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Chapter One

	James

	I often think it’s funny how life never seems to go your way even when you do everything in your power to forge your own path. Life has never given me anything I wanted. Perhaps for a fleeting moment, but it all gets ripped away sooner or later. That’s just how I feel. I guess it’s different for other people. Those who already have all their happiness in the palm of their hands.

	I shouldn’t be thinking about these things today. I was meant to be paying attention to the ceremony. Liora looked beautiful. Then again, she always does. And she loves my brother. Dante isn’t an easy person to love. Not after everything that happened to him. To all of us really. He had the worst of it. Despite the years of us hating each other, it’s all in the past now. We’ve laid it to rest.

	I never expected Dante to get married, but here we are. He didn’t ask me to be his best man, but I couldn’t begrudge him that since Brent was his closest friend. They looked so happy, holding each other’s hands whilst they recited their vows.

	I looked around the assembled guests. There weren’t many of us. Liora and Dante wanted this part to just be friends and family. Avery and Aiden were next to me with Afie in her buggy beside him. I never thought I’d see a soft side to Aiden even if Avery always assured me he had one. The way he doted on that little baby girl was fucking astounding. His gaze kept falling on her, making sure she was okay even though she was fast asleep.

	Afie already looked a lot like Avery, but she has Aiden’s grey eyes. And me? I was her godparent along with Gertie. Not that I was complaining, but I’m not so great with kids so if anything ever happened to them, Gertie would be the better fit.

	I felt Avery lean her head on my shoulder and put a hand on my arm. The contact made my skin prickle.

	“Don’t they look perfect?” she whispered.

	“Yeah,” I whispered back.

	I glanced at Aiden because even though we were good with each other, sometimes I wondered if he still hated how close we were. They’d been together for three years, so I guessed he had time to get used to it. Maybe I should’ve invited Cassie to this as a buffer between us. We weren’t really an official thing, but I think she wanted more. I was such a dick. I should’ve just ended it with her because, at that point, I was just stringing her along.

	You’d think three years would be long enough for me to get over this shit, but it’s never been easy. Nothing is when it comes to Avery. The problem is… my heart has belonged to her since we were kids. Perhaps it was stupid of me to have a fantasy of us ending up together. Like some kind of fairy tale. Fairy tales don’t exist. The day she told me she was getting married to Aiden, my life as I knew it was over. She’d only known him six months and whilst I had nothing against him, it broke my heart. I mean literally, ripped it into tiny pieces and it’s been shattered ever since.

	Internally shaking myself for my stupid wandering thoughts, I turned my attention back to the service. My brother looked like he’d just died and gone to heaven. Don’t get me wrong, I was happy for Dante. He deserved this. Liora had made him into a better man. They had this weird dynamic. She was always deferring to him. I knew her as someone strong and fearless. She’d gone to see our father in prison and told him to plead guilty. I’d been surprised when Dante told me about it and even more shocked that our dad had actually gone ahead with it. Who knew if it was because of Liora, but the four of us, Dante, Jen, Fi and me, were grateful the whole thing never went to trial. Rehashing our childhoods was never going to be fun. It was enough we’d all had to make lengthy statements in the first place.

	“I now pronounce you husband and wife, you may kiss your bride,” the registrar said which brought me back into the room just in time to see them embrace each other.

	I was such a fucking shitty sibling. Not even paying attention to the one day that was supposed to be all about Dante and Liora. Here I was thinking about my own sorry lot in the world.

	Depressing much?

	Whilst they were signing the registry book, my eyes were drawn back to Afie. It was stupid of me to feel jealousy, but I did. That was her baby with Aiden. I’d always imagined it would be us as parents. And now it was them. Her and Aiden with their girl who was the cutest baby I’d ever been around. Although, honestly, I wasn’t around them much except when Aiden’s best friend, Ben, was visiting with his two little ones, Josh and Sadie.

	Avery told me Aiden had become adamant about having kids after spending so much time with Ben’s children. Afie wasn’t even a month old. She was still so tiny. Gertie and I waited in the hospital when Avery gave birth. We were the first to meet her. It gave me a weird feeling in my chest given how much like her mother she was.

	I’m so fucking pathetic.

	Aiden was stroking Afie’s little face and murmuring to her, “Daddy’s little princess.”

	He’d always called Avery ‘princess’. I still had a dig at her about it on a regular basis even though actually it just fucking killed me how much she adored it. Adored him. I shouldn’t feel this way, but every time I heard it, it only made me think it should’ve been me.

	All of this should’ve been mine.

	Avery was supposed to be mine.

	I’m a dick. I really am.

	I was happy she found someone who loves her as much as Aiden does. Avery needed someone who makes her world go around. Aiden did that for her. You could see it when they looked at each other. How deeply their feelings ran. It was like they were made for one another. Which is why it was so unfair of me to feel this way about her. To have these feelings of resentment and longing.

	Maybe it was because Dante was getting his happy ending today and it brought up all sorts of crazy hidden feelings for me. Everyone I knew was happy and moving on with their lives. Hell, even Gertie was still shacked up with Tilly. I never thought it would last between them, but they were still going strong after two and a half years together.

	And then there was me. Forever single. Forever alone. It was my own fault. No one lived up to her. The girl next to me who deserved everything. Deserved to be as happy as she was. And she really was so fucking happy. Being a mother had softened her in so many ways. She’d always had such a soft heart, but Avery with Afie was a beautiful thing to witness.

	I hated this. I hated myself sometimes because of the way I felt about her. How I pretended to be okay with it all when I wasn’t. I wished these feelings would go away. Wished they’d just die so I didn’t have to live with all this regret. All of this pain. All these lies I kept telling over and over again.

	***

	I didn’t want to be paired up with a girl on the first day of school. Girls were stupid. My sisters were the worst. They were always trying to dress me up like one of them. I was the baby so they thought it was funny. Wasn’t funny to me at all. Dante did nothing to stop them either and Mum thought it was cute.

	I sat with my arms crossed, staring at the floor until I saw two feet come into my view. She had blue shoes on. That’s the first thing I noticed. They had little silver buckles. My eyes travelled upwards. Her blue dress came down to her knees. Her outfit was the exact same colour as my eyes. Mum always told me I was her blue-eyed baby boy.

	I finally raised my head to meet her eyes. Brown ones stared back at me. I was struck by this girl in front of me. She had straight dark hair which flowed loosely down her back.

	“Hi,” she said.

	“Hey.”

	“Miss Malcolm says we’re supposed to sit together.”

	“Yeah.”

	She stuck her hand out to me.

	“Avery.”

	I hesitated for a long moment before sliding my hand into hers.

	“James.”

	She gave me one hard shake before retracting her hand and sitting next to me, smoothing down her blue dress.

	“Is it true your daddy designs clothes?”

	I looked over at her.

	“Yeah. Who told you?”

	She waved at a group of girls in the corner of the room who were giggling to each other.

	“They were saying it. My daddy builds things. I don’t like those girls.”

	I wondered why. I wondered a lot of things about Avery. She’d been in my life all of two minutes and already I couldn’t stop looking at her. She was pretty, but it wasn’t just that. I was drawn to her.

	“How old are you?” I asked when I realised she was waiting for me to speak.

	“Five. You?”

	“Same.”

	She gave me a smile. The most radiant smile I’d ever seen.

	“Friends?”

	I’d never been friends with a girl. My only friend in the world was my brother anyway. He looked out for me. He’d told me yesterday if anyone gave me trouble, I was to go straight to him and he’d make sure it didn’t happen again. Dante was good like that.

	Avery was looking at me, her brown eyes dancing and her smile wide. How could I say no? How would I ever say no to the pretty girl who would come to know me inside out?

	“Friends.”

	***

	I should’ve brought Cassie. A lot of our employees had been invited to the reception, but not her. I didn’t want her to get the wrong idea about what we were. And she would’ve if I’d invited her to my brother’s wedding. Her boss. Technically I was her boss too as well as Jen and Fi. None of them had said anything about me seeing an employee, mostly because it wasn’t serious. It should’ve been serious by now.

	Again, I was a dick to her. I needed to stop this. End this thing with her. Whatever this thing even was. Sex? Dating? Who fucking knew. It should’ve been over by now. But if I’d ended it, then I’d have gone back to being completely miserable and pining over my best friend.

	Let’s face it, I was still pining over her anyway.

	Pathetic. So fucking pathetic. That’s what you are.

	Instead, here I was, dancing with her like there was nothing wrong. I mean I even gave her away at her own wedding for fuck’s sake. I shouldn’t still be in love with her after all this time.

	“You’re quiet today.”

	“Got a lot on my mind,” I replied.

	“James…”

	“I’m fine, Ave. I promise.”

	She squeezed my shoulder, giving me a smile.

	“They look so happy. I swear I’ve never seen Dante smile as much as he does when he’s with her.”

	I spun us around so I could see what she was looking at. Dante and Liora were sitting at their table, a plate of cake between them whilst they fed each other. Kind of a bit sickening, but it was their wedding day so I wasn’t going to begrudge them.

	“You know, there’s one room in his house he keeps locked at all times. It makes me wonder what’s behind the door.”

	Avery raised an eyebrow at me.

	“What are you suggesting?”

	“Nothing untoward… I tried to ask Brent, but he told me to mind my own business. He blatantly knows.”

	A slow smile appeared on her face.

	“She does seem to always look to him for approval. Wait, you don’t think…” She lowered her voice. “You don’t think it’s like some kind of red room of pain, do you?”

	“Oh, that’s exactly what I think.”

	She giggled, looking over at the happy couple again.

	“Kinky little shit.”

	It wouldn’t surprise me if it was really a playroom of sorts. Dante always had this dark air about him, even when we were kids. No one messed with him. And no one messed with me or the twins either. At least not whilst he was at school. When he left, it was a different story. I was old enough to take care of myself then.

	“You can’t talk.”

	She hit my shoulder.

	“Hey, Aiden doesn’t know you know, so shut up.”

	Before she’d gotten pregnant with Afie, we’d gone out to a bar one night with Gertie and Tilly. Avery got ridiculously drunk and confessed something to me whilst the girls where busy sucking face. Avery and I might have been sleeping together at one point, but she never gave me any indication she was interested in being tied up and restrained. I don’t think she ever considered it until she met Aiden. I totally saw it once she told me. The whole control thing with him.

	“You didn’t tell him? I thought you two didn’t keep secrets.”

	“We don’t, but I’m not sure he’d appreciate me telling you, of all people, about our sex life.”

	I supposed she had a point. Surely Aiden knew Avery and I told each other everything. I doubted he’d care that much. He was far too secure and confident in himself. Plus, he pretty much worshipped the ground Avery walked on, so he wouldn’t stay mad at her for anything she did.

	“You should tell him… Perhaps he’d punish you for it. You’d like that.”

	“Oh my god, James, please. You’re as bad as Gert. No, wait, you’re worse because she doesn’t even know.”

	I grinned. If Gert knew, Avery would never hear the end of it. Pretty sure that’s why she hadn’t revealed her dirty little secret to our other best friend.

	“I can babysit if you want… I’m sure the two of you haven’t had much time to yourselves.”

	She hit me again.

	“Seriously, stop.” She looked away for a moment. “We haven’t since she was born. I love Afie, but I miss my time with just Aiden.”

	As uncomfortable as it was for me to talk about this with Avery, I’d never stop her confiding in me. I was still determined to be her best friend despite how I felt.

	“Then take Tina up on her offer to babysit, Ave. It’s not a crime to want to be with your husband even if you have a new baby.”

	“You sure I’m not being a bad mother?”

	I shook my head. She worried too much.

	“No, I think he’d appreciate it too.”

	Aiden currently had Afie on his chest, patting her back whilst speaking to Brent, who was keeping an eye on Jen and Fi. Even though him and Jen hated each other, he’d always watched out for the twins, probably because Dante told him to. My sisters were at the bar, knocking back cocktails. There was a lone bartender. A girl with dark hair, but I couldn’t really make out the rest of her features.

	“You’re right, he would. I’ll talk to him about it.”

	I nodded as the song came to an end. We weren’t the only ones on the dancefloor, thankfully. Avery insisted I dance at least a couple of songs with her. We walked over to where Aiden and Afie were. Avery put a hand on his back, giving him a smile.

	“Is she okay? Do you think she needs a feed?”

	“She’s fine, don’t fuss,” Aiden said, rolling his eyes. “I was going to get James here to hold her since you owe me a dance too.”

	This was news to me. I hadn’t signed up to holding the baby. Avery looked at me expectantly. How the hell could I say no? Especially after what she’d just admitted to me. Stifling a sigh, I stepped forward and took Afie, getting her settled in my arms.

	“Ten minutes max,” Avery said, giving me a smile before she stroked the little tuft of hair on her daughter’s head

	Aiden dragged her away, telling her she needed to learn how to let go for one minute. They were still half bickering with each other when the next song started up. I sat down at the table next to Brent, not trusting myself with the baby. I didn’t want to drop her.

	“Well, don’t you look all manly with a baby,” Brent said giving me a wink.

	“Fuck off,” I grumbled.

	“Language.”

	“She doesn’t know what I’m saying. Besides, you’ve met her father, every second word out of his mouth is fuck.”

	Brent chuckled, shaking his head. I watched Avery and Aiden together. They looked so happy and here I was fucking hating every moment of it. My chest burnt. Love really fucking sucked.

	Not wanting to intrude on their moment together, I turned my attention to the small bundle in my arms. Afie was awake, her grey eyes fixed on me.

	“Hello little one,” I whispered. “Your mummy and daddy will be back soon.”

	She blinked and yawned before reaching out a hand to me. I shifted her in my lap and let her hold my finger. Her hands were so tiny.

	“You think Liora will let D knock her up any time soon?”

	I looked up at Brent.

	“Are you desperate for a screaming baby in the house to deal with on top of those two?”

	“No. I think she wants kids though.”

	“You’d know.”

	He shrugged. Brent looked out for her. They argued like a married couple at times. I wasn’t sure why Dante thought it was entertaining when they bickered. He certainly didn’t appreciate it when Brent and Jen argued. More often than not she was calling him a dickhead. I was pretty sure Dante had said something to Brent because recently when she started up on him, he just walked away.

	“She hasn’t said anything to me… yet. I bet she’ll ask me if I think it’s okay to broach the subject with him.”

	“I’m not betting with you. You never play fair.”

	He laughed. Brent really was a dick at times so my sister’s assessment wasn’t far off, but he was Dante’s best friend and the reason my brother didn’t completely fuck things up with his new wife. If it wasn’t for Brent’s encouragement, neither of them would’ve admitted their feelings towards each other. Brent took credit for it and I was inclined to believe him given what I knew about my brother’s lack of communication skills.

	Looking back down at Afie, I found her eyes half closed as if she was falling asleep. Her tiny little hand was still wrapped around my finger as if she didn’t want to let go.

	If things were different, you might have been mine.

	 

	
Chapter Two

	Ellie

	When I heard they were putting me on this event, I was worried I’d mess it up. It was my first time alone on the bar. I needed this job so I couldn’t afford for anything to go wrong tonight. It seemed to be going okay though. The twin girls who’d spent most of the time at the bar hadn’t complained about their cocktails.

	It wasn’t a big reception. Probably about fifty guests. I recognised the groom and his family. They owned that fashion house their father built. He was in prison now serving a life sentence. Huge scandal. Zachary Benson murdered his wife and abused his kids. Sick if you ask me.

	His kids seemed okay though. The twin girls were giggling on the dancefloor together, clearly drunk. The groom was glued to his new wife’s side. He was pretty fit and his wife, gorgeous. And the last sibling? He was propped up at the end of my bar staring at a dark haired girl standing with who I guessed was her husband. They both had wedding rings and she had a baby in a pushchair next to her.

	“You want another?” I asked when I noticed he’d drained his glass.

	His blue eyes turned on me, his expression a little startled.

	Shit, he has nice eyes.

	They were blue like the ocean. The type of eyes a girl could drown in. I’d noticed his brother and sisters had the exact same shade. I had a thing about eyes. They were the most expressive part of a human. That’s if you could recognise their subtle changes like I could. I’d had to learn so I could read the moods of the people who’d had me before all of this.

	“What would you suggest?” he asked me, tapping his fingers against the glass.

	I’d served him a dark rum and coke earlier when he came over. It was a free bar so he could have whatever he wanted. The groom was footing the bill. They had money so it didn’t surprise me.

	“You look like you could use something strong.”

	I wasn’t sure why I said that. There was something innately sad about this guy. This was a wedding. Weren’t they supposed to be happy occasions?

	“I do?”

	“Yeah.”

	One of my flaws was I didn’t often think before I spoke. After years of being forced to only speak when spoken to, I relished the freedom to say whatever it was on my mind. Not that I really spoke to people that often and certainly not to strange men.

	“Who’s that girl you keep staring at?” I indicated the dark haired girl with the baby.

	His expression darkened for a moment. There was something very familiar about her but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Honestly, there were so many famous rich folks these days, I had a hard time keeping up with who’s who. Not that I really cared.

	“My best friend.”

	The sadness in his voice struck a chord with me. It was clear he wished it was more. So much more. I resisted the strange urge to put a hand on his arm, which was resting on the bar, to give him a comforting squeeze.

	“I think I know what you need.”

	I turned away to the back bar before he could say anything. Selecting the salt and three slices of lime, I set out three shot glasses and poured the tequila. He watched me balance the limes on the glasses and pop the salt down next to them.

	“Are you trying to kill me?” he asked with a twinkle in his eye.

	“Tequila will help you forget for a while.”

	He gave me a slight smile before picking up the saltshaker. I wasn’t sure if he’d actually drink them all, but he did. One by one. He dumped the lime in the last glass and looked at me, grimacing a little.

	“So… Eleanor… Do you always try to cheer up miserable guests at these functions?”

	I frowned. I hadn’t told him my name. Looking down, I remembered the stupid name tag pinned to my black shirt.

	“It’s Ellie and no, this is my first wedding.”

	I hated being called Eleanor. It sounded so prim and proper. My mum used to call me Nellie Noodle. I just preferred plain Ellie. Any reminders of my past weren’t welcome. Especially not now when I was working.

	“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Ellie. Suppose you already know who I am.”

	I knew his surname was Benson, but I hadn’t paid much attention to any of their first names.

	I shrugged and he raised an eyebrow.

	“It’s James.”

	“You going to tell me why you keep making sad eyes at your best friend then, James?”

	He gave me a rueful smile.

	“Nope.”

	“Can I guess?”

	I should be wiping down the bar or doing something productive, not making conversation with a patron. No one else was at the bar. They all seemed content on the dancefloor or swigging wine from the numerous bottles on the tables.

	“Be my guest.”

	I leant my elbows on the bar.

	“The man she’s next to, the one with all the tattoos, that’s her husband, right?”

	He’d taken his suit jacket off and his sleeves were rolled up. He was looking down at his wife with an expression of absolute adoration on his face.

	“Yeah.”

	“And you wish it was you.”

	“Am I really that easy to read?”

	My eyes flicked over to him. He was giving me a half smile.

	“No. Just made it my life’s mission to learn the subtleties of body language and human interaction.”

	“Interesting… Tell me, what else have you noticed?”

	I shouldn’t tell him. There were lines I shouldn’t cross but he seemed so sad. Was it wrong for me to want to help distract him for a while?

	“Your brother and his wife… They have a Dom and Sub relationship going on there.”

	James’ eyes widened and his eyebrows shot up.

	“What?”

	“I’d like to say it was an observation but when they were over by the bar earlier, I overheard them whispering about what they intend to do later. I’ll spare you the details.”

	As a bartender, you heard a lot of things you weren’t supposed to.

	He scrunched up his face for a moment.

