us from the life that would have surely killed us all, Boomer had been gone by then so maybe he was just finding it difficult to adjust. 
 
    Or perhaps it was simply me, my daughter? 
 
    He knew the gory details of the fateful day Jake lost his life and mine had been brutally stripped from me. Shaun had asked if he could fill Boomer in and I saw no reason not to. He was my brother’s best friend and Shaun would have undoubtedly needed an outlet. He’d been there too.  
 
    A tear slipped down my cheek and I swatted the fucker away, sick of the stupid things that did not help, only hindered. Droplets of nonsense, crying for a past that could not be changed. 
 
    Once back in the sanctuary of my room, I placed the juice on the nightstand and flopped down onto my bed. This was my life now, I had a little one dependant on only me. Me and my girl. Her life would be hard enough without a father, nothing would ever fill the void Jake’s death had left behind. Not for me, not for her. 
 
    Stupid tears - they wouldn’t bring him back. 
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    Book number five! Wow, didn’t think I’d ever release one, never mind five.  
 
    Writing Stella wasn’t as easy as I imagined it would be, it dragged out memories, painful memories of a love that should have been infinite. I found my heart on the floor a time or two, my head lost to a past that should have remained exactly that - the past. And it hurt. Yet, it was cathartic in many ways. We don’t control the actions of others, can’t make someone love us, and sometimes it’s simply better that way. Through our shitty life experiences, we learn how much room we have in our hearts for others and who deserves to be there and who doesn’t. Blood does not give someone a right to your love. I have not spoken to my mother for almost thirty years, she is not a woman I would want in my life, yet I often feel cheated, even now. When a mother shows their own daughter how to slit their wrists ‘the right way,’ well… you learn fairly quickly that some people are simply beyond themselves. So, Stella and her character struck a chord with me. I tried to understand the reasoning behind her actions and often failed. I don’t know if I did this story justice - but I tried my very best. I just hope I didn’t fall too short. 
 
    Be beautiful, love those who deserve to be loved and keep them close, for they are the ones who matter the most and will bring out the best in you. Blood is not always thicker than water… 
 
    I couldn’t do it without the following people steering me in the right direction and pointing out the small things that don’t work, the big things that need more, and suggesting ways to make these books better.  
 
    It always comes back to these ladies - Emma-Louise, Marian, Sharon and Susan. You make so much sense when you talk me through the silly bits of the books, point out where I’m dropping the ball, making those suggestions. I thank you for your dedication to helping me get where I am, you’re priceless and amazing x 
 
    My constant - LJ. There will never be enough words for you. This is all down to you and I thank you for pushing me the way you do. Friend for life, I’m so lucky to have you x 
 
    And Claire, one of the very best people I have ever met. You speak my language and as much as I hate the saying - you’re like my sister from another mister. Thank you for every wise word that you speak to me. I hope we have many, many years of those talks ahead of us x 
 
    My family - as always, a steady beat in an often turbulent world. I love you x 
 
    Last but never least - to you, the readers, the bloggers and everyone else who takes time out of their day to get lost in these books, pimp them out, and message me. I can’t thank you enough for all the kind support, we are nothing without you xxx 
 
      
 
    DREAM BIG… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