	“I need another drink.”

	I cleared away the shot glasses and poured him a rum and coke.

	A few people approached the bar so I walked off to serve them. It was ten minutes before I finished with the sudden influx of people. James was still propped up on the barstool, but this time he was staring into his half empty glass.

	“You know, weddings are supposed to be happy occasions.”

	“I am happy… for Dante.”

	“But not yourself.”

	He shrugged. I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to continue talking to him. I didn’t usually make small talk with customers let alone strange men. There was something different about James. Maybe I just understood there were some deep seated wounds that never healed. He and I were the same in that respect. Except I knew he’d been abused because it was splashed all over the news. He knew nothing about me.

	“Why does your best friend look so familiar?”

	I really couldn’t put my finger on it.

	“Who? Avery? Oh… She used to be a Daniels.”

	That name sent a chill down my spine. The urge to be sick burnt in the back of my throat but I swallowed it down.

	“Oh?”

	“Yeah, she sold the company after the scandal. She had nothing to do with it.”

	He hadn’t noticed the change in my mood. I knew exactly who she was now. Her and her husband had donated a lot of money to a charity set up in the wake of the scandal. They helped girls who’d been sold and sex trafficked.

	Girls like me.

	Shaking myself internally, I shoved those memories away.

	“They’re all in prison now, aren’t they?”

	You know they aren’t, Ellie. You know who might still be out there.

	“That’s what they say.”

	“You don’t believe that?”

	His eyes darkened slightly.

	“All I know is the world is full of secrets and not everyone who does bad shit gets punished for it.”

	His tone made me pause. He sounded bitter and I couldn’t think who he might be referring to with that statement. His father was in prison so it couldn’t be him.

	“You’re right. The world is full of darkness and bad people who get away with it.”

	Saying that was probably a bad idea. Getting chummy with a patron was too. What was it about him? He was easy on the eyes, of course, but his whole family was attractive so that hardly surprised me. It’s not like I fancied him. I didn’t really experience anything but dread at the thought of another person touching me intimately.

	Maybe I just saw a kindred spirit. That had to be it. Surely. Nothing else made sense.

	“Well, everyone and their fucking dog knows my sorry story, but I won’t ask about yours.”

	I would tell you if you did.

	Where the hell did that thought come from? I’d never told anyone. Not even the therapists they’d sent me to when I’d been ‘rescued’. I didn’t talk about my experiences nor the scars I carried.

	I had to stop talking to him or I’d end up revealing my life story. Why did this guy have me wanting to do such things? Could he and I be friends? It’s not like anything more would ever transpire. He was blatantly in love with his best friend and I couldn’t imagine having sex and actually enjoying it. Not after what I’d been through.

	“Maybe one day you’ll ask me and I’ll be inclined to tell you.”

	He really seemed to look at me then. His eyes darted across my face as if taking in my dark hair which I’d tied up in a bun and my sky blue eyes, a lighter shade than his. They roamed lower, dancing across my black shirt as if he could see what lay beneath. His stare made my scars itch and my skin prickle uncomfortably.

	“One day, eh? So you’re not just a bartender trying to cheer up my miserable arse then?”

	I shrugged as I leant back against the bar behind me.

	“Maybe at first. You’re not such a bad conversationalist.”

	He laughed. It had a rich almost baritone note to it. The sound of it vibrated across my skin. I couldn’t help smiling.

	“You don’t think so?”

	He grinned, taking a sip of his drink.

	“My friends would tell you I like to take the piss out of them more than I have deep conversations. Take Avery, when she first started seeing Aiden, I told her they were like beauty and the beast so when I found out his pet name for her is princess, it became prime wind up material.”

	My eyes fell on his friend and her husband. He wasn’t really much of a beast in looks. Rather handsome if you liked the ripped body and tattooed bad boy look. Though I suppose them having a baby together took the hard edge off him. I could see why James might compare his friend to Belle though.

	“Disney princesses always get their happy ever after.”

	“She got hers.”

	He looked down at his glass again. I didn’t know the story behind him and his friend but I could see it was painful for him. That he didn’t want to feel this way about her.

	I decided on my next course of action there and then. It was a stupid thing to do, but someday I had to learn to live again. So why not live a little now?

	I took a napkin from one of the holders and grabbed the pen I’d left by the till. James watched me as I started to write. I spun it around to him when I was done.

	One month from today if we’re both still miserable and haunted by our pasts, I promise to meet you outside this hotel and exchange one story from our lives with each other.

	I’d left two places for us to sign our names. I’d already done mine.

	Eleanor Kirkwood

	I watched his expression. He didn’t look up at me. He simply picked up the pen and signed his name too.

	James Benson

	He pushed the napkin back to me. I shook my head.

	“Keep it. I’ll remember.”

	He took the napkin and slipped it into the inside pocket in his suit jacket. Picking up his glass, he knocked back his drink. Then he looked at me with those soulful ocean blue eyes of his.

	“Maybe we’ll see each other again… Ellie Kirkwood.”

	He slipped off his stool and walked away towards where his sisters were almost falling over themselves.

	And he didn’t look back.

	It would’ve been like one of those stupid romantic comedies if he had.

	I shook my head. I probably wouldn’t see James Benson again, but it didn’t matter. I was taking my life back into my own hands one small step at a time.

	Today was a good day. I made conversation with a man and I didn’t feel like I wanted to throw up or tear my skin from my body. That had to count for something.

	Didn’t it?

	I kind of hope I see him again. That he doesn’t forget about the napkin and the promise we just made to each other.

	 

	
Chapter Three

	James

	A knock at the office door startled me. I slipped the napkin back into my pocket and called for them to come in. That napkin. I’d read it over so many times since Dante’s wedding.

	Eleanor Kirkwood.

	Ellie.

	She had very swirly handwriting and she put a heart above her i’s.

	It wasn’t as though I was interested in starting something new with anyone. There was just something about Ellie Kirkwood. She seemed to recognise things in me I preferred to keep hidden. Things I hated about myself. And if I was honest, I wondered what her story was too.

	Cassie walked in, her curly light brown hair tied up in a bun, caramel skin stark against her white shirt which clung to her breasts. I knew exactly what lay beneath that tight pencil skirt and killer heels with the signature red bottoms.

	“You wanted me?” she said as she approached my desk.

	I did? Oh, wait…

	“Um, yeah, I need to run over some of last year’s financials.”

	She looked a little disappointed. Was she expecting it to be of a personal nature? Not for the first time I felt like an absolute cunt. She deserved more than this. It was just easy with her. Easy to forget because she looked nothing like her. She felt nothing like her.

	I was trying not to fall back into bad habits. Ever since Dante’s wedding, I’d been determined to keep Cassie at arm’s length. Return to being just colleagues and not sleep with her.

	“Oh, okay. Right.”

	She didn’t come around the desk even though that’s what she’d usually do when we were working on something together.

	“Look, James, are we okay?”

	I frowned.

	“Yeah, course, why wouldn’t we be?”

	She fiddled with the sleeve of her shirt.

	“It’s just… You know what, it doesn’t matter. What financials do you need to run?”

	She walked around the desk, pulling a chair with her. I should’ve asked her to elaborate, but I really didn’t want to have that conversation.

	The next hour was awkward and uncomfortable, like both of us were treading on eggshells. It wasn’t meant to be this way. Cassie was a girl you dated, fell in love with and got married to. And here all I’d done is managed to screw things up and string her along for six months. Six fucking months. Why did she put up with me?

	“A couple of us are going out for drinks after work,” she said as she stood up. “You should come.”

	“I can’t.”

	If it had been any other night, I might have taken her up on that offer. Not tonight though. I had something important to do tonight. And if Cassie had been my girlfriend, she’d have known that. Known why. But she wasn’t and I didn’t volunteer personal information much.

	“Oh… okay. Another time then.”

	Her dark eyes betrayed the sting of my refusal.

	“Cass, it’s not that I don’t want to… I have a family thing.”

	She nodded but didn’t look convinced. If anything, she just looked dejected. I’d said the wrong thing. First it was the wedding and now it was family stuff. She didn’t like me not involving her in my life.

	Why can’t I just be honest and tell her I’m sorry but whatever we shared is over?

	I was a coward. A fucking coward.

	“Yeah, okay, whatever. I get it.”

	She started to walk away.

	“Cassie…”

	She didn’t turn back to me, but she stopped in her tracks.

	“You know what, just don’t. I thought maybe you’d been busy, but I don’t think you are. I was okay with your unwillingness to open up to me in the beginning. Now, I think you don’t want to let anyone in.”

	She looked at me over her shoulder.

	“You let me know if you decide this is worth salvaging or not because right now, I don’t know how to get through to you.”

	I didn’t know what to say. She walked out and shut my office door behind her when I didn’t respond. Running a hand through my hair, I sat back and groaned. This had turned into a complete mess. I needed to sort my shit out. Either I wanted to be with Cassie or I didn’t. She deserved to be told straight. For me to let her go so she could be with someone who would love her the way she needed.

	The truth was I wasn’t capable of that. Dante’s wedding made things very clear to me.

	I was still in love with Avery.

	And I needed to find a way to fall out of love with her.

	***

	I still had the key to Dante and Liora’s house so I walked right in without ringing the doorbell. I discarded my coat in the hall cupboard before sticking my head into the dining room. Liora had redecorated in here. It was now light and airy with pale green walls and a beautiful white wooden table and chairs. The table was set for eight, but no one was in here yet. I wandered into the kitchen, finding my sisters with Liora who was busy preparing dinner.

	Jen noticed me and punched me in the arm when I walked over. I rubbed it, scowling at her.

	“Sup baby brother?”

	“Not much.”

	Liora turned, a soft smile appearing on her face.

	“James.”

	She put her arms out. We embraced for a moment.

	“You look good. How was the honeymoon?”

	She waved me off and went back to the stove. They’d spent three weeks in Thailand.

	“It was amazing. Dante said he sent photos.”

	“He did. Spectacular views you had from that place in the mountains.”

	“Oh yes, we visited so many temples and the food - oh my god, I died and went to heaven. I had some lessons, so that’s what you’re getting tonight.”

	Liora was an amazing cook. I loved coming here now since everything between all of us had settled down and there were no more secrets and lies.

	“I look forward to it. Where’s Dante and Brent?”

	“Upstairs. The two of them have become obsessed with the Nintendo Switch. I’m regretting getting it for Brent’s birthday.”

	I raised an eyebrow.

	“You bought a thirty two year old man-child a games console?”

	The twins sniggered. Jen rolled her eyes as if to say ‘typical Brent’. He would probably deck me for calling him that but fuck it. He’d said worse about me.

	“I thought he would keep it downstairs. Ever since we got back, those two have been on that thing. You’d think they were teenagers again. Trust me, I’m glad my husband is going back to work next week.”

	I was too. We needed Dante at the office. At least then I wouldn’t have a reason to further deal with Cassie at work.

	Coward.

	The doorbell went.

	“I’ll get that,” I said, wanting to be away from my thoughts about the office and Cassie.

	It was Avery and Gertie. Both of them gave me a hug after they walked in.

	“What? No little one?” I asked.

	Avery gave me a look.

	“You know she’s with Aiden tonight.”

	I nodded. We’d agreed no partners except Liora as this was her house and she was family now.

	“Well, you can either go watch the teenagers fight it out over Mario Kart or see the girls.”

	“Teenagers?” Gertie asked.

	“Liora bought Brent a Switch. Apparently, him and Dante have regressed.”

	They both rolled their eyes before following me to the kitchen.

	“Something smells amazing,” Avery said, nodding at the twins and giving Liora a hug.

	I leant against the counter and watched them all talk about the honeymoon. My family. The thought of it made my heart ache. That’s what she should be. Family. And she was, but I wanted her to be more. A permanent fixture in my life. Someone to be right by my side.

	I shook myself. These thoughts had to end. I had to stop. For my sake and hers.

	Dinner between the eight of us was a noisy affair. Everyone seemed to be talking over one another. I sat in between Avery and Gertie, Brent sat with the twins on the other side with Dante and Liora at either end. It didn’t escape my notice that Brent sat next to Fi rather than Jen.

	I watched Dante and Liora carefully, trying to see if Ellie was right. Did my brother really have some BDSM kinks? Not that I was judging, it just surprised me considering our upbringing. Then again, out of the four of us, Dante was most like Dad. Just not the abusive/murdery side of our father. He definitely got his hidden compassionate and caring side from Mum. She was always so kind. My heart ached at the thought of her. That was the reason we were here. It was the anniversary of her death. Before our relationship soured, we used to do something together, just the four of us, to remember her as she was. We decided last year we should start again. Everyone here, except Liora and Brent, knew my mother in some capacity. Avery knew her better than Gertie, but she was still a part of their lives.

	Dante clinked his glass with his knife, which made everyone quiet.

	“I’m shit at speeches, so this won’t take long. We all know why we’re here tonight. Mum was an incredibly special woman who gave with her whole heart. None of us would be where we are today without her. We miss you, every single day. To Mum.”

	We all raised a glass and echoed his sentiments.

	“To Mum,” the twins and I said in unison whilst the others said, “To Margo.”

	Dante didn’t need to say much. Everyone here knew what she’d been through, even Gertie. I’d told her the whole sorry story along with Avery and Aiden not long after the news of our dad’s arrest broke.

	“Should we share memories of Mum?” Fi asked.

	“Can do,” Dante said, looking around to see if anyone objected. When no one did, he continued, “Why don’t you go first since you suggested it.”

	Fi grinned wickedly, her eyes falling on me. I instantly knew what story she was going to tell and I almost groaned.

	“Remember the time we dressed James up like a doll, makeup and all.” She looked at Jen. “Mum found us. She couldn’t stop laughing then she picked him up and told him he was her beautiful baby girl. I swear you ignored all of us for two days afterwards.”

	I rolled my eyes. My sisters were forever dressing me up as a girl. It was maddening.

	“I was six, what else did you expect?”

	“You know he came into school after that weekend and told me all about it,” Avery said. “I was the only sympathetic one.”

	“And I still appreciate that.”

	I nudged her arm and she smiled at me. Avery and I always had each other’s backs no matter what.

	“My turn,” Jen said, butting in. “Don’t worry, little bro, no more embarrassing stories for you. This one is about Dante.”

	I glanced at my brother who crossed his arms over his chest and scowled. I knew instantly Jen was planning on mischief.

	“When Fi and I were about six, we were both scared of the dark. Mum used to sit with us until we fell asleep and tell stories. One night, she told us it was perfectly okay to be scared of the dark because even our older brother was scared of things.”

	Dante’s scowl deepened.

	“When we asked what he was scared of, she made us promise never to be mean to him about it.”

	“Jennifer,” Dante practically growled.

	“Of course, we didn’t listen. The very next day, we carefully placed a certain item on his bed and hid in his wardrobe. He came in and screamed like a little girl. We were laughing so hard, we fell out of the wardrobe together.”

	I looked between him and the twins.

	“What was it?” Liora asked.

	“A plastic spider,” Dante answered before either of the twins could.

	“You’re scared of spiders? How did I not know this about you?”

	He didn’t reply, giving our sisters a hard stare for revealing that little titbit about him to his wife.

	“I’ll go next,” Avery said, saving Dante from further discussion about his spider phobia. “This is sort of a confession. So… you know how you had a massive go at James for breaking your Pharaoh Forbidden Ruin Lego set?”

	Dante’s head whipped around to her, eyebrows raised.

	“That was actually me. I was bawling my eyes out over it when Margo found James and me. She told me it was okay and to just tell Dante it was an accident, but James piped up and said he’d take the blame. Margo said it was honourable for him to take responsibility, but not necessary. She really was the sweetest woman I’ve ever known. She was like a second mother to me.”

	Avery put her hand on my arm and gave it a squeeze.

	“I was going to tell him, but when Dante got home, he immediately blamed James for it.”

	Dante grinned, tilting his head to the side.

	“I knew it was Avery.”

	“You did? Why did you have a go at me?” I asked.

	I remembered that day. He practically threw me out of his room and banned me from touching his Lego ever again.

	“She looked so remorseful and sad. I knew you could take it.”

	I shook my head. Things were so different when we were young. It was a miracle we were all still talking to each other. I was glad of it. We’d spent too many years estranged from one another.

	We kept telling stories until we all retired to their small garden since it was warm and still light outside. Avery and I were sitting on one of the benches together. I had a beer and she had a glass of juice since she was breastfeeding.

	“How’re things with Cassie?” she asked.

	I winced, the reminder of what she said to me earlier ringing in my ears. I didn’t want to talk about this with Avery, but she noticed my hesitation.

	“What happened?”

	I ran a hand through my hair, staring down at the top of my beer bottle.

	“I think it’s over. It never really started in all honesty.”

	“What do you mean?”

	I never told her Cassie was my girlfriend, just that we were spending time together. I think she was happy I’d found someone so didn’t press me on it too much.

	“She’s a nice girl…”

	“But…?”

	She’s not you.

	I looked at her. She had a slight furrow in her brow. It was an expression I knew well. Avery always knew when I was holding things back.

	“I don’t know.”

	“James…”

	“She deserves better than me.”

	I hoped she’d leave the subject alone. That was wishful thinking.

	“That’s bullshit and you know it. You never give anyone a chance. There’s always an excuse as to why you won’t go any further than just dating. I thought this might be different.”

	I shrugged.

	“Well, it’s not.”

	This was straying into dangerous territory. How could I ever admit the truth? She was the reason I couldn’t move on. It wasn’t her fault. I never blamed her for my own predicament. Aiden was her one. I liked and respected him, especially the way he doted on Avery and their daughter. They deserved their happiness.

	“What exactly is wrong with her, James?”

	“Nothing.”

	She wanted something I couldn’t give her.

	Me.

	“You’re going to have to let someone else in at some point, you know. It can’t always just be me. You know I’ll be here for you and I love you so much, but one day you’ll meet the right girl and she’ll be there for you in ways I can never be.”

	I don’t know that anyone can eclipse you, Avery. You’ve been in my life since we were five years old. You’re the only person I trust. The only one who understands me. The only girl I’ve ever wanted.

	I couldn’t say that. So I kept lying instead even though my heart physically ached.

	“I know. Cassie is a lovely girl and we had fun together, but there’s something missing. I feel like shit. I let her think we could be something more. I want to tell her I’m sorry, but the words never seem to come out right.”

	Avery’s eyes told me that whilst she was disappointed in me, she also understood.

	“Just be honest. She might hate you but leading her on is worse.”

	I nodded, unable to think of a suitable response. She put her glass on the floor and opened her arms to me. Unable to say no, I let her hug me, breathing her in. Avery felt like home.

	“It’ll be okay,” she whispered.

	No. It won’t, but I love how you think it will. Fuck. I love you so much.

	I released her, knowing it was wrong to let her comfort me when I was lying through my teeth.

	I hate myself so fucking much.

	She smiled at me in that heart stopping way of hers. I almost forgot to breathe. I couldn’t fucking do this any longer. I had to sort my shit out. But instead of doing that, I drowned my sorrows in booze for the rest of the night and Liora told me to stay. I lay in the spare bedroom staring at the ceiling when everyone else left and Dante, Brent and Liora went to bed. This used to be my room once upon a time, back when I’d lived with Dante and the twins.

	Getting up, I fished the napkin out of my coat pocket, sat back on the bed and stared at it. Tomorrow it would be a month since Dante and Liora’s wedding. After my conversation with Avery tonight, I realised I was still fucking miserable and very much haunted by my past.

	I wasn’t intending to go, but the more I thought about it, the more it made sense. Perhaps I just needed to let it out to someone who knew next to nothing about me.

	I’ll see you tomorrow night, Ellie Kirkwood. I hope you remember the promise we made.

	 

	
Chapter Four

	Ellie

	One month. Thirty days. That’s how long it had been since I last laid eyes on James Benson. I wondered if he kept the napkin with our signed promise on it. All day I’d been fretting about it. Stupid really. Work was the only thing keeping me sane until six rolled around and then I was just nervous as hell.

	I changed out of my uniform in the staff locker room. We hadn’t set a time so who knew how long I’d be waiting outside. Would he even show up? It had been a long shot. He’d likely forgotten all about the crazy girl who served him drinks at his brother’s wedding. Though we did have an interesting conversation, I still didn’t think it was enough to make me stick out in his memory.

	I let my hair down loose around my shoulders after I tidied up my makeup. It had a slight natural curl to it. Would he recognise me like this? I’d had it up in a bun that day.

	Honestly, what was wrong with me? Why did I care so much? Was it because he was the first person I’d felt the urge to open up to? It had to be that. There wasn’t another explanation for the strange feeling in my gut. It wasn’t like I really spoke to men other than at my job and even that had taken me a while to get used to.

	I couldn’t stay hiding in here. It was stupid really. He’d never show up. I was sure he had far more important things to do. I still held on to the small hope he would. Even if I’d never spoken to my last therapist about my experiences, she had told me to go out and make friends. Try and have a normal life after what happened to me. It was all very well her saying that. She had no idea what it was like to carry scars and wounds like mine.

	I slung my bag over my shoulder and walked out of the staff room. Normally I’d go out the back, but today I walked through the corridors until I reached the front lobby. My eyes scanned the area but the only people I recognised were my colleagues. I didn’t speak much to them anyway.

	You said outside the hotel, you dipstick.

	I almost smacked myself around the head. Stifling the urge to scream, turn around and walk out the back, I continued across the lobby and walked through the revolving door. My heart almost stopped in my chest when I stepped out. I was frozen for a long moment until I realised someone else was trying to come out.

	He’s here.

	Holy shit.

	He’s actually here.

	James Benson stood at the bottom of the steps, his hands dug into his coat pockets and he was staring up at me with a lopsided smile. I moved, getting out of the way of the people trying to exit the hotel. Taking the steps one by one, I stopped on the last one, right in front of him.

	“Hi,” I blurted out, my voice sounding all high pitched.

	I cursed myself internally for being such an idiot. I didn’t think he’d be here.

	“Hi yourself.”

	“You’re here.”

	He dug something out of his pocket and handed it to me. It was the napkin with our signatures on it. I smiled. He kept it. He remembered me. The crazy girl from the bar.

	“I think it states there we made a promise to each other. It wouldn’t make a very good impression if I broke a promise now, would it?”

	I shook my head as I gave it back to him. He stuck it in his pocket and looked up at me. If I was on the same level as him, I’d probably only come up to his chest. I stepped down, proving my assessment correct. He was really tall. I hadn’t noticed it when he was sitting at my bar. I still couldn’t believe he was here.

	“You know, I didn’t expect you to show up, let alone remember me.”

	He cocked his head to the side.

	“You left quite an impression.”

	I wondered what that meant but decided against asking.

	“Um, so… There’s a bar I know that’s not far from here. It’s quiet so we can talk without shouting at each other.”

	He gave me a nod and put his hand out as if to say ‘show me the way’. I was glad he hadn’t offered me his arm or anything. I had the urge to comfort him last time, but touching other people was still weird for me. Hell, being close to another person made my scars itch, but I didn’t mind James so much. He put a respectful distance between us as we walked.

	I realised I was going to have to tell him something about myself because that’s what we’d promised. A story from my past. It would be opening a huge can of worms, but a promise was a promise. Perhaps I could start with something easy. Was there anything easy about my past? Not really. I hadn’t thought this part through.

	“Bartended any more weddings?”

	I jumped at the sound of his voice. He gave me an apologetic look. God, why was I being so awkward? Of course he was going to talk to me. It was just weird for me to be going out for a drink with someone. I hadn’t really done this like ever. Not in the almost two and a half years since I was rescued nor at any point before that. I didn’t have friends and I certainly didn’t keep in touch with anyone I knew from that time. I preferred not to be reminded of what happened back then.

	“We had one last week. It was a lot bigger so there were three of us behind the bar.”

	Two hundred guests to be exact. It was some famous musician’s wedding held in the largest function room. They had a live band and it was really loud. I hadn’t liked that part much. Crowds and loud noises still bothered me, but I’d focused on my job, which got me through the night. When I went home to my tiny studio flat, I sat in my cupboard for the longest time with my hands over my ears until the ringing stopped. Sometimes it was the only place I felt safe.

	“How did it compare?”

	“I preferred your brother’s. No one threw up all over the bar.”

	“That happened?”

	I nodded.

	“Oh yeah, it was pink projectile vomit. I was on the other side of the bar so avoided it, but one of the other girls got it all over her shirt and in her hair.”

	He scrunched up his face in disgust. I couldn’t blame him. The whole thing made me feel queasy. Luckily the cleaners dealt with it so the rest of us didn’t have to. The projectile vomiter had been swiftly evicted and things settled down a little after that. The function room was a complete bomb site by the time the last guests left at one in the morning. The hotel likely charged the bride and groom extra for the mass clean up. Some celebrities thought they could get away with anything.

	“How long have you been working there?”

	“Six months.”

	The longest job I’d ever had. I’d tried so hard at the other ones, but I was still having panic attacks and breakdowns at that point. Now I was stable, mostly. I could deal with the day shifts and the few nights I worked at the hotel. It wasn’t so bad. They knew about some of my history and made adjustments for me, but so far, I hadn’t had any trouble.

	“Can I ask how old you are?”

	“You can ask me whatever you want, just no guarantees I’ll answer.”

	“So… your age is off limits?”

	I smiled and shook my head.

	“Twenty three.”

	“Same as me then.”

	I hadn’t realised he was so young. I mean, he looked kind of young. Maybe it was the stubble which made him seem a little older.

	We turned a corner and walked a little further until I stopped outside a nondescript building. The little jazz bar was in the basement. James followed me down the steps. Some nights I came here alone just to listen to the music. It was never busy which suited me. The bar itself was cosy with blue velvet upholstery on the small booths and chairs. There was a lot of exposed wood and bricks with art deco lampshades. An eclectic mix of old and new.

	“What do you drink?” I asked when we reached the bar.

	“What do you usually have?”

	“Amaretto Sours.”

	“Make it two then.”

	I gave him a smile, a little surprised he wanted to have the same drink as me.

	“Hey Sandro, two of my usual please,” I said when the bartender walked up.

	“You got it. Say, this is a first. Are you on a date, Ellie?”

	I almost choked on my own breath. Sandro was the regular bartender at Frankie’s so I’d built up a little bit of a rapport with him since I started coming here six months ago. This was the first time I’d brought someone with me.

	I didn’t dare look at James when I answered.

	“Uh, no. Just a… friend.”

	“Well, chica, your friend is easy on the eyes.”

	Can I just die right now?

	Sandro was a flirt. He would literally flirt with a broom if he could. It didn’t matter if you were male or female, no one escaped Sandro’s wicked tongue.

	I mean, okay, Sandro had a point. It wasn’t like James was unattractive, but I wasn’t looking for someone to date. Especially not someone I knew was in love with his married best friend.

	I glanced at James but he was shaking his head, ocean blue eyes twinkling with amusement.

	Sandro placed our drinks on the bar, giving me a wink. I was about to pull out my purse, but James was already there with his card, waving it over the machine. We picked up our drinks and sat in the far corner in a booth. We could still see the small stage but no one would disturb us here. This was my usual spot anyway.

	“You didn’t have to do that,” I said after I’d slipped off my jacket. I was wearing a long sleeved thin green shirt and black jeans with ballet flats.

	“Do what?”

	“Buy the drinks.”

	He tilted his head to the side, watching me under his long eyelashes. Most women would be jealous of those. Admittedly, I was a little.

	“You can get the next ones if it makes you feel better.”

	“Deal.”

	He smiled and sat back. He wasn’t wearing a suit. Just a plain navy t-shirt, jeans and trainers. It suited him better, the casual look.

	I took a sip of my drink and he did the same, watching me over the glass.

	“So, Ellie… Do we need to get drunk before sharing a story? Who goes first?”

	I fiddled with my glass for a moment.

	“I can… if you want. Also, I’m a lightweight so getting drunk could be on the cards.”

	He grinned.

	“Good to know. For future reference and all.”

	“Why, planning on trying to take advantage of me?”

	He almost choked on his drink.

	“What? No. I don’t… I’m not that sort of person.”

	I smiled and shook my head.

	“Sorry, my sense of humour clearly isn’t hitting the mark.”

	He raised an eyebrow and set his drink back on the table.

	“No, no, I like it.”

	I felt my face growing hot. No one had ever told me they liked something about me before. It was stupid really that it made me feel good inside.

	“Were you waiting ages for me? At the hotel I mean.”

	“No. We never specified a time, but it was only like five minutes.”

	“Maybe we should do that next time.”

	Why the hell did I just blurt that out?

	Would there be a next time? I couldn’t deny I wanted a friend. Someone to confide in at least.

	“Maybe we should.”

	I was stalling now. I had no idea what to tell him. There were so many places I could start, but perhaps it was better not to scare him off. What would he think about my past? The horrors inflicted on me. How did you even go about telling someone that kind of shit?

	I knocked back the rest of my drink, trying to settle my nerves. I could feel his eyes on me.

	“Another?” he asked.

	“My round.”

	I got up abruptly. Why had this been easier last time? Talking to him, I mean.

	You weren’t talking about yourself then.

	If he noticed my nervous behaviour, he didn’t comment. I got us two more Amaretto Sours after getting raised eyebrows from Sandro about my companion and brought them over.

	“You don’t have to tell me anything, you know. We’re complete strangers so I can understand why this would be weird.”

	I hadn’t expected him to say that.

	“I want to. My life is complicated and I honestly don’t want to scare the crap out of you or anything with it.”

	He gave me a reassuring smile.

	“Trust me, you won’t.”

	I took a deep breath, then undid the button on my left shirt sleeve and rolled it up slightly. I held it out to him so he could see the almost crescent shaped faded burn mark on my forearm.

	“I got that when I was sixteen. My… I… someone held an iron to my skin.”

	I was about to tell him one of my tormentors did it to me but I wasn’t ready to admit that part quite yet.

	He didn’t touch me but he examined it closely

	“Why?”

	“I disobeyed them.”

	I could see the compassion in his eyes like he understood exactly what that meant. To have someone punish you in such a violent manner. And he did because of his father. That’s why I knew I was safe to tell him these things. He wouldn’t judge me.

	“Can I ask if you have more?”

	“Scars?”

	He nodded.

	“Um, yes, I do.”

	I didn’t like to see myself naked. They littered my back along with a few on my torso, arms and thighs. Some of them were worse than others. They were all reminders. Reminders of what had been done to me over the years before I was rescued.

	“Extensive?”

	I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

	“I know saying sorry that happened to you is kind of useless, so I won’t.”

	For the first time in my life, I felt like someone actually understood me. Everyone kept saying they were sorry. The word became meaningless.

	I pulled my arm back and covered it again, rebuttoning my sleeve.

	“Do you have any?”

	“Yes, but… not ones I can show you in public.”

	“Where?”

	He pointed to his abdomen.

	“He hit me with his belt sometimes. The buckle caught my skin in several places.”

	He was talking about his father.

	“I have a burn mark from a cigar on my shoulder and a few other scars. I was young when it started. Dante took the brunt of it and I didn’t know the extent until the day before Dad was arrested.”

	The charges brought against Zachary Benson were revealed to the public, but not the details of the abuse. I wasn’t trying to pry into his life nor get him to tell me about his experience of abuse. If he wanted to talk about it, then I’d listen.

	“How did it feel, like when he got put away, I mean?”

	“Honestly, all I felt was relief. He wasn’t physically abusive much when I got older, more verbally. So knowing I didn’t have to put up with that any longer… I almost felt like I could breathe again.”

	I didn’t feel like I could breathe. Some of the people responsible for what happened to me weren’t in prison where they belonged.

	“This got deep quickly.”

	He laughed. That baritone laugh which I felt deep in my bones.

	“Are you complaining? I mean, we’re both here which by default means we’re miserable and haunted by our pasts. I figured perhaps we both had dark and twisty in common.”

	I grinned, trying to hold back from laughing but I couldn’t. It felt so good to laugh. To actually enjoy someone else’s company without it feeling forced.

	“Dark and twisty is the right word for it.”

	It wasn’t a competition. I was sure the things James experienced were awful in their own right just as my harrowing past was too.

	“Does telling you about my dad count as a story?”

	“Yeah, it does.”

	“Then I guess we’ve both met our end of the bargain.”

	Somehow that made my chest feel tight. Was this coming to an end already? I honestly didn’t want it to.

	“You want another?” he asked when I said nothing.

	“Um, sure.”

	He got up, taking our empty glasses back to the bar with him. When he returned, he had a napkin tucked under one of the glasses and a pen behind his ear. He set the drinks down and handed the napkin to me along with the pen.

	One month today at 6 pm, I promise to meet you outside this bar before we go to dinner where we will exchange another story.

	He’d already signed it. I smiled, unable to help myself. He wanted to go to dinner. I wracked my brain for my work schedule before pulling out my phone and checking the app for it. The hotel I worked at had some fancy technology and the rotas were done well in advance. I wasn’t working that day so I picked up the pen, signed my name too and slid it back to him.

	“Let me guess, you’ll remember.”

	“How could I forget? I mean, I don’t get random invites to dinner very often.”

	His smile was becoming my new favourite thing. It was radiant. His ocean blue eyes twinkled in an almost mischievous way.

	“I’d hardly call it random. You did tell Sandro we’re friends”

	“If you turn up next time, then we can officially call each other friends.”

	“Deal.”

	For the next half an hour we talked about work mostly. We didn’t stick around for another drink. We stood a little awkwardly outside the bar together.

	“So, um, guess I’ll see you in a month then.”

	He rubbed the back of his neck.

	“Yeah, a month.”

	He looked like he wanted to say more, but he didn’t open his mouth again. Why did it feel like the next month would drag?

	“I had fun.”

	I wasn’t lying. Talking to him had been easy once I started. He didn’t give me any weird vibes or cause my anxiety to spiral out of control. James made me feel safe in a strange sort of way.

	“Me too… I… I’ll see you soon.”

	He looked like he might try touch me for a moment but then he gave me a smile, turned and walked away. I watched him for a long moment before turning in the other direction so I could catch my bus.

	Tonight had been a giant leap for me. I’d told someone something about me not many other people knew. Someone who didn’t look at me with pity.

	I like you, James Benson. I hope we can be friends. Having a friend like you would make me happy.

	 

	
Chapter Five

	James

	For the first time in forever, I was actually looking forward to something. It wasn’t a date or the promise of sex. It was just a thing between two people who shared a past marred by violence and abuse. There was no doubt in my mind, Ellie had suffered. The scar she’d shown me was only the tip of the iceberg. Seeing it hadn’t bothered me at all. Some people wore their scars on their skin and some etched on their souls. I suffered from both and I had a feeling Ellie did too.

	Perhaps this was what I needed. A new friend. That’s what I wanted out of it. Someone I could confide in who wasn’t Avery. Ultimately, she was right. I needed to find another person even though she’d always be my best friend. We’d been close for so long, not having her in my life would be like severing a limb. When she’d disappeared after her parents’ deaths, I’d almost lost it completely. Dad was getting worse and my world was falling apart around me. The one person I needed wasn’t there. I was terrified she’d met the same fate as her parents.

	When she’d come back, I was relieved, but that’s when everything changed because of her family and Aiden. Our relationship with each other hadn’t been the same since. We’d always share a certain level of closeness, but her love for Aiden eclipsed everything else.

	I needed to stop thinking about this. Why was I continuing to torture myself in this way? It wasn’t healthy. More like self-flagellation. It wasn’t anything less than I deserved considering how I’d kept the truth of my feelings from her. It wouldn’t do her any good to know anyway. I knew Avery. Her soft heart wouldn’t be able to stand it. She’d feel responsible for it and she wasn’t. It was my fault. My burden.

	I meant to tell Ellie about Avery. That was why I’d kept my promise to meet her. When she’d told me about her pain, I couldn’t help but share mine because she understood it. I had a hard time talking about my father with my siblings. None of us liked to bring the subject up. Not since he went to prison. Besides Dante had Liora to confide in and the twins had each other. I didn’t like to discuss it with Avery much so I had no one.

	You have Ellie now.

	I barely knew a thing about this girl and yet talking to her was easy. She got it without me having to explain. Next time I’d talk to her about Avery. Except next time felt too far away.

	The door to my office slammed open on its hinges. I looked up just in time to see Cassie walk in, her features painted with irritation.

	“I’ve been back and forth with myself for a week now wondering if what you said was true.”

	I was so startled by her presence, I couldn’t think what she was talking about.

	“I thought you wanted this thing between us to work and yet now I just think you’ve been lying to me this whole time. You’re selfish, you know that? You expect me to be at your beck and call when you want it, but when I need you, you’re never there. Did you ever care about me or was this just some fun to you?”

	Fuck, she hadn’t shut the door. I had to stop this. Her voice was all high pitched and I swear everyone on this floor could hear her. I stood up and walked around the desk, putting my hands out to her.

	“Cassie, now isn’t the time for this.”

	“When is? You never want to talk,” she almost screamed at me.

	I walked past her and shut my office door firmly without looking to see if anyone was in the hallway. She turned to me.

	“Tell me the truth, James, there was no family thing last week. You just didn’t want to spend time with me.”

	“I didn’t lie to you about that.”

	She crossed her arms over her chest.

	“I don’t believe you. How can I believe anything you tell me?”

	“I haven’t lied to you, Cassie. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen this way.”

	I was saying the wrong things. I knew I was but the right words didn’t seem to want to come out of my mouth. Words like I’m sorry and I should never have treated you this way.

	Her eyes flashed with anger.

	“No? You didn’t mean to kiss me that night nor bend me over your fucking desk, did you?”

	I flinched. We’d been working late six months ago when it happened. I’d just found out Avery was pregnant. Even though I was happy for her, it hurt. So I sought solace in Cassie because I knew she had a crush on me. It was obvious. I felt something for her but that something faded quickly. It was too late to stop all of this by then. Everything between Cassie and I was a mistake. One I sorely regretted making because all I’d done was hurt her. I wasn’t proud of it.

	“Not got anything to say for yourself? Why the fuck am I not surprised, huh? You sure you don’t want to placate me with sex yet again?”

	My office door opened and in walked Dante.

	“What the fuck is going on? Everyone can hear you shouting,” he said, shutting the door behind him.

	“Oh, well, here’s someone I might be able to get a straight answer out of.”

	Dante looked between us.

	“Excuse me?”

	“Last week James claimed he had a family thing.”

	His eyes fell on me.

	“You didn’t tell her what we were doing?”

	I shook my head.

	“Wait, you did have a thing?” Cassie asked, her voice hesitant.

	“Yes, the anniversary of our mother’s death,” Dante said.

	She turned on me, her expression stricken.

	“Why didn’t you just tell me that?”

	“It’s not something I talk about, okay?” I replied, rubbing the back of my neck.

	Talking to anyone who didn’t know my mother was hard for me. I’d only been ten when I lost her. Her death left a gaping hole in my chest. A void that would never be filled. And knowing it was my own father who stole her from us made it worse. I hated him. I hated him so much it threatened to consume me sometimes.

	“I could’ve been there for you.”

	“We agreed no partners, Cassie. It was family and those who knew her only,” Dante answered for me.

	She looked at the floor. What happened last week had nothing to do with her. Even if this thing between us had been serious, I still wouldn’t have wanted her there. My family and my two friends understood the magnitude of her loss. No one else could.

	Except Ellie. She would. I know she’s lost people in her life. I sense it.

	“Regardless, this is a workplace and shouting at your manager no matter what problems you’re having personally is unacceptable. Go and wait in my office whilst I have a word with my brother,” he continued.

	“Yes, Mr Benson, I apologise,” Cassie said before she left without looking at me.

	When the door was closed I moved away and stood by the window, staring out at the street below.

	“You need to sort your shit out with her.”

	“I know I do,” I said, my voice quiet.

	“Do you? Because this can’t happen again.”

	I sighed, putting a hand against the window frame.

	“I’ll sort it out.”

	“James, leading her on is fucked up, you know that, right? She’s our employee.”

	Having him reprimand me stung especially because Dante was right. Even though he wasn’t a saint and the shit he’d been involved with when it came to Dad was also fucked up, he never put his own interests above work. The business was different. It was our livelihood and he took that seriously now the four of us were in charge.

	“I didn’t mean to.”

	He came up and stood beside me, his expression one of sympathy.

	“It’s her, isn’t it? It always has been.”

	He was referring to Avery. Dante had always known how I felt. He was the only one who saw it. How pathetically in love with my best friend I was, even though she was married with a baby now.

	“She’d be heartbroken if I told her the truth.”

	“Her or Cassie?”

	“Both.”

	He gave me a slight nod.

	“You need to end it with Cassie. It’s not fair on her and honestly, I can’t entirely blame her for getting pissed off at you.”

	I stared out of the window again.

	“I know. I will, I promise.”

	Dante was right. I’d led her on and created this mess. I could only hope I could say the right words to show her how fucking sorry I was. How much I regretted the way I treated her and how she deserved more.

	***

	The past couple of weeks had dragged to the point where I thought the day would never come around, but here I was, standing outside the same bar. Frankie’s. I liked it. It was quiet, and whilst I never really listened to jazz, I didn’t mind it so much. I’d been paying more attention to my companion then the surroundings anyway.

	I looked at my phone. As usual, I was early by at least fifteen minutes. I wasn’t sure if Ellie was the punctual type or if she left things to the last minute. A part of me wanted to know everything there was to know about her. I wouldn’t press her though. She could tell me things in her own time. That’s what this was about. Having a person to talk to about the dark and twisted aspects of our lives. I smiled to myself at the thought of it.

	Dark and twisty.

	“And I thought I was overeager.”

	I looked down, finding Ellie standing next to me with a smirk on her face and her sky blue eyes full of amusement.

	“I like to think of it as being punctual,” I replied.

	“Hi,” she said, almost shyly.

	“Hi, yourself.”

	I looked at her closely, her coat was hanging open and I could see she was wearing a navy dress which fell to just past her knees with ballet flats. My mind went into overdrive thinking about the ways I could dress her for her slight hourglass figure. I think it was a product of being raised around clothes. Somehow Dad’s eye for it rubbed off on Dante and me.

	Not sure Ellie would’ve appreciated me thinking that about her so I raised my eyes back to hers. Her face was a little flushed. Shit. I wasn’t checking her out in the way she thought I was. Ellie wasn’t unattractive. In fact, she was stunningly beautiful. Her dark hair had copper tones to it. Her face, heart shaped and her button nose was kind of adorable. There was just something about Ellie which had me wanting to see more of her. Know more of her.

	“Um, shall we get a drink first or go straight to dinner?” I asked, trying not to make this any more awkward than it already was.

	“Have you planned where we’re eating?”

	I grinned.

	“Yes, I was the one who invited you so it’s only fair.”

	She was quiet for a moment, staring up at me with a strange look in her eyes. Almost as if she couldn’t believe someone would go out of their way to plan things in advance. That made me kind of sad. Did she think so little of herself or had no one done something like this for her before? Either way, I was determined to make it clear she was worth the effort. Because she was. Even though I’d only seen her twice, Ellie made me feel more at ease than I had done in a long while.

	“Oh, well, I am kind of hungry.”

	“Dinner it is then. A drink after, maybe?”

	“Maybe.”

	Her words might have been unsure but her eyes said yes. It was Saturday evening so I had no plans for tomorrow. She could have me all night to talk to if she wanted.

	I indicated with my head she should follow me. It wasn’t far. I’d checked out the places nearby to make sure we didn’t have to walk much. It was a little Mexican place tucked away on a side street. Her blue eyes lit up when she saw it.

	“You’re not psychic, are you?”

	I laughed, shaking my head.

	“No, why?”

	“Uh, all-time favourite food right here.”

	“Just a lucky guess I suppose.”

	And the fact that Avery had been here and recommended it to me a while back. Mexican was her favourite too.

	We walked in and her face fell a little.

	“It looks really busy.”

	I wanted to reassure her with a simple touch on her arm, but I was trying not to make her uncomfortable. That type of thing could be difficult to gauge whether it was okay or not when you knew someone had suffered physical abuse. Dante didn’t like being touched skin on skin in certain places after what Dad had done to him. He accepted it from Liora, but I think that had more to do with how he felt about her than anything else. Love had a strange way of changing people and it had certainly changed my brother.

	One of the waiters came up and asked me if I had a reservation. Ellie looked up at me with wide eyes when I gave him my name.

	“Right this way, sir,” he said, leading the two of us over to the corner where there was a secluded table.

	I’d asked them if they had anything tucked away because I didn’t want us to be talking about our dark pasts with people on all sides.

	“You made a reservation?” she asked when we were seated and looking over the menus.

	“I was counting on you wanting to go straight to dinner.”

	She smiled at me over the top of the menu before her eyes flicked down to it. We didn’t talk whilst deliberating and ordering. It seemed we both had similar tastes as Ellie chose the chicken enchiladas and I picked beef. After the waiter brought us both over a bottle of Corona I sat back and watched her for a moment.

	“What?” she asked with a little tinge of pink flooding her features.

	“I was just thinking it’s my turn to go first.”

	“Oh… I suppose you’re right.”

	She fiddled with her fork, staring down at the placemat. Was she nervous?

	“Have you ever been out to dinner with someone before?”

	The shade of her cheeks deepened until she was bright red.

	“Um, no,” she told me, her voice quiet.

	I smiled. She was endearing on so many levels.

	“We can share stories later if you’re uncomfortable.”

	She shook her head as she met my eyes again.

	“No, it’s okay. Maybe I’ll feel less nervous if we start talking, you know?”

	I could see the sense in that. I hoped she could relax for her sake. It was hard for me to imagine what it was like not to have done all these social things before. I didn’t know much about Ellie’s background so who knew why she’d never done normal things like going to dinner with someone. Maybe it was something she’d reveal in the future.

	“I hope it’s not weird that I want to tell you about… her.”

	“Your best friend.”

	I nodded.

	“It’s not weird. Are you going to be honest about how you feel?”

	It was my turn to fiddle with my cutlery.

	“Yeah, I guess that’s the point of this.”

	Where did I start? This was meant to be a story from our pasts, but I had so many stories about Avery and me. The painful ones would be the hardest to talk about, but in so many ways, they were the most relevant.

	“It is, but I don’t want either of us to feel obliged to reveal things we don’t want to.”

	“You were right the day we met. I do wish it was more. I… I’m in love with her.”

	Saying it out loud for the very first time made me feel like fucking shit. In fact, I kind of felt ill. I took a hasty sip of my beer. Ellie didn’t say anything, she just watched me.

	“I’ve never said that before… It doesn’t feel good to admit it.”

	“No?”

	“It feels like I’m betraying my friendship with her. It’s such a fucked up situation. I don’t even know how to start telling you all the reasons why I shouldn’t feel this way.”

	“Maybe start with something easy. How long have you known each other?”

	Her blue eyes were full of so much compassion and understanding. It made me want to spill all of my secrets to her. I could start with something simple. She already knew the worst thing and that was me being in love with Avery.

	“Since we were five. It was the first day of school and our teacher made us sit together as partners. It was like an instant thing. I was drawn to her. We shared everything with each other. There were three of us, me, Gertie and Avery. We were always closer, Avery and me. Dante used to call us inseparable.”

	We were so innocent back then. I loved her and she loved me. It was only when we grew up that things started to change. It wasn’t just me though, it was her too. That’s what I found so difficult about this situation. Avery sought me out. She started it all and now I was left to pick up the pieces because she’d found Aiden and fallen in love with him instead.

	It was meant to be me. She was supposed to be mine. Except Avery was never mine. Not really. That was the hardest part of all.

	The waiter came with our food at that point, so I was forced to stop. Ellie didn’t look perturbed by what I’d said. We were silent for a long while whilst we both dug in. She made appreciative noises about the food. She looked cute when she ate, carefully cutting up each piece so it wasn’t too big. Like she was mindful of how she came across. I wouldn’t care if she ate with gusto or not. To be honest, at this rate, I wasn’t sure Ellie could do anything to make me not want to get to know her.

	“I’ve really fucked things up recently. That’s kind of what I wanted to talk about. The past is painful, but here and now, I’m struggling,” I blurted out after a few minutes ticked by.

	“You can tell me… I won’t judge.”

	Ellie looked so earnest. Like nothing I could say would affect her opinion of me.

	You won’t judge me but I do. I fucking judge everything that’s happened since Avery and I turned seventeen. Especially what I’ve done in the past year.

	 

	
Chapter Six

	Ellie

	The abject misery in his voice tore at me. I barely knew this man but I was beginning to care about him. Care that he was hurting. It was an odd feeling for me. The only other people I’d cared about in my life had betrayed me in a fundamental way. I didn’t trust easily. I certainly didn’t allow myself to have feelings for anyone else. Yet I desperately wanted to be James’ friend. To be there for him.

	“I did something I regret,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck after he put his fork down.

	I paused in the midst of cutting another slice of enchilada, looking at him intently. I hoped my gaze wasn’t making him uncomfortable, but he didn’t seem to indicate it was.

	“Seven months ago Avery told me she was pregnant, four months along already, but her and Aiden wanted to make sure before they told anyone. I was happy for her, like incredibly happy because I knew they’d been trying.”

	I wondered where this was going. What could he have possibly done which he regretted now? There didn’t seem to be any animosity between him and his best friend at the wedding, so it couldn’t be that. Curiosity burnt in my chest.

	“It wasn’t until the next day when I was working late that it really hit me. Kind of like the final nail in the coffin, you know.” He paused, looking at me with shame in his blue eyes. “I was never going to break up her marriage with Aiden, but them having a baby made it real. Like so real to me. I’d never have her in the way I wanted.”

	My heart felt tight in my chest for a moment. I wanted to reach out to him, hold his hand and tell him it would be okay. I knew it was normal, a human thing to do, have empathy, but for me, it was foreign. No one had comforted me for a long time. How did I do this? Was it okay for me to touch him or would it feel strange? Having an urge for physical contact was alien since for so many years, the only touch I’d experienced was violent.

	Words of comfort didn’t seem enough though. Not enough to express my understanding of his predicament. How hard it must be to feel that way about the person you’re close to and you can’t have. I might never have experienced it myself, but it didn’t mean I hadn’t witnessed it in other people. The longing and the pain.

	“I did something stupid because of it. I wasn’t alone that night in the office. This girl… my employee, I knew she liked me. It’s not that I didn’t like her too, but it was wrong of me to kiss her. To get lost in someone else to forget about Avery. I didn’t think of it like that at the time, it’s only now when everything’s gone to shit that I’m realising the truth.”

	My eyes fell on his hand resting on the table. My fingers twitched, urging me to do something. Words weren’t forming in my head, but the need to give him an indication that I didn’t think any less of him for it burnt a hole in my chest.

	The need won out. I reached over and laid my hand gently on top of his, curling my fingers around his and giving them a squeeze. His skin was warm and made mine prickle. It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling. Normally when I touched someone else, I wanted to tear my own skin off because it reminded me too much of all the times I’d been beaten and abused.

	The instant he met my eyes, I started to retract my hand, but he stopped me. He placed his other hand over mine for a moment before he moved it away again. His way of assuring me it was okay. So I left my hand on top of his, trying not to freak out over how this was okay with me. How it didn’t feel strange or unnatural. It was as if being around James was the most natural thing I could do. Getting to know him and wanting to be his friend.

	“I’ve hurt her though. Cassie. She wanted more than I’m capable of giving her. Instead of breaking things off, I just kept seeing her. I never treated her badly. We’d go out and do things together. I never let her in though. Never really talked about myself or my past or anything that wasn’t innocuous. Then a couple of weeks ago she blew up at me in the office. Dante had to intervene.”

	He looked down at his plate, his eyes clouding over.

	“He’s the only one who knows how I feel about Avery. I didn’t tell him, he just knows me and her too well. He told me to break it off with Cassie, but she won’t talk to me now. So I’m stuck in limbo with her. I want to apologise and make sure she knows it wasn’t her.”

	I wasn’t going to say what he did was right because it wasn’t. Emotions. They make humans do fucked up shit. We all needed ways to cope with them. For years I’d become numb to them so I could survive. Now I was learning how to live again. To feel. So I really couldn’t judge James for trying to deal with his own by finding comfort in another person no matter how screwed up that was.

	“I think we got deep quickly again,” he said with a slight chuckle, but it was hollow.

	I pulled my hand away. He didn’t stop me this time, but he met my eyes. His were sad and that stabbed at something deep inside me.

	“I think the important thing to remember here is that you want to make it right with Cassie. If you didn’t care, you wouldn’t bother. Humans are strange creatures. We don’t think before we act when emotions are involved. It’s only later when faced with the consequences of our actions when we realise we’ve fucked up. Often it’s too late to take it back. All we can do is say we’re sorry and we didn’t mean to hurt them.”

	“How did you get so smart about this kind of stuff?”

	“Therapy.”

	I grinned when he raised his eyebrows.

	“You’ve had therapy?”

	“Well, my therapists talked a lot to fill the silence. I’m pretty sure you have to actually work with them for it to be remotely effective. I stopped going after the fifth one they assigned me to. Mostly because she kept saying things like, if you don’t help yourself, Ellie, how can you expect to live a normal life? I mean I’m pretty sure there’s no such thing as normal. She was a shitty therapist.”

	It wasn’t that I didn’t think therapy worked. It was just me. I hated opening up to anyone. Talking about something like abuse and how it’d left me with scars I couldn’t look at without wanting to put my fist through the mirror was almost impossible. It took me back to the time it happened. Reminded me of the pain. I didn’t trust those therapists with my truth.

	“Sounds like it. What about the other four?”

	“One wanted to try hypnotherapy, to which I was just like, hell no. Two of them asked too many questions and the other one talked too much about coping techniques which were quite frankly useless. I got fed up. They were all privately funded, so I wasn’t paying for it, but after a while, it became pointless to continue. That’s when I said screw it, found myself the job at the hotel, my own flat and here I am just living instead. I’ve coped better in the past six months than in the two years of therapy.”

	It was the truth. The past six months had been better for me than when I was constantly being told I needed to relive the past in order to move forward. Reliving my experiences was unnecessary because I already did. Every night. I’d wake up in a hot sweat, thrashing in the sheets with tears streaming down my face.

	“You live by yourself then?”

	“Yeah, it’s a tiny studio, but it’s home.”

	He smiled and picked up his knife and fork again. I was surprised he hadn’t asked me anything about how come I’d had therapists privately funded. Surely that was something to pique his curiosity. Not that I would know how to tell him anyway. It seemed wrong for me to keep it a secret. That his best friend’s family were partially responsible for what happened to me.

	I couldn’t place the entire blame on them. The person who’d sold me to them was who I directed most of my anger towards. It was their fault I was left with all these mental and physical scars. Don’t get me wrong, I was glad most of the perpetrators were behind bars now. It’s just there were still those hidden in the shadows who would likely never be prosecuted for their involvement. I’d been surprised they’d left me alone given what I knew. I suppose I wasn’t seen as a threat. I wouldn’t talk because I’d been conditioned to keep silent.

	Silence had cost me too much. Obedience was ingrained. It took me a long time to be able to speak again. To be my own person. Now I had a voice and I was going to use it. Starting with my friendship with the man in front of me. I’d work out how to admit that truth to him soon.

	“You know… you could write her a letter and tell her you’re sorry that way, I mean because she won’t talk to you.”

	The idea just occurred to me. The napkin next to my plate jogged my memory. I wondered if we were going to do it again. Write down our promise to meet. I hoped he wanted to see me. Make this a regular thing. Even if we only opened up a little bit at a time, it still felt as though we were moving forward. Inch by inch. Talking about it with him lessened the ache in my chest by a fraction.

	He cocked his head to the side and bit his lip. My eyes were drawn to his mouth and the indents his teeth were making on his bottom lip. The feelings it elicited from me were unsettling. Not least because I’d never wondered what someone else’s lips would feel like under my fingers. I wanted to feel the curve of his on the pads of my fingertips, to know how soft they were and if they’d feel nice against my skin.

	What the hell? Where did these thoughts come from?

	I’d touched his hand earlier and that had been weird enough but wanting to feel more of James pushed me completely out of my comfort zone. My cheeks felt hot so my face was likely bright red. This was just plain embarrassing on so many levels. I looked down at my empty plate, surprised to find I’d already finished my meal. What was he thinking? Had he noticed me staring at his mouth?

	Ground swallow me up before I die.

	“That’s actually not a bad idea,” he said finally after what felt like five minutes of pure torture on my end.

	“It’s not?”

	“No. Maybe I can put into words what I could never voice out loud.”

	I looked up at him even though my cheeks still felt hot. If he noticed I’d been staring, his expression didn’t give it away. Maybe he was just trying to make me feel at ease. Why was I being so awkward? I’d always been awkward around people since my rescue, but I didn’t want to be that way around him.

	The fact that I was so invested in this budding friendship already scared me no end. Especially given this was a guy and being around men wasn’t easy for me. Not after what happened.

	“You want dessert or should we go for a drink?” he asked when I didn’t respond.

	I was a little full, but I didn’t want this night to end quite yet.

	“A drink. I still owe you a story.”

	“I thought your therapist thing was one.”

	I shook my head. There were other things I wanted to say. Work up to telling him the truth by explaining a few things about my experiences.

	He took care of the bill before I could say anything. When we left, he looked down at me with a smile.

	“Are you about to tell me off for paying?”

	I fiddled with my coat pocket.

	“No, but you don’t have to do that for me.”

	We were supposed to be friends. I wanted to feel like we were on an equal footing. I wasn’t flush, but because I didn’t go out much, I had money to spare.

	“I want to.”

	“Why?”

	He didn’t answer for a long moment. It was only when we got close to Frankie’s that his voice made me turn my head up to look at him.

	“Let me start by saying I’m not doing anything out of pity or charity. I genuinely want to know you, Ellie. I want your friendship because I like your company and I think you like mine, but you don’t give much away. You going to object to me wanting to treat you right?”

	I opened my mouth and closed it again, a little surprised by his admission. What could I say to that? What girl didn’t want to be treated right? Even a girl like me who’d had little kindness in her life wasn’t going to object.

	I didn’t say a word until we were in the bar and I’d bought us both a round of Amaretto Sours. Sat in my regular booth, which was surprisingly free, I looked up at him. We were closer together this time. Saturday nights were busier and louder in Frankie’s.

	“I like your company too,” I mumbled.

	His resulting smile took my breath away. The feelings in my chest were so alien. Everything about this was to me. I had to get a grip and fast.

	“I wanted to talk about what happened to me,” I blurted out before he could comment on what I’d said.

	“I’m listening.”

	I took a sip of my drink, just to settle my damn jumpy nerves. What was it about James? One minute I was perfectly calm around him and the next he was saying nice things to me and it had me acting all crazy. I didn’t understand myself or what was happening here.

	Squashing down all those weird feelings, I put my glass down and turned to him fully.

	“When I was fourteen… I was sold to a man who kept me for two years before I was given to another. There were others after that. For six long years I was living in hell and even though it’s been two and a half years since I was freed, I’m still not able to do things most normal people can.”

	I called it being rescued, because essentially that’s what it was. Gilbert Davenport’s house was raided by the police. He was my last master. They found me chained to a wall, half-starved with bruises all over my body. I was malnourished and mute. It was four months before I spoke and a year before I looked like a normal human being again. No longer skin and bones.

	“I didn’t speak much during those six years. It took me a long time to remember to use my voice. Even now, it’s weird for me to sit here and talk to you.”

	The way he was looking at me had my chest feeling tight. There was so much compassion and empathy in his expression.

	“It’s not that you make me uncomfortable, it’s… I’ve always had a hard time with men because of what happened. You’re actually the first guy I’ve had a real conversation with… and the first person I’ve willingly… um… touched.”

	I looked away.

	“It’s kind of embarrassing to admit that.”

	I swear a full minute ticked by before I felt a warm hand cover mine on the table. I shuddered under the unexpected touch. My heart was in my throat as I stared down at his hand on mine.

	“Is this okay?” he asked me, his voice low and laced with concern.

	I looked up at him under my lashes.

	“Yeah,” I whispered and I was being honest. James touching me was weird, but not for the reasons I expected. It didn’t make my scars itch nor give me a sickening feeling in my stomach. I just felt his warmth seeping into me. And that really was okay.

	“I appreciate your honesty, you know that, right?”

	I nodded.

	“Can I ask questions?”

	“If you want to.”

	He slid his hand off mine and gave me a lopsided smile. The contact was severed in that moment. I almost wished he hadn’t removed his hand because it made me feel safe and had me wondering what it would be like to be held by him.

	Seriously, what the hell is wrong with me this evening?

	“I don’t know how to ask this.”

	“Just say it.”

	Nothing he could ask me would be off limits really. I’d already made up my mind about him. He could have access to the darkest parts of my captivity if he cared to know about them.

	“How long after you were… sold did the abuse start?”

	“He gave me a month to adjust. Then he…” I stopped because that memory of the first time was awful. It hurt so much.

	“Ellie…”

	“He beat me with his belt because I told him I would never submit to him. At first, I was just his slave, it was only when I’d been with him six months and I’d turned fifteen that he… well, I’m sure you can guess what he did.”

	His blue eyes got dark and stormy, his expression twisted into that of disgust and horror.

	“Shit,” he muttered.

	I wish I could say I’d had one single positive sexual experience in my life, but the sorry truth was I hadn’t. None of it had been pleasant for me. All my memories were associated with pain and distress. One day I’d find someone I trusted enough to show me how it could be. Touch me in the right ways. Give me pleasure instead of pain. I wanted to experience that. I wasn’t going to let what happened to me in the past ruin the rest of my life.

	“Bet when you agreed to this you didn’t think I’d turn out to be this dark and twisty,” I said, trying to make light of it all. “I totally wouldn’t blame you for finding this too much.”

	His brow furrowed.

	“Ellie, what happened to you is really fucked up.”

	“I know it is.”

	“It doesn’t mean I think any differently of you.”

	“You don’t?”

	He shook his head. I felt like he wanted to reassure me with a touch again but he didn’t. I wanted him to, so it bothered me. How could I tell him I wasn’t afraid of him?

	“No… Can I tell you something that has to stay between us?”

	“You already told me a story today.”

	“It’s not really my story to tell, but I want you to know.”

	I nodded, curiosity getting the better of me. Who was I going to tell anyway? He was literally my only friend in this world, in all honesty. At least I hoped we were friends now. We did agree last time that if we both showed up, we could officially call ourselves that.

	“My sisters, the twins… Our father took their, um, virginity when they were fifteen to get back at Dante for taking us away from him.”

	His voice was so quiet when he said it, I had to strain to hear him over the noise of the bar. And my heart fractured in my chest at the knowledge.

	“I didn’t know, Dante only told me the truth just before our dad was arrested. It’s really fucked up and the girls still suffer from flashbacks.”

	Just when I thought his father couldn’t get any worse. I obviously didn’t know the full extent of the abuse, but the things James told me and the charges brought against his father made it obvious Zachary Benson was just pure evil. Anyone who could do that to their own children lacked morals.

	“Your father deserves to be locked up for life.”

	“I hate him. He tore our family apart. We’re still trying to put the pieces back together and find some normality. It’s been a weird time, getting the business back to where it should be.”

	“I can imagine.”

	We lapsed into silence. I felt awful for his sisters because I knew what it was like to be taken against your will. Especially since they were still suffering from flashbacks all these years later.

	“Listen, it’s my birthday next week,” he said, his expression cautious.

	“Oh… you’ll be twenty four, right?”

	“Yeah. Liora’s arranged for us to have a small get together at the weekend.”

	He shifted in his seat, almost as if he was unsure of himself.

	“Are you free on Thursday?”

	I blinked. I was on an early shift that day, so I’d be done by four.

	“Um, in the evening. Sure… Why?”

	“Hold on.”

	He dug something out of his coat pocket and pulled one of the drink napkins towards us. I watched him write on it before he spun it around to me.

	I promise to meet you outside Benson’s offices on Thursday at 7 pm for birthday cocktails.

	I raised an eyebrow.

	“Is Thursday your actual birthday?”

	“It is.”

	“You really want to spend it with me?”

	He pointed at his signature below the note.

	“I think you have your answer right there.”

	I shook my head, grinning as I signed my name next to his. He picked up the napkin and put it in his coat pocket. Then he stole my drink napkin and wrote down something else on it before he folded it, took my hand and tucked it into my fingers.

	“What’s this?”

	“Look at it later.”

	My curiosity almost got the better of me, but I popped it into my coat pocket without looking at it. What could he possibly have written down on it?

	We stayed out for another drink before calling it a night. I thanked him for dinner and got on my bus. I sat at the back and pulled the napkin he’d given me out of my pocket. I hadn’t honestly expected him to want to see me again so soon, let alone spent his birthday with me.

	I unfolded the napkin and stared down at the number on it.

	Hold up, did he just give me his phone number?

	I dug out my phone from my purse and entered it in. Pulling up my messages, I tapped one out to him.

	ME: You sure you want to spend your birthday with me?

	JAMES: I am. Don’t be late.

	I grinned.

	ME: I won’t… friends, right?

	JAMES: Friends.

	I felt a little giddy. Making a friend was another milestone. I’d made more progress in the past two months meeting James than I had done in years.

	Being around you makes me happy. I wish I could tell you how much.

	 

	
Chapter Seven

	James

	I’d taken Ellie’s advice and written a note for Cassie to say sorry for the way I’d treated her. I left it on her desk on Monday. So far, she hadn’t come to talk to me, but I hoped she’d read it. At least it made me feel less like a dick for never having apologised to her. Cassie was the first person I ever really saw for a long period of time. Mostly if I felt the need to get laid, it was a quick scroll through an app for a hook up.

	I didn’t resent Avery for it, but she’d screwed with my head. Relationships didn’t come easy to me. Neither did letting other people in. That part wasn’t her fault. It was the other things she did. Things neither of us could take back.

	***

	She wasn’t saying much. Avery turned up at the front door half an hour ago. Dante was out which I was glad of as he’d been acting like a complete dick recently. It was just me and Brent in the house. He was in his basement flat though.

	She sat on my bed, fiddling with the covers. She was never this quiet. I took a seat next to her and covered her hands with my own.

	“What’s wrong?”

	“Everything,” she whispered, not meeting my eyes.

	“Ave…”

	“Dad told me if I don’t apply to universities to do architecture, he won’t pay for any of it. I know I can get loans, but Mum looked so disappointed in me and it kills me. I want to study fine art. You know that.”

	They’d been having this argument for months on end. Ever since Avery told them she wanted to pursue her art.

	“I know. I’m sorry. I hoped they’d come around.”

	She shook her head.

	“They don’t accept it. I’m their heir. That’s all he seems to care about. Having me take over when he retires.”

	I put my arms out to her. She folded herself into my embrace, resting her head on my shoulder.

	“What would I do without you?” she whispered.

	I hated seeing her suffer. Having parental expectations sucked. My circumstances were worsening now Dante seemed to be talking to Dad again. After everything that happened, I couldn’t believe him. It was like the abuse never occurred. And now I had to go work for my dad’s fashion house when I finished school. My aspirations weren’t valid apparently.

	“I could say the same thing.”

	Avery was family to me. My best friend and confidant. I thought the world of her.

	She lifted her head from my shoulder. Her eyes roamed across my face. There was something in them I’d never seen before. Friends didn’t look at each other the way she was looking at me.

	“I’m so lost. I need an anchor. Something to keep me afloat.”

	She reached up and ran her fingers across my jaw.

	“What are you doing?”

	“I want to feel. I need something more than this dull ache in my chest.”

	“But—”

	I never got a chance to finish my sentence because she pressed her mouth against mine in a sudden movement which caught me completely off guard. Avery’s lips were on mine. Avery. The girl I thought of as my sister was kissing me.

	I put my hands on her shoulders and gently moved her back.

	“Seriously, what the hell are you doing?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level and even.

	My heart thundered in my chest.

	“I… I thought…”

	“You’re like my sister, Ave, why would you kiss me?”

	It felt wrong. Wrong to do this with her of all people. I wasn’t a virgin. I’d been with a girl before and kissed a few, but this was Avery for crying out loud. Avery whose hand I held on the first day of secondary school because she was scared. The girl I’d played rough and tumble with. The same girl I’d punched George fucking Delaney for because he’d spread shit about them sleeping together. The tosser deserved it. His older sister, Hannah, had always had a ridiculous crush on Dante.

	“You’re the only person in this world I trust. Please, I need you, James. I love you.”

	Those three words broke me. Loving someone didn’t mean you wanted to kiss them. I thought we had a platonic relationship with each other.

	“I’m here for you, but not like that.”

	“Don’t you think I’m attractive enough for you?”

	“What the fuck? Avery, you’re stunning. Most of the boys in sixth form want to sleep with you, hell, I reckon most of the boys in school have a secret crush on you.”

	It was true. She was beautiful, but that didn’t mean I wanted to have sex with her.

	“Then what’s the problem?”

	I couldn’t move. The problem? This was Avery. I cared about her far too much to allow a mistake like this to happen when she was clearly emotional and vulnerable. What kind of friend would I be if I didn’t stop this?

	She leant towards me again and this time I didn’t push her away. Everything screamed at me to tell her no, but the rational side of me who cared about the idiocy of this idea was drowned out by her hand falling on my crotch and the other curling around my neck.

	It didn’t matter that she was like my family or that I shouldn’t want to have sex with my best friend.

	My stupid teenage hormones raged out of control.

	And I was lost knowing our friendship would never be the same again.

	***

	I shook myself out of the recollection of how she’d come onto me. How it felt to be with her intimately when all I’d ever felt for her before was a kinship. That night changed everything between us.

	I ran a hand through my hair, before checking myself in the bathroom mirror above the sinks. Taking a minute to fix it again, I checked my phone. Almost seven. Time to leave.

	My palms felt a little sweaty as I left the bathroom and walked along the hallway to the lifts. There wasn’t anyone on this floor at this time. Dante and the twins always left around five. I was the only one who ever worked late. It seemed better than going home to an empty flat with too many memories in it. It’d been on my mind for a while now. I needed to redecorate. Change the furniture at the very least. Anything to help me get over her. Finding somewhere new would be effort and besides, I liked my flat. It was the first place I’d called my own when I moved out of Dante’s at eighteen.

	I pulled out my phone as I got in the lift and dialled a number.

	“Hello James,” came Liora’s singsong Scottish voice. “Happy birthday.”

	“Hey, thank you… listen, I have a favour to ask.”

	“Go on.”

	“I’m thinking of completely redoing the flat, furniture and all. Would you help me pick things out? And can you ask Dante if he minds giving up a weekend to help me repaint?”

	Liora had an eye for that kind of thing.

	“We’d love to. I’ll make sure he brings Brent.”

	“What are you agreeing to?” I heard Dante’s voice in the background.

	“To help your brother redecorate his flat.”

	“When?”

	“I don’t know but it doesn’t matter… Sorry, James, we’d be happy to help. Maybe we can talk about it when you’re here on Saturday.”

	“Yeah, okay, thanks,” I replied. “Oh and tell Dante I’ll be late in tomorrow.”

	“Going out tonight then?”

	I walked out of the lift but stopped in the lobby so I could finish my conversation.

	“Um yeah, just drinks.”

	“Ooo, anyone special?”

	“Liora, leave the poor boy alone,” Dante called. “He’s not seeing Cassie anymore.”

	“Oh no, what happened?”

	I wanted to put my head in my hands.

	“It didn’t work out,” I said. “In answer to your question, it’s a friend, but they’re special.”

	“A friend…”

	“Yes, just a friend.”

	That’s all we can be. I don’t think she wants more.

	“Is this friend a girl?” she asked, her voice low.

	I almost laughed.

	“Yes, it’s new and no one you know. I’ll tell you about her on Saturday, okay?”

	“Do Avery and Gert know?”

	“Um, no… not yet.”

	I wasn’t sure how to tell either of them about Ellie. Not least because whilst we’d agreed we were friends, I saw her in a different light. She was so fucking adorable with her smile and sky blue eyes. They were so expressive. She just had this way about her that drew you in.

	“I’m the first to know?”

	“Yeah… I have to go, she’s probably waiting for me.”

	“Don’t let me keep you. See you Saturday.”

	“Yeah, see you.”

	I hung up, stuffing my phone back in my pocket. I walked towards the front doors, waving at the security guard. I could see her waiting outside the doors. My heart pounded in my ears. She was holding something in her hands with a smile on her face as I opened the door and stepped out on the pavement. I almost stopped dead in my tracks. Ellie had a cupcake in her hands with a single lit candle in the centre. She didn’t need to do anything for me. Hell, we barely knew each other though we had revealed some of our darkest secrets. I suppose that gave us a connection not many others had so early on into a relationship.

	Friendship, James. You know it can’t be more.

	I wanted it to be. Something about Ellie spoke to me on a deeper level. I knew what her skin felt like against mine after she’d willingly touched me. Fuck, I needed to get a grip. Ellie didn’t need me having these sorts of feelings towards her. Not when she’d been through so much in her life.

	“Happy birthday,” she said, holding it out to me as I got closer.

	I took the cupcake from her hands, my skin prickling as my fingers brushed against hers.

	Not helping!

	“No one’s ever bought me a birthday cupcake before.”

	“A birthday cake seemed a bit over the top.”

	I grinned.

	“Should I make a wish?”

	She nodded. I blew the candle out.

	I wish I could kiss you, Ellie.

	“I hope it comes true.”

	She really had no idea how much I wished it could. I wouldn’t cross the line with her though. Not after the colossal screw up with Cassie and all the blurred lines between Avery and me. I took my inappropriate feelings and shoved them in a box, hoping they’d stay there.

	“Shall we?” I asked.

	“Where are we going?”

	I nodded towards the building behind me I’d just walked out of. Her eyes widened.

	“I thought you said birthday cocktails.”

	“I did, and there will be cocktails later.”

	She eyed me warily as we walked into my offices. The security guard nodded at us as I walked Ellie over to the lifts. We got in and rode up to the fourth floor. It was where we had our samples stored. New ones had just come in recently and I wanted to show Ellie what we did here.

	“Wow, this is amazing,” she said when we walked out of the lift.

	It was a huge space which took up most of this floor. There was a mock runway of sorts in the middle, where the designers often showcased their new pieces. That wasn’t what I wanted to show her.

	“This way.”

	I led her through the racks until I reached the right one.

	“So… I had an ulterior motive for inviting you out tonight.”

	She raised her eyebrow.

	“Oh?”

	“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I couldn’t stop thinking about what you’d look like in this.”

	I took a dress off the rail, careful not to get cupcake icing on it. It was this floaty chiffon number which matched her eyes. Sky blue. It would come down to her knees with a cinched in waist and tight bodice to perfectly highlight her curves.

	I wasn’t sure what to make of her expression. The longer she stared at it, the more my palms began to sweat and my nerve endings prickled. The last thing I wanted was to make Ellie uncomfortable, but the urge to see her in this latest piece was almost unbearable.

	“It’s beautiful,” she whispered, coming closer and touching the material.

	“It’s not on the market yet.”

	“Do you think about all your friends in your company’s designs?”

	She was smiling up at me.

	“Sometimes if I see the right piece. I’ve given Avery and my friend, Gertie, early access on a few occasions. I stole the centrepiece of a new collection for Avery’s first real date with Aiden a couple of years ago. I returned it before anyone noticed.”

	“You did?”

	I nodded, grinning. It had fit her so well. She’d been so nervous that night, but I knew there was no reason for her to worry. It’d been clear to me from the moment I first saw them together, he was completely enamoured with Avery. I hadn’t pushed her when she denied there was anything going on. I’d been too relieved she was back even though it concerned me she’d clearly developed feelings for him when she’d been vulnerable after her parents died. Her soft heart was always her weakness.

	“Yeah, I mean she’s my best friend so I’d do anything for her.”

	And I would, but I had to find my way back to where we were before everything happened between us. Had to learn how to love her in a purely platonic way again. To see her as my family like she’d always been before.

	Ellie’s eyes clouded over for a split second before she smiled at me again. She obviously knew how I felt about Avery, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t feel that way about another person. About her.

	What the hell am I even thinking? Keep your fucking shit straight, James. You know Ellie doesn’t feel that way towards you so just fucking quit it.

	“Okay, so you don’t have to do this,” I continued, wanting to get off the subject of Avery. “I never want you to feel uncomfortable, but do you want to look through the rails and see if there’s anything you’d like?”

	Her eyes widened.

	“You serious?”

	“Of course I am.”

	She looked at the room for a moment.

	“Aren’t these made for tiny models?”

	I laughed, shaking my head.

	“The older stuff is, but Dante and I decided we wanted Bensons to showcase clothes for regular women when we took over. All the sample sizes are for regular girls. Our inhouse designers supported the idea and the ones that didn’t, well, they don’t work here any longer.”

	Ellie’s eyes lit up in a fucking adorable way. She moved away from me, eyes scanning the racks.

	“That’s pretty amazing. Did your sisters agree?”

	“Yeah, they understood. We’ve got a plus-size range in progress at the moment, but that’s very hush-hush.”

	“My lips are sealed.”

	I left her to look through the clothes and dragged an empty rail over. I set the sky blue dress on it and watched her. She pulled out a few pieces and tucked them under her arm. After ten minutes, she came over to me. She hadn’t picked much, but I honestly hadn’t expected her to. I took them from her and popped them on the small rail.

	“Are you sure about this?” she asked as she followed me towards the lifts with the rail.

	“I can have the ones you like made up in your size.”

	“James… this is… why are you doing this?”

	I looked down at her after we stepped in the lift and I hit the button for my floor.

	“I told you, I want to treat you right. Consider it your birthday gift to me.”

	“What? Letting you play dress up with me?”

	I nodded. Her cheeks were bright red.

	“Well, okay, if you insist,” she mumbled.

	“You really don’t have to, Ellie. We can just go for cocktails like I promised.”

	This is what I did for a living and I was proud of how far we’d come since we’d taken over Bensons. I guess I just wanted to show Ellie so she could understand me a little better. It did occur to me it might have been too soon considering this was only the fourth time we’d seen each other. I’d spent all week texting her. Every time my phone buzzed, I got a weird feeling in my chest when I saw it was her.

	“It’s not that… I don’t know if it will cover my scars is all.”

	It wasn’t like I’d forgotten she told me she had them. It’s more that I didn’t see her any differently because of it.

	“You don’t have to show me or anything.”

	The lift doors opened and we both walked out. I led her along to my office. No one was around so I didn’t bother shutting the door properly. On the desk, I’d left out a couple of glasses and a bottle of champagne which had been chilling in the fridge in the staff room until everyone left. I put the cupcake she bought me down and picked up the bottle, popping the cork, which thankfully didn’t go flying. I handed Ellie a glass after I’d poured one for each of us.

	“Is this the part where I wish you happy birthday again?” she asked.

	I smiled, shaking my head. She didn’t need to do that. I watched her over the rim of the glass as I took a sip. She looked around the room with interest. All of our offices were full of various prints of models in Benson’s clothing, showcasing our brand. My office had white walls, a large window looking out over the city. There was a blue sofa in the corner along with my desk in the centre.

	“You have a nice office,” she said, turning back to me.

	“I spend far too many hours in here, so I kind of made it my home away from home.”

	She put her glass down and looked around. She picked up the letter opener on my desk and eyed the cupcake.

	“You want to share it?” I asked.

	“Well, it is your birthday cupcake.”

	“I say my birthday cupcake needs to be savoured by both of us.”

	She giggled, the sound a fucking delight to my ears. Carefully she peeled away the wrapper from the sides, removed the candle and cut it in half.

	“Oh… um… Hi,” came a voice from my doorway.

	I looked over, finding Cassie standing there with a slight frown on her face.

	“Hey… Cassie… Um, what are you doing here?”

	Ellie looked between the both of us, still holding the letter opener which was covered in cupcake icing. She knew who Cassie was, but it didn’t make this any less awkward.

	“I was dropping something on Mr Benson’s desk when I heard voices. I’m sorry, I’m interrupting.”

	“No, it’s okay. Actually, can we have a word?”

	She stared at Ellie for a moment before she met my eyes again.

	“I guess so.”

	She stepped back out into the hallway. I looked over at Ellie.

	“I’ll only be a minute. Maybe you want to try that dress on.”

	I pointed at the screen on the other side of the room. I kept a few spare clothes behind there on hand for the times I’d spent the night in the office rather than going home like a normal person.

	“Um, sure,” she said, her voice a little quiet.

	I gave her a smile and left the room, shutting the door behind me. Cassie looked at the door, a frown still apparent on her face.

	“Not that it’s any of my business, but is that Avery?” she asked.

	Cassie didn’t know much about my life, but she did know who my best friends were. I’d talked about them a little to her.

	“No… Just another friend.”

	“Oh, I thought you’d be celebrating with her is all. Happy birthday, by the way.”

	“Thanks. Um no, Avery doesn’t like going out without the baby much.”

	She shifted on her feet.

	“I got your note. I don’t want things to be awkward between us so I accept your apology.”

	The relief I felt settled across my chest. I didn’t want this hostility since it’d make the office environment unbearable.

	“Thank you. I’m glad you feel that way.”

	“I should go… but, um, it’s none of my business, just don’t mess that up.” She nodded towards my office door. “You never looked at me that way.”

	“Cassie…”

	“No, it’s okay. I get it. Don’t worry about me, honestly. Just be happy, James. And don’t let anything get in the way of that.”

	She turned and started to walk away, but she threw something out to me over her shoulder, “She likes you too, you know. As more than just a friend.”

	My heart slammed against my ribcage as I watched Cassie walk towards the lifts. What the fuck was she talking about? Ellie hadn’t given me any indication she thought of me as anything other than a friend. How could Cassie deduce that from seeing us for less than five minutes? Probably just fucking with me.

	Shaking my head, I opened my office door and stepped in again. I was about to open my mouth when I froze, my eyes landing on Ellie. My fucking heart was in my mouth seeing her in that dress. The sky blue dress I’d picked out for her imagining it would perfectly compliment her figure. Nothing could prepare me for seeing her in it. Absolutely nothing at all.

	“What do you think?” she asked, eyes full of caution.

	What do I think? Fuck me, Ellie, you’re perfect in every single fucking way.

	 

	
Chapter Eight

	Ellie

	The way he was staring at me made me incredibly nervous. Especially since he hadn’t said anything at all. My palms were sweaty and my chest felt tight. Why had I agreed to this? A part of me wanted to make him happy because it was his birthday, but the other part was terrified he’d be repulsed by my scarring.

	Why am I such an idiot?

	I should’ve just said no and not put myself in this situation. Except I was trying to find a way to get over the past and be a relatively normal functioning human being. A girl who didn’t have hang ups about the way she looked. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get there, but I could try.

	The dress he’d picked was beautiful and it did cover almost everything. It wasn’t low cut or revealing. The only scars anyone could see were on my arms and I’d already shown him one of those. Most of them were on my back anyway, just a few on my thighs so I didn’t mind having my calves on show.

	“James…?” I prompted when I couldn’t stand the silence any longer.

	He seemed to visibly shake himself.

	“You look…” He rubbed the back of his neck and I thought for a moment he wouldn’t continue. “…beautiful, Ellie.”

	I felt my face growing hot. He couldn’t possibly mean that, could he? No one had called me beautiful before. Bitch. Whore. Slut. Slave. Yes. But beautiful? Never.

	“You mean that?”

	He closed the distance between us, his eyes still roaming across me.

	“I do. It needs some adjustments. Would you let me take your measurements? I’ll get one made up for you.”

	He wants to what? Measure me?

	That would require touching in a way I wasn’t sure I was comfortable with. I took a step back, feeling the beginnings of a tingling sensation in the back of my neck which always signalled an attack.

	“I, uh, don’t know.”

	His face fell, but not out of disappointment, concern spread across his features.

	“Are you okay?”

	I put a hand to my throat, finding my airway tightening. I shook my head. The very idea of having his hands on me in such an intimate way was making me feel things I never felt before. It wasn’t revulsion. I was beginning to realise I would welcome his advances if he chose to give me his attention like that. And it was just plain fucking terrifying.

	He didn’t try to reach out to me, which I was glad of because I don’t think I could’ve taken it if he had.

	“Do you need to sit down?” he asked.

	I shook my head again. What I needed was a small enclosed space. That’s where I felt safest. In the dark with four walls surrounding me.

	“C…cupboard, I need a cupboard,” I managed to get out.

	“Okay, right… Here, come with me.”

	I put my free hand out to him. He hesitated before taking it. His skin felt so warm in mine and it made my blood pound harder in my ears. I let him lead me out of his office and down the corridor. He opened a door on our right and pulled me into a small room. He shut the door behind us. It wasn’t exactly roomy so we were close together. I could feel his breath dusting across my face so I knew he was looking down at me.

	“Is this okay?” he asked.

	“I… I need a minute,” I whispered.

	The darkness soothed me although my heart was still racing out of control because he was right next to me. I put my hands behind me, feeling a solid wall. I leant against it, closing my eyes and breathing deeply.

	“Do you want to be alone?”

	“No, don’t go,” I said all too quickly.

	Even though he was the cause of my attack, I didn’t want him to go anywhere. I needed to get used to this. Used to him. In the dark, my fears were dissipating. I used to hide under the bed or in cupboards in the places I was housed in when everything got too much for me. It had become my coping mechanism. An enclosed space would make some people feel claustrophobic, but it helped me regain control.

	The only sounds I could hear was his soft breath and my heartbeat hammering in my chest. I wondered what it would be like to have his breath caressing the skin across my chest followed by the pads of his fingertips. Did I want to be more than just friends with James? Why was I reacting like this? No one had ever made me feel the things he did when he was close to me. And yet even if I wanted that, it could never happen. Not when he was in love with his best friend. I might not have any experience with relationships, but I was pretty sure you didn’t let yourself be someone’s second best.

	How would I even know what attraction felt like anyway? I’d never experienced it. None of the men who’d kept me made me feel anything but revulsion. Whatever I felt towards James certainly wasn’t that.

	He shifted in front of me, dragging me back to the present. I opened my eyes, but it was too dark to see anything. Everything was okay. There was no one here but me and him. I was completely safe. James wasn’t a threat to me. Not in the way other people had been. The only real threat he posed was turning my world upside down and making me want things I couldn’t have. I just hoped I could deal with it because I wanted him in my life. I felt more alive around him.

	My breathing was finally even again and my pulse settled. It was only quick thinking that had suppressed a full blown panic attack.

	“Thank you,” I whispered.

	“For what?”

	“Giving me what I needed.”

	Not being able to see his expression bothered me somewhat. James’ eyes gave away so many things and now I was left floundering because I couldn’t tell if what I said was okay or not.

	“Can I ask why a cupboard?”

	“Darkness and enclosed spaces are the only places I feel safe.”

	“I’ll remember that for next time.”

	My breath caught in my throat.

	Next time?

	He still wanted to see me after this. Why had I doubted him? I’d told him some pretty fucked up stuff about my past last time and he hadn’t been fazed by that either. It seemed no matter what I said to James Benson, he liked me anyway. It didn’t mean I was going to admit I wanted more than just friendship from him. I wasn’t ready to go there or entertain that idea.

	“You sure I haven’t completely ruined your birthday?”

	“I can’t tell if that’s a serious question or not.”

	“Why don’t you open the door and find out?”

	“Well, I would if I could find the bloody door handle.”

	I couldn’t help laughing, which after a moment set him off too. It was a full minute before either of us calmed down. James managed to find the door handle and the door swung open. I blinked rapidly as the light filled the small space. When I looked up at him, he was smiling. His smile was addictive. I swear being around this man made me feel all sorts of crazy shit I was never supposed to feel.

	He stepped out first and I followed him back to his office.

	“I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable,” he said as he turned to me.

	I walked towards him and reached for his hand. He let me take it.

	“I really appreciate you wanting to give me nice things, but uh… maybe in the future when I’m used to this.”

	I indicated our hands. I think he got what I was saying because he nodded. He released my hand and looked into my eyes.

	“Okay. You tell me when you’re ready.”

	“I will.”

	“So… how about you change out of that, we have this cupcake and then go out for drinks, hmm? No story sharing tonight.”

	It sounded perfect. I didn’t want to mess up his birthday any further. It was probably good we weren’t going to talk about the past, especially now I’d almost had an attack.

	“Okay, that sounds nice.”

	He smiled again and I had to look away before I got lost in those blue eyes of his again. It was time I got a grip on my burgeoning feelings for James Benson. They had to be locked away so I couldn’t get hurt.

	I wasn’t going to be the girl he used to get over his unrequited love for his best friend no matter how much the thought of him and I closer made my body ache in ways it never had before.

	***

	My phone was ringing incessantly. The noise grated on my ears. My head was already pounding so I didn’t need this. I rolled over and tugged it off the bedside table.

	Tina Reynolds.

	Just what I needed. She was from the Lizzie Lockhart Foundation. The charity set up to help girls sex trafficked by the Daniels. The one which helped me after I was rescued. Paid for my therapy and gave me the funds to get back on my feet. Funds I still had most of because I refused to be a charity case. It had helped me secure this flat though, which I could only be glad of. Finding money for the deposit would’ve been impossible otherwise.

	Tina liked to check up on me from time to time. All the girls really, to make sure we were still doing well and if we needed anything.

	“Hello Tina.”

	“Ellie, I wasn’t sure you’d answer.”

	Sometimes I didn’t. I’d ignored her last four calls.

	“Sorry, I’ve been busy with work.”

	“Oh yes, how is that all going?”

	I shifted, sitting up in bed.

	“Fine; I completed my probation period so I have a permanent contract now.”

	“That’s wonderful news.”

	It meant I had a steady income so I was happy in that respect. And being around lots of people helped me get over my issues.

	Don’t forget James.

	I told my brain to do one. I’d enjoyed last night despite the almost panic attack. We’d laughed together as he told me funny stories from his childhood about his brother and sisters. No dark and twisty secrets in sight. It seemed he’d been in a nostalgic mood what with it being his birthday.

	“How is everything else?” she prompted when I didn’t respond.

	“Uh, okay, I guess. I’ve been getting out more. The bartender at Frankie’s knows me by name now. Oh, and I made a friend… sort of… I think.”

	“You did?”

	“Yeah, he’s nice. I met him a couple of months ago.”

	“A male friend?”

	Tina knew I didn’t like being around men. It’s why I’d only had female therapists.

	“An actual man, yes. I feel safe around him. That’s progress, isn’t it?”

	“It is. I’m pleased you’re making friends.”

	James was my first and only friend as an adult. I hadn’t had many growing up anyway. I didn’t like being around the other sex trafficked girls. Most of them kept in touch with each other, but I preferred to forget about the past and move forward.

	“Oh, I um, saw your… I guess he’s your sort of adopted son a couple of months ago.”

	“Aiden?”

	Tina had told me about him because he and his wife had helped set up the foundation. It’s why I knew exactly who they were when James told me Avery’s name.

	“Yes, I worked a wedding at the hotel and he was there with his wife and their baby.”

	“Did you speak to them?”

	“Well no… it was her friend’s brother’s wedding, um, Dante Benson.”

	“Oh, yes, Avery is very close with his brother. They have their hands full with Afie, she’s such a beautiful girl.”

	Tina’s voice had a proud note to it. I guess she considered Afie as her grandchild. Their relationship was an odd one, but I understood that Tina raised Aiden after his mother’s death and the foundation was named after her.

	“Tina… um… my friend, well, that’s how we met, at the wedding I mean. Her friend, James, he’s the one I’ve been spending time with.”

	“He is? Well, James is a very nice boy, so you’ve made a good choice.”

	“The thing is… he doesn’t know about my connection to the Daniels. I told him a bit about my past, which is a huge deal to me, to be able to tell anyone, but I don’t know how to admit to him it was his friend’s family.”

	She was quiet for a long moment.

	“Honesty is always the best policy. He’ll understand. You haven’t done anything wrong. It was those who took you who are to blame.”

	I fiddled with the duvet.

	“I’m just scared. I like him and it would suck if I messed it up.”

	“Putting yourself out there is a scary prospect, but you’ve made a huge step by opening up to someone. Just don’t leave it too long, okay?”

	I nodded then realised I was on the phone.

	“Okay. Um, thank you. For listening I mean.”

	“I’m always here if you need to talk, Ellie, you know that.”

	She’d always told me that. From the day we’d met not long after I was housed at the charity, Tina said if I ever needed her, she was only a phone call away. I was still mute back then. She’d been so kind and gentle. Tina was the first person I said a word to when I decided to speak again. My throat had been sore and voice gravelly, but I’d managed to say ‘thank you’.

	“I know.”

	“I have to go, but you take care of yourself, okay? And as always, everything you’ve said stays between us. I won’t mention this to Aiden until you’ve told James.”

	“Thank you, I appreciate that.”

	“Speak to you soon.”

	I didn’t respond and hung up. I wasn’t so great with goodbyes anyway.

	I felt a little better having spoken to her. It reassured me I was making positive steps towards having a normal life. And that I had to stop being a coward. I just needed to say it. Tell James who my captors had been.

	When I checked the time, I found I had a message waiting for me.

	JAMES: Shots were a very bad idea.

	ME: Hungover?

	JAMES: Like a bitch.

	ME: I feel a little rough too.

	I wasn’t lying. My head felt thick and I was still a little groggy.

	JAMES: At least you don’t have work. Conference call means I can’t skip it entirely.

	ME: Poor baby.

	JAMES: Yes, I’m such a delicate flower.

	I snorted, putting my hand over my mouth. I loved his humour. He didn’t mind me giving him shit as he gave it back. At least via text.

	ME: You remember to put our promise in a safe place?

	JAMES: Always! Even in my drunken haze, I pinned it on my fridge when I got in.

	ME: Good, wouldn’t want you to forget.

	JAMES: As if I could forget a promise I made to you.

	My heart fluttered. I needed to quit getting giddy over him. This wasn’t the way you were supposed to feel about a friend. At least I didn’t think it was.

	I smiled as I remembered us writing our promise last night. We’d both been very drunk at that point having had too many cocktails and shots of tequila.

	I promise no matter what we reveal to each other, it’ll never affect our friendship. I got your back, you got mine.

	It hadn’t been a promise to meet like the last ones. Mostly because James said we can arrange that at any time now we have each other’s numbers. Promises had become our thing. It was like some stupid pact we had now. Always on a bar napkin and always signing our names. He told me we had to make a new promise every time we met.

	ME: Friends for life.

	JAMES: Forever.

	All I could think about is I wished that was true. But what I really wished for was for him to let go of his infatuation with Avery. Not because I wanted him in a way I shouldn’t, but for his own sake. The guilt he carried made my heart ache for him. Was this what happened when you cared for someone? Did seeing them suffer make you want to take their pain away?

	There was no one I could ask these things of except him. And maybe I wanted him to know just how much I’d started to care for him.

	You make my heart race, James Benson. And I can’t help feeling like this is only going to end up with me getting hurt.

	 

	
Chapter Nine

	James

	Liora managed to corner me in the garden after Avery left to feed Afie. She did bring me another beer so I couldn’t complain too much.

	“Time to spill, birthday boy,” she told me as she sat down and handed the bottle to me.

	I took a sip, grinning at her.

	“About what?”

	“Your new friend. Don’t worry, I didn’t tell Dante and I won’t tell anyone else.”

	I sighed, tugging at the label of the bottle. Where did I even start with Ellie? All my feelings were tangled up inside me. We’d got ridiculously drunk on Thursday night after she’d almost suffered a panic attack. I felt shit because I was pretty sure I’d caused it by asking if I could measure her. It honestly hadn’t crossed my mind that it might make her uncomfortable. It should’ve because I knew touching was an issue for her.

	All I saw was her in that dress which moulded to her body. How it highlighted her slight hourglass figure and made me notice all of her curves and edges. And fuck was Ellie hot. Like unbearably hot. Even though I hated how I’d triggered a panic attack for her, I was also glad she hadn’t noticed how fucking hard I’d gotten just looking at her.

	So fucking inappropriate!

	The last thing she needed was me wanting to unzip that dress, peel it away from her body and kiss every inch of her skin. I wanted to see her scars because to me, they were a part of Ellie. I’d make sure she knew she was beautiful inside and out.

	I had to stop this line of thinking since I was sitting next to my sister in law and it’d just be plain embarrassing if she realised. I sat forward, leaning my elbows on my legs to hide the stirring I was getting just thinking about Ellie in that way.

	“What do you want to know?”

	“How did you meet her? What’s her name? Why are you hiding her existence from your friends?”

	“We met at your wedding, her name is Ellie and I don’t know how to tell them.”

	“At my wedding…”

	“Uhuh, she was the bartender.”

	Liora had a little furrow in her brow as if she was trying to remember.

	“You know, that day was a bit of a haze, but I think I remember her. Dark hair, right?”

	“Yeah. Before you ask, no, there is nothing more going on, we’re just friends.”

	I fucking wish we were more. So much more. I want her.

	The urges inside me weren’t abating at all. If anything, they were growing worse. Every time I thought about her, desire flooded my veins. I tried not to think about this morning in the shower when I’d imagined her on her knees in front of me, her beautiful lips wrapped around my cock, doing exactly as I told her. And how it was just plain fucked up. I shouldn’t want Ellie like that, but I did. I really fucking did.

	“What’s she like?”

	“She’s smart, funny and has been through hell and back in her life, but she doesn’t let that get her down.”

	“A bit like our family then.”

	I nodded. Our joint family history was fucked up. It just made me grateful we were moving forward. That all of us were finding our way back to each other.

	“Dante told me what happened with Cassie. I’m sorry it didn’t work out.”

	I shrugged. I was the one at fault there, but Liora wasn’t looking at me like I was a dick. She’d seen enough darkness in the world to be a little more forgiving of other people’s shitty behaviour. She forgave Dante for his part in her being brought here after all. It worked out in the end. The two of them were perfect for each other.

	“I feel shit, but she said it’s okay. Forgave me even though I don’t really deserve it.”

	She put a hand on my arm.

	“We all make mistakes. You just have to learn from them.”

	“When you say stuff like that it still makes me wonder what you see in my brother. You’re far too good for him.”

	She laughed, shoving me hard and shaking her head.

	“You want to know the truth?”

	“Hit me.”

	She looked over at where Dante was standing with Aiden and Brent by the conservatory doors.

	“I see someone who protected the ones he loved, sacrificing his own happiness in the process, and who needed someone to love and accept him for who he is without reservations or conditions because he deserves that much.”

	She wiped away a stray tear which fell down her cheek. I put my arm around her and gave her a squeeze.

	“Okay, so that was totally fucking sappy as shit, but I guess you’re right. He’s always been like that, super protective. He looked out for me, the twins and Avery when we were kids.”

	Liora rolled her eyes and smiled.

	“See, you do remember he can be nice when he wants to be.”

	“Yes, when he wants to be.”

	She shoved me again, causing me to almost topple off the bench.

	“Hey, cut it out, you’re stronger than you look. You’re supposed to be nice to the birthday boy.”

	“I will be when the birthday boy stops being mean about my husband.”

	I grinned, giving her a wink.

	“Baby brother, time for cake,” Jen shouted from the conservatory.

	“Don’t tell me you let Fi and Jen bake it?”

	“What? No, they would’ve burnt the kitchen down.”

	We both stood up and followed the boys into the conservatory where they’d laid out the birthday cake on the table which Liora had baked for me. It was covered in white icing with ‘Happy Birthday James’ in swirly blue lettering on the top. Everyone piled around the table and started singing to me. And even though it was an amazing moment, I couldn’t help feeling as though someone was missing. Someone who was becoming a very important fixture in my life.

	Ellie Kirkwood.

	Before I blew the candles out, I snapped a picture of the cake and whilst Liora was cutting it up, I sent it to Ellie.

	ME: Want me to save you a piece?

	She was working today so I didn’t expect her to respond any time soon.

	“Who you texting?”

	I jumped at the sound of Avery’s voice.

	“Uh, no one.”

	She gave me a look and I knew she didn’t believe me.

	“Since when are you so secretive?”

	I shoved my phone back in my pocket and raised an eyebrow.

	“Since when are you so worried about who I’m texting?”

	“Dick.”

	“Dozy mare.”

	She leant her head on my shoulder, staring up at me with those brown eyes of hers.

	“Go on, tell me… is it a secret crush? Have you been seeing someone without telling me?”

	I shook her off and rolled my eyes.

	“Uh, how about no and definitely not. Stop being so fucking nosey.”

	She pouted. I wasn’t ready to tell Avery about Ellie. I don’t know why. She’d usually be the first person I told. And yet instead, I’d told my sister in law. I’d become close to Liora. She was like the glue which kept our family together. Always arranging for the five of us to spend time together. I’d asked her why she made the effort once. She told me she didn’t want Dante to lose his family all over again.

	“Come on, James, I literally spend all day with Afie. I need some gossip.”

	“Uh, not true, didn’t you tell me only last week that Tina babysat for two days so you and Aiden could, you know… have a fuckfest?”

	Her face went bright red and she scowled.

	“Keep your voice down.”

	I looked around but no one was paying attention to us.

	“Even if anyone was listening, we’re all aware of how much you two fuck, so just chill out.”

	She slapped a hand over my mouth as she looked around the room.

	“Shut up and stop being a dick.”

	I laughed, not caring when her scowl deepened. Winding her up was my favourite sport. Avery was far too easy to tease. I ignored the feeling in my chest I always got when thinking about her and Aiden together. It was like a sharp stabbing pain.

	“Are you giving my wife shit again?” Aiden asked as he sidled up next to her.

	She removed her hand from my mouth and looked up at him.

	“Always,” I replied, grinning.

	He shook his head and dropped a kiss on the top of hers.

	“If you don’t want him to be mean to you, then you need to stop hanging out with him.”

	Avery scowled and batted him away.

	“You can be quiet too,” she muttered.

	“It’s her own fault for walking right into things,” I said.

	“He’s right, you know. You do tend to do that,” Aiden replied.

	“Oh my god, what is this? Gang up on Avery day?”

	I gave her a smile.

	“Isn’t that every day?”

	“I’m going to get cake.”

	She walked away towards the table. Aiden was shaking his head at her retreat.

	“Thanks for that.”

	“You’re welcome. Who did you pawn Afie off onto?”

	He pointed over at where the twins were cooing over his daughter.

	“Oh great, next I’m going to find out my sisters are poking holes in condoms in an effort to get pregnant.”

	“They practically ripped Afie out of my arms after Avery gave her to me.”

	“Sounds like Jen and Fi. Just don’t leave Afie with them for too long, you wouldn’t want her going missing.”

	My sisters were royal pains in the arse. Their propensity to get into mischief was impressive but also incredibly annoying.

	“I never know if you’re joking or not.”

	“When it comes to my sisters, I never joke.”

	He eyed me for a moment before slipping away towards the twins with a concerned look on his face. I shook my head whilst my brother joined me, handing me a plate with a large slice of cake on it.

	“Um, can I ask why your wife decided to bake me a rainbow cake?”

	“Fuck knows,” Dante replied. “Liora is a law unto herself.”

	“Tell me about it, she told me if I was late to my own birthday party, she’d lock all the booze away.”

	He laughed as I dug into the cake. She hadn’t quite put it like that, but she might as well have. I was never late for anything so she needn’t have worried.

	“So, did you clear things up with Cassie yet?”

	I swallowed the piece of cake I was chewing and turned to him. He’d been asking me for weeks so I wasn’t entirely surprised by the question.

	“Yes, you don’t have to worry about it. We can be civil.”

	“Good, don’t fuck any more of our employees,” he told me, slapping me on the back before he walked off. There was no way in hell I was going to repeat that mistake.

	Left alone again, my thoughts started to wander as I sat down at the table with my plate of cake. It had only been just over a day since I’d seen her and yet all I could think about was Ellie in that dress. Ellie almost snorting tequila out of her nose because I’d made her laugh whilst she was taking a shot. Ellie smiling at me with amusement in those sky blue eyes which drowned me every time I looked into them.

	Fuck. I’m totally fucked.

	I was running into incredibly dangerous territory here. I didn’t need another fucking infatuation with a girl who was my friend. Especially not one who I kept picturing naked every five minutes. Naked. Limbs tangled together. My name on her lips as her body quaked and trembled below me.

	I shifted in my seat, uncomfortably aware of my body’s reaction to my incredibly inappropriate thoughts. This didn’t make any sense to me. I’d never fantasised about a girl in the way I did with Ellie. Never thought about all the ways I wanted to touch her, taste her, fuck her. Ellie deserved to have someone show her what real pleasure was like. I knew she hadn’t experienced that. I could tell from what she’d said about her life and it made me fucking sad. A girl like Ellie deserved everything. I wanted to be the one who gave that to her. To kiss away her pain and replace it with bliss. I wanted her consumed with it. Consumed by me to the point where she’d do anything I said.

	My phone buzzed in my pocket, making me take a steadying breath before I pulled it out.

	ELLIE: That looks amazing! I’m so jealous.

	ME: It has rainbow layers. Liora made it.

	ELLIE: Are you having a nice time? I’m just on my break.

	ME: Yeah. Watching Aiden try to wrestle his baby back from my sisters is amusing.

	I wasn’t lying. He was still talking to Jen and Fi, his eyes darting to his daughter as if she was in immediate danger. I almost felt bad I’d warned him about the twins, but honestly, I didn’t trust those two.

	ELLIE: Poor guy.

	ME: Avery’s rescuing him as we speak.

	ELLIE: Were you serious about saving me a slice?

	ME: I don’t joke about cake. Cake is life.

	ELLIE: I finish at six…

	Did she want to see me? I wasn’t in any state to drive. Maybe I could get an Uber. Getting on the tube with cake would be annoying. Also, leaving my birthday party early would arouse suspicions. I wondered if I could get away with it.

	ME: I can be there if you want me to…

	ELLIE: You can’t skip out on your birthday party for me.

	“Am I going to have to surgically remove that phone from your hand?”

	I looked up, finding Avery and Gertie standing next to me with joint raised eyebrows.

	“Yeah, come join in the party and stop being a loser,” Gertie added.

	I wanted to reply to Ellie, but the look in both their eyes had me standing up and tucking my phone back in my pocket.

	“You two are fucking bossy,” I told them as I walked with them to where everyone else seemed to have congregated.

	“Birthday boys can’t be sulking in the corner like pussies.”

	“Who are you calling a pussy? I don’t remember being part of the vagina club.”

	Gertie raised an eyebrow at me.

	“You might as well be considering how much time you spend with women and yet you still can’t hold one down. Even I managed that.”

	“Wow, someone put her bitchy knickers on today.”

	She flicked my ear. I batted her hand away, rubbing the side of my head and scowling.

	“You two are like children,” Avery said, rolling her eyes.

	“Mum is trying to keep us in line, Gertie. Should we behave for her?”

	The look on Avery’s face said it all. She was not in the least bit amused by the two of us. Gertie stuck her tongue out.

	“Oh look, it’s the terrible trio bickering again,” Dante put in as we joined the rest of them.

	I grinned. It was true. We had a tendency to do this when the three of us were together. Gertie and I always wound each other up and Avery told us off for it. It wasn’t any surprise she’d become a parent first given how much she had to bring the two of us to order. It’s why I’d known she’d be perfect with Afie.

	I noted Aiden had their baby back, although the twins were still eying him like he was a meal they could eat. Honestly, did all the women in my life have a huge crush on him? Even after all this time, Gertie still said inappropriate as fuck shit to him which pissed Avery off no end. I wondered how Tillie put up with it considering her girlfriend was lusting after a bloke. I mean, Gertie was bi, but I still didn’t think Tillie appreciated the whole ‘I’d totally bang your husband’ shit she pulled with Avery.

	Even though I knew Aiden now, he was still pretty fucking intimidating. I could understand what women saw in him. The ripped body and tattoos, all of that was like a recipe for making their panties melt. I just wished not every woman I knew wanted to mount him.

	Every woman except Ellie. She hadn’t seemed remotely interested in Aiden. I doubted Ellie looked at guys in that way after what she’d been through. I wanted her to look at me like that though. It was ridiculous to be wishing these things.

	Get your fucking head on straight, James. This needs to stop.

	I couldn’t though. Couldn’t stop thinking about Ellie. What was it about this girl? I’d only seen her a few times. She’d got under my skin. I wanted to know everything about her. Needed to. All her experiences no matter how harrowing they were. What made her tick.

	“Hey, earth to James, what’s with you today?” Avery’s voice brought me back to the present.

	“Um, sorry, what did you say?”

	“We asked if you wanted to open your presents now.”

	“Oh, sure… can do.”

	Avery gave me a funny look. Of course, it meant she knew I was hiding something from her. She always fucking knew. It was a miracle I’d managed to hide how I felt about her. It was easy remembering she was married so it hadn’t been the biggest issue before. It was only Dante’s wedding which had brought up all those unwanted feelings. Creating a void inside me I was hard pressed to fill.

	I knew I couldn’t keep Avery in the dark forever. At some point, she was going to corner me and make me spill. Maybe when I’d got a handle on these feelings I had for Ellie, I’d tell Avery. I was so fucking confused right now. Everything was a mess. I’d already fucked it up with Cassie. I couldn’t do that with Ellie. She deserved better. And if I was ever going to get the chance to be anything more with her, I really had to sort my shit out.

	Could Cassie have been right though? Did Ellie want us to be more than just friends? How would I even know if it was okay to make a move on her? After she’d freaked out on Thursday, I wasn’t sure if trying anything with her would result in it happening again.

	I wanted to smack my head against the wall. Taking all those thoughts, I shoved them back in the box they belonged in. It was time to actually be present at the birthday party Liora had organised for me.

	I just have to pay more attention to the way Ellie behaves around me. Perhaps then I’ll know if she likes me as more than just a friend.

	 

	
Chapter Ten

	Ellie

	Today’s shift was dragging. Every day seemed to when I was waiting for my next meet up with James. I had a few night shifts coming up so it was unlikely I’d see him until those were over unless he wanted to see me over the weekend. If I wasn’t worried about seeming too over eager, I would’ve asked him. That was just plain stupid. We were friends. Friends asked when each other was free without anyone reading into it.

	I read into every interaction we had like the infatuated fool I was. There was no doubt in my mind now, I was attracted to James in a deep, visceral way which stole my breath every time I was around him. Even just getting a text from him made my heart thump. To say I was a little disappointed he didn’t skip out on his own birthday party to see me was an understatement. I shouldn’t feel that way at all. He should spend time with his family and friends. I was new in his life so they should take precedence over me.

	A little part of me wished he felt the same way as me, but how could he? He told me to my face he loved his best friend in a romantic way. Like he wanted to be with her. I had to remind myself he’d also told me he would never break up her marriage. He had boundaries and morals which couldn’t be said for any of the other men who’d been in my life before.

	It struck me the reason I liked James was quite possibly because he was the first man who treated me with respect and common decency. Deep down, I knew that wasn’t it. I was trying to explain something that couldn’t be explained. Human attraction had always been something which confounded me. It defied logic. It just was. You were either attracted to someone or you weren’t.

	My eyes fell on the door to the lobby where a man was walking into the bar area. My breath got stuck in my throat. My world seemed to slow down to a grinding halt as I froze on the spot.

	What is he doing here? How… He can’t know I work here, can he?

	My feet shifted and I hit the back bar, holding it to steady myself as I watched him walk to one of the tables and take a seat. And when his eyes met mine, the deadly gleam in them told me everything I needed to know. He’d tracked me down for god knows what reason. I never thought I’d see him again after he sold me to the Daniels. There he was. The person who completely ruined my life.

	His sky blue eyes bored holes into mine. He looked so much older than when I’d last seen him. His dark hair was greying at the sides. What struck me the most is he looked healthier and less sallow. The man had been hooked on heroin for longer than I could remember. Had he gotten off the drugs finally? Why did it even matter?

	Why is my father here?

	This was not what I needed. Not when I was just getting my life back together. I hadn’t seen him in almost ten years. What did he want now? Nothing good could come out of this.

	He sat there staring at me as if this was the most normal thing in the world. He had absolutely no right to be here. Not after he’d sold his own daughter to pay for his drug habit. I couldn’t do this. Couldn’t be here right now with him.

	I backed away towards the door leading out to the stock room.

	“Ellie, are you okay?” Sasha who was on the bar with me that day asked.

	“Uh, no… I need a minute.”

	Panic set in. My skin prickled and I could hardly drag air into my lungs. My chest burnt and my limbs started to lock up.

	“Hey, it’s okay. I’ll cover for you. Go.”

	Her concerned expression spoke volumes. I must look terrified and freaked out right now. I bolted, shoving the door open and striding towards where I knew the cleaning supplies cupboard was. I opened the door and shut myself in it. Darkness encompassed me. I slid down onto the floor, putting my head between my knees as my body trembled all over. My heart raced out of control, pounding in my ears like a bass drum. A dull ache started in my temples and my skin was clammy.

	I tried to take deep breaths but my lungs were constricting and my chest ached. I put my hands over my head, trying to hold back the tide of memories threatening to overcome me. It was fruitless. My scars itched and my vision started to blur at the edges even in the dark. The world caved in and I was lost.

	***

	“No,” she screamed. “You can’t do this.”

	“The little bitch is mine, I can do whatever the fuck I want,” he grunted as she beat her fists down on his back.

	He had me by the arm, his grip bruising. Tears rolled down my cheeks as I winced against the pain.

	“That’s our daughter, you bastard. She’s not a commodity you can sell to pay for your fucking drugs.”

	He turned on her and backhanded my mother around the face, sending her flying. The sickening thud as she crashed into the sofa made me flinch. I was used to the violence. He never cared if he hurt her or not.

	“Come on, Ellie, we’re leaving.”

	He started dragging me away towards the front door. My eyes were on Mum. She was hardly moving, but I could see the slight rise and fall of her chest.

	“Don’t take her, Richard,” she croaked. “Please, don’t give her to them.”

	He stopped halfway towards the door, the sudden movement causing me to stumble. He almost ripped my arm out of my socket pulling me back to keep me upright.

	“What is she fucking good for, Bea? Nothing. All she does is cost us money.”

	“She’s my daughter. They’ll ruin her.”

	“Good. It’s no less than she fucking deserves.”

	He dragged me out of the house and threw me into the passenger seat of his run down old Nissan Micra. I didn’t try to run. He’d only catch me and then he’d beat me. What was the point? Maybe I’d be treated better wherever he was taking me. I didn’t hold out much hope of that. My whole life had been marred with violence anyway.

	He got in the driver’s side and grunted at me to put my seatbelt on. I buckled it with shaky fingers. Before he set off, he looked at me.

	“You going to be a good girl, Ellie?”

	“Yes, Dad,” I whispered, my voice trembling on the words.

	“They’re giving me good money for you. Your mother and I will be set up for life.”

	I didn’t respond. Somehow I knew nothing I said would make a difference anyway. He was selling me to pay for his drug habit. I was under no illusions about that.

	I looked back at the house as we drove away, but Mum didn’t come out. I never even got to say goodbye to her.

	***

	I gasped for air, my lungs burning from the lack of oxygen. That was the last time I saw her. My mother. I didn’t know if she was dead or alive. I hoped my father was dead. That the drugs finally killed him. It shouldn’t surprise me he’d survived this long. He was a parasite. Someone who fed off other people and used them for his own gain.

	I’m okay. Everything is fine. Just breathe, Ellie. Breathe.

	I had to remember I was my own woman now. I didn’t have to do anything my father said nor listen to him. He had no control over me. He lost the right to have anything to do with me. I was an adult. He was dead to me.

	My heart rate started to settle and my breathing evened out. My panic attacks didn’t last long these days, but they crippled me when they hit. Except for the one before this. The one I almost had with James. Questioning why it had been different probably wouldn’t lead me anywhere good or if it did, it would just remind me of what I couldn’t have.

	Why on earth was I thinking about him at a time like this?

	You like him, Ellie. He’s the person you think about night and day and can’t get out of your head.

	I groaned, trying to shut down that train of thought. Now was not the time to be getting my brain scrambled with James when I’d just seen my father. I had to get up and get out of this cupboard. I was still technically working.

	Hauling myself up off the floor, I opened the door and stepped out. The stock room was empty thankfully. I brushed myself down and checked my bun. It felt like it was still intact. There was nothing for it. Time to get back to the bar.

	I took a deep breath and walked back out, eyes scanning the room. He wasn’t there. My father was gone. I almost sighed in relief.

	“Hey, Ellie, everything okay now?” Sasha asked as she spied me.

	“Um, yeah, sorry about that. Just felt really faint.”

	“It’s cool, glad you’re feeling better.”

	I nodded to her in thanks before moving away to serve someone who’d come up to the bar. I wasn’t sure what my father wanted or why he’d come here. Probably just showing himself to try and intimidate me. Sadly it had worked. I was terrified of him coming back. Now he knew where I worked, did that mean he would find out where I lived?

	I didn’t need this. Not now I was getting my life back together.

	***

	My phone buzzed next to my head. I’d flopped face down on my bed when I got in from work, not wanting to do anything else. Today had taxed me. Seeing my father kept me on edge for the rest of my shift.

	I rolled onto my side and picked up my phone, letting out a soft sigh when I saw who it was.

	JAMES: I need a fucking drink.

	ME: Bad day?

	JAMES: Just busy. New collection means all hands on deck.

	I stared at his message for a long minute, contemplating how to respond. As much as I wanted to talk to James, my head was pounding. All I wanted was to curl up under the covers and sleep for a week.

	ME: Mine wasn’t any better.

	JAMES: No? Need a drink too?

	ME: Guess so.

	I thought he was going to respond but he didn’t. Shoving the phone away, I hauled myself up and stripped out of my clothes. I pulled on pyjama shorts and a long sleeved sleep top before crawling under the covers.

	The shrill ringing of my phone made me groan. I answered it and put it to my ear without looking at who it was.

	“Hello?”

	“What are you doing?” came James’ deep baritone voice which sent a shiver down my spine.

	I should’ve checked my damn phone first.

	“Right now? Nothing really… Just got in bed.”

	There was a moment of silence.

	“This early?”

	“Haven’t got anything better to do and honestly, my head kind of hurts.”

	“You don’t want company then.”

	My heartrate kicked up a notch. The thought of James being here made me equal parts nervous and excited.

	“Depends what you have in mind.”

	“Pizza, wine and a film.”

	“My flat is tiny. Like seriously tiny.”

	I wasn’t trying to deter him, but at the same time, I wasn’t sure I could handle seeing him after today. Not when my dad had turned up unexpectedly. I slapped my hand over my head. If I let my father’s appearance dictate my life then he would’ve won.

	“And? I’ll bring the booze.”

	“Okay, fine. I’ll text you the address.”

	“Red, white or rosé?”

	“White please.”

	“Consider it done.”

	He hung up without letting me respond. Holy shit, I just agreed to let James come over. The only people I’d ever let in here were the men who delivered my furniture. I tapped out a quick message with my address before launching myself out of bed. The flat wasn’t too messy, but I needed to sort it out.

	Thirty minutes later, I’d tidied everything away, made the bed, brushed my hair and changed into a pair of longer pyjamas, pulling a zip-up hoodie on. I felt self-conscious about my appearance. Should I have changed into jeans?

	What would he think of my place? It was basically one room which housed my kitchen with a little breakfast bar and my bed. I had a TV mounted on the wall so I could watch it from the bed. There was a small bathroom and two cupboards. I had a chest of drawers too, but that was about it. I could’ve probably gotten a sofa in here, but since it was just me, I didn’t see the point.

	It was too late to do anything else because the buzzer went. I hadn’t expected him to be here so soon.

	Fuck.

	I buzzed him in and paced the room, wringing my hands until there was a knock at the door. Walking over to it, I pulled it open. There he stood, looking effortlessly handsome with a carrier bag in one hand and a pizza box in the other. His dark hair was wind ruffled and he had jeans, trainers and a dark green hoodie on, which was unzipped revealing a black t-shirt clinging to his muscular body.

	My mouth suddenly went very dry. James was here. And I was going to be alone with him in my flat where the only place to sit down was the breakfast bar or my bed. My frigging bed.

	“I wasn’t sure what you liked so I just got a margarita. I hope that’s okay.”

	“Um, yeah, uh… come in.”

	I stepped back and he walked in, taking in the surroundings with a casual turn of his head.

	“So you weren’t kidding about it being small.”

	I shrugged, shutting the door behind him as he popped the pizza box on the breakfast bar along with the carrier bag.

	“Glasses?” he asked.

	I felt weird having him here. This was my personal space and there was a man in it. An actual man. Why had I agreed to this? Especially today when I’d seen my father.

	You haven’t seen James in a week. That’s why. You miss him.

	I shifted by him and opened one of the kitchen cupboards, pulling out two wine glasses. The only ones I owned, but at least I had some. Drinking wine out of normal glasses didn’t seem very classy. Not that I was particularly classy. I was standing here in pyjamas and we were about to eat pizza on my bed.

	I was glad he’d bought screw cap bottles because I didn’t have a bottle opener myself. I set the glasses down for him and he poured a generous serving in each one. I got some kitchen towel and popped it on top of the pizza box.

	“Now all we have to do is pick a film,” he said, giving me a lopsided smile.

	“Lucky I have Netflix.”

	His smile got wider and he stepped back to allow me to move over to the bed. I picked up the remote from the bedside table and turned the TV on. I navigated to Netflix and crawled onto the bed, sitting up against the headboard.

	“What do you fancy?” I asked as he popped the pizza on the bed and returned to collect the wine.

	He put the glasses on the bedside table and sat down, tugging off his trainers before he sat next to me.

	“I’ll watch anything. Dante and I have shit film marathons where we just spend the whole time taking the piss out of the bad dialogue, crappy plots and awful CGI.”

	Handing me a glass, he gave me a smile. I tried not to think too much about him being on my bed and how close we were sitting to each other. I concentrated on the TV, flicking through the menu.

	“What about that one?” he asked, pointing at something on the screen.

	It was a romantic comedy. I didn’t question it even though I wondered why he wanted to watch that of all things. Popping the film on, I dragged the pizza box in between us and flipped the lid. Neither of us spoke for the first half an hour whilst we were stuffing our faces.

	He popped the box on the floor and settled back down next to me. It didn’t escape my notice he was inches from my body. My skin prickled and my face felt hot. A weird stirring started in my stomach and wound lower.

	Holy crap!

	I was barely paying attention to the film. All I could think about was if he shifted, his hip would brush against mine. I finished off my glass to calm my nerves. He’d brought the bottle over so he pretty much refilled it straight away. His blue eyes met mine. There was something in his expression I’d never seen before. A flicker of longing which was gone in the next instant.

	“Thanks,” I mumbled.

	I hadn’t imagined that, had I? Did James see me as more than just a friend? Did he like me? I tried not to groan in frustration at my whirling thoughts. At the very least, this was distracting me from what happened today.

	I fiddled with the zip on my hoodie, sipping the wine whilst trying not to look at him. The thing is, I really wanted to stare at him. At first, I hadn’t noticed just how hot he was. Only now I’d admitted the depth of my attraction to him did I see it. The way his dark hair was never quite perfectly styled. Unkempt suited him. Gave him this sort of rakish appearance. His ocean blue eyes could literally drown a girl. They were stunning. And I really couldn’t get over how everything he wore moulded to him perfectly. It shouldn’t surprise me he knew how to dress. He worked in the fashion industry. Didn’t mean I couldn’t admire how well he wore his clothes.

	I swallowed, trying to ignore how hot I was feeling. Was this what desire felt like? I really didn’t know. Mostly I associated sex or sexual contact with violence and being taken against my will. Not with him though. My stomach felt tight, my muscles coiled as the tension inside me increased. I couldn’t deal with the sensations coursing through me. I needed an outlet. A release. There was no way I was getting that any time soon.

	I looked at the TV, finding the couple about to kiss for the first time. My lips tingled, imagining what it would be like to kiss James.

	Oh god. This is too much.

	I licked my bottom lip, trying not to squirm next to him. Stealing a glance, I saw his eyes were on me, specifically my mouth where my tongue was poking out. I retracted it, looking away and trying to act like nothing just happened. But it did. I saw that look. The concentration on his face as my tongue swept across my lip.

	Nope. Not going there. You can’t. He’s in love with his best friend.

	I wanted to. I’d never wanted to kiss someone in my life and I wanted to kiss James so badly my lips burnt with need. To be honest, the only kisses I’d ever received were sloppy messes and I’d refused to participate. Thankfully, most of my masters weren’t interested in kissing. My mouth appealed to them in other ways.

	When I couldn’t take the tense atmosphere between us any longer, I crawled off the bed and set my glass down on the chest of drawers before hurrying into the bathroom. Splashing my face with water, I looked at myself in the mirror. I was flushed, my eyes wide and pupils dilated. The only way it could be more obvious I wanted him was if I put a neon sign above my head saying ‘please kiss me, James’.

	Inwardly groaning, I quickly went about my business and walked back out into my studio. I flipped on some of the lamps and turned out the main light. Settling back down on the bed with my glass, I noticed he’d paused the film.

	“You didn’t have to do that,” I said.

	“I don’t think either of us were paying attention to it anyway.”

	He reached out towards me. My breath caught in my throat as he tucked my hair behind my ear. The light brush of his fingers against my skin sent sparks running down my spine. I almost stopped him retracting his hand. Almost. My earlier thoughts blared in my head.

	James is off limits, Ellie. Off limits!

	No matter how much I liked him nor how my attraction to him was driving me crazy, I couldn’t act on it.

	“Well, should we just drink and talk instead?” I asked.

	Even though I should probably be herding him out of my flat, I didn’t want to. Despite my attraction to him, I enjoyed his company. He made me laugh and never judged anything I said to him. That was a rare quality. To find someone who just accepted who you were.

	“Mmm, we can do unless you really want to watch the end. I mean… they might not end up together.”

	I laughed, shaking my head. It was a rom-com, of course they were going to end up together.

	“Just put it on as background noise.”

	He un-paused it and turned to me with that lopsided smile of his.

	“So I have a funny story about today.”

	“You do?”

	He gave me a nod, his blue eyes twinkling.

	We ended up both laid out on the bed staring at each other as he told me about the nightmare at work due to an incorrect shipment of fabric and how it had almost delayed the new collection. When both bottles of wine were consumed, I was yawning and his eyes were drooping.

	“You can stay if you want,” I mumbled, unzipping my hoodie, throwing it off the bed and crawling under the covers.

	It was late so I didn’t want to kick him out. He opened his eyes, giving me a strange look.

	“I shouldn’t.”

	“Stay and sleep. I don’t mind if you get comfortable.”

	I was too tired to care at that point and the wine made my brain a little hazy. It didn’t matter if we shared a bed. We’d just be sleeping. I could be okay with that.

	“Are you sure?”

	I closed my eyes.

	“Mmmhmm.”

	I felt the bed shift as he moved and the sound of clothes dropping on the floor. The lights turned out as he moved around the room. Then he lifted the covers and I felt him crawl in next to me.

	“Ellie…”

	“Yeah?”

	“Have you done this before?”

	“Done what?”

	“Slept next to someone.”

	“Oh… No. All my masters preferred to sleep alone.”

	At least it meant I usually got uninterrupted sleep. And I needed it after the way some of them treated me.

	“I don’t want to make you uncomfortable again.”

	I could feel the heat of him seeping into me despite the distance. Somehow, it was comforting rather than scary.

	“You’re not,” I whispered. “I feel safe with you.”

	“I’m happy you feel that way.”

	“I’ve never felt safe with someone before. Not even when I was young.”

	I blindly reached out and my hand connected with his t-shirt covered chest. I could feel his heart thundering against my fingertips.

	“Promise me you won’t disappear even if I tell you things that might be hard to hear.”

	His warm hand covered mine, holding it to his chest.

	“I’m not going anywhere.”

	“Promise.”

	“I promise, Ellie. I swear I’m here for you.”

	I sighed, feeling sleep dragging at my senses.

	“Good because I like you, James. I like you a lot.”

	And I could’ve sworn before I drifted off to sleep, I heard him tell me he felt the same way.

	If he likes me as much as I like him, does that mean there’s hope for us yet?

	 

	
Chapter Eleven

	James

	My brain felt like mush. I blinked rapidly as I opened my eyes. Where was I?

	Oh shit.

	I’d ended up at Ellie’s. In her bed. I was laying in her fucking bed. Turning my head to the side, I found her next to me with my arm looped around her. Hers was curled around me, her body heat seeping into mine where it was pressed against my side. When had this happened?

	She let out a little moan of distress in her sleep. I brushed her hair out of her face.

	“Shh, you’re okay. I’m here,” I murmured.

	Fuck, this was awkward for me. Here I was, rock hard with the girl I desperately wanted cuddling me in her sleep.

	What time is it?

	I had fucking work today so I was going to have to disturb her at some point to extract myself. Grabbing my phone off her bedside table where I left it, I found it was only five. I didn’t normally get up till seven so I could be in the office by nine.

	I popped the phone back and lay there for a long moment unsure of what to do. Perhaps going back to sleep for a couple of hours would be best. I needed it.

	“No, don’t,” Ellie whimpered. “Stop, please.”

	She clutched me tighter, her whole body going rigid. Was she having a nightmare?

	“Ellie, wake up,” I said gently, stroking her arm.

	“Please, I don’t want to.”

	I shook her a little.

	“Wake up, you’re okay. You’re safe. I’m here.”

	That’s what she said last night. She felt safe with me. Only me apparently. I took that responsibility seriously. I hadn’t planned on trying anything with her. What if she ended up hating me for taking advantage of her?

	I was relatively sure she felt something more for me but it made her nervous. There were too many obstacles in our path. She knew things about me I should’ve never told a girl I wanted. Would Ellie feel like I was substituting her for Avery? I wasn’t. The way I felt about Ellie had nothing to do with my best friend. Honestly, I didn’t think about Avery in a sexual way even though I had memories of the time we were together. With Ellie, I had full on vivid fantasies about her.

	Her soft pink lips trailing down my chest. Her hair wrapped in my fist. Her blue eyes staring up at me with heat, silently begging me as I buried myself inside her wet, hot pussy. And I’d make sure she was wet for me first. Show Ellie sex was pleasurable for both partners and give her the sweetest ecstasy she’d ever known.

	My cock throbbed at my wayward thoughts and I inwardly cursed myself for going there. She was right fucking next to me having a nightmare. I was a prick.

	I stroked her hair, trying to soothe her. I couldn’t exactly turn over and hold her because if she woke up and found my cock pressed into her stomach it would probably freak her out.

	“J…James?” Her voice was thick with sleep and shaky.

	“Yeah?”

	“Am I dreaming?”

	“You seemed to be having a nightmare before but I’m very much real.”

	I looked at her. Her blue eyes were wide and her body trembled against mine.

	“So I’m really holding you right now?” she whispered.

	“I’m afraid so.”

	Instead of moving away, she buried her face in my side and groaned. The noise was fucking cute.

	“You can go back to sleep if you want,” I told her. “Fuck knows I still need some.”

	“What time is it?” she said, voice muffled by my t-shirt.

	“Just after five.”

	“Too early.”

	I chuckled.

	“Go back to sleep.”

	“Mmm, okay.”

	I was a little surprised she didn’t let go. If anything, she snuggled closer into my side and kept her face pressed into me. I closed my eyes, breathing deeply as she mumbled something about me being warm. I pulled the covers higher over us and stroked her hair.

	Even though my body was still coursing with arousal, I found myself drifting off. Having her right there was soothing. Like she was meant to lay next to me whilst I fell asleep.

	***

	I jolted awake as the sound of my phone blaring in my ear made my brain hurt. I fumbled for it and switched off the alarm.

	“Wine is bad,” came a groggy voice next to me.

	I looked over at her with bleary eyes. Ellie’s head was buried under the covers, but she was still pressed right up against me. Despite the slight pounding in my head from drinking last night, waking up with her felt so ridiculously right.

	“I should get up.”

	She shifted, tugging the covers off her head and looking up at me.

	“Did you want me to make you tea or something?”

	I shook my head. What I needed was to get back to my flat to change. I’d sort myself something out on the way to work.

	She didn’t say anything else, just extracted herself from my arm and sat up, rubbing her eyes. Her hair was sticking up in places. I resisted the urge to smooth it down for her.

	I sat up, twisting around and planting my feet on the floor. Raising my arms, I stretched and stood. When I looked back at Ellie, her eyes were wide and roaming across me. Normally I wasn’t particularly self-conscious around women, but with Ellie, I worried. What did she think of me?

	“You okay?” I asked.

	Her face flushed and she met my eyes.

	“Yes,” she squeaked.

	Her hands fisted in the covers.

	“You sure? Was, uh, sleeping with me okay?”

	What the fuck did you just ask her?

	“It was… nice.”

	I knew she realised what I asked could be taken as dirty because she bit her lip. Instead of making this more uncomfortable for her, I left to use the bathroom. When I walked out, I grabbed my jeans off the floor and was about to put them on when she spoke, “You said I was having a nightmare earlier. I wasn’t thrashing around, was I?”

	“Um no, you were talking and whimpering though.”

	“I usually wake up in terror covered in sweat every morning.” She looked up at me. “For the first time in two and a half years, I wasn’t scared. So yeah, having you here was more than okay.”

	The thought of Ellie going through that every night for years made my chest ache.

	“Something really bad happened yesterday,” she continued. “I’m not ready to talk about it, but I want you to know I meant what I said last night… about me feeling safe with you and um… that I like you.”

	I’d never push Ellie into telling me something she wasn’t comfortable revealing, but I couldn’t help wondering what happened.

	“You know I like you too… right?” I like you in ways I shouldn’t.

	She nodded, twisting the covers in her fingers.

	“I need to get going.”

	I felt her eyes on me as I tugged on my jeans before sitting on the end of the bed to put my socks and shoes on. Lastly, I tugged my hoodie on and zipped it up. I didn’t want to leave. Honestly, I wanted to tell her I was ridiculously attracted to her and it was taking everything in me not to act on those feelings and urges. If she felt the same, I’d kiss her before I laid her down and worshipped every inch of her body.

	Fuck I want you so much, Ellie. It’s driving me crazy.

	“I’m kind of busy with the new collection, but if you let me know when you’re not working, I’ll make time to see you.”

	“You don’t have to if you’re busy.”

	I almost shook my head. She was too damn sweet.

	“Ellie, I want to spend time with you. You’re a part of my life now so get used to it.”

	I got a small smile out of her with that statement.

	“Okay,” she whispered.

	“Text me.”

	She nodded. I got up, picked up my phone and let myself out. On the way to my car, my phone buzzed.

	ELLIE: Not working on Sunday. Weather should be nice. Picnic in Hyde Park. My treat.

	I smiled, my heart rate kicking up a notch.

	ME: Let me know what time and I’ll be there.

	***

	I raked a hand through my hair as I sat at my desk and turned my laptop on. My eyes were fixed on the screen but I wasn’t really seeing anything. All my senses were honed on the memory of Ellie’s body pressed against mine. Her supple curves moulding to me. Her arm wrapped tightly around my chest.

	I wasn’t sure how I held back from turning her face up towards me and kissing her soft, pink lips earlier. Everything about Ellie drew me in. She was utterly intoxicating and I was fucking drowning. One taste would never be enough. One touch couldn’t satisfy this craving. This need deep inside me, clawing its way out like a savage beast rattling its cage.

	I’d never felt this way about anyone before. Not even Avery. And now I knew Ellie wasn’t immune. I’d noticed the way she watched me last night like she couldn’t stop herself looking and every time she did, her ears went pink. She felt the same pull. Our attraction was mutual.

	This was utterly fucking crazy. Where the hell had all my common sense fled to? Ellie wasn’t some girl you took to bed and fucked to get her out of your system. She had broken shards embedded on the inside. She needed kindness and care. To be coaxed out of her shell so she could learn to trust me.

	I certainly couldn’t afford to give in to that dark, disturbing part of me simmering below the surface. The one I’d never acknowledged. The part of me I was now pretty certain I shared with my father and my brother. Dante told me a little bit about Dad’s sex parties not long after he was arrested. And Ellie’s insinuation about Dante’s relationship with Liora. Those things made it pretty clear to me neither of them buried their desires deep down and never let them out.

	I did because it wasn’t something I was comfortable with. That need to have a woman at my mercy. I had no interest in dishing out pain or anything, it was the power exchange. Someone giving that over to me. It excited me. And I hated it. That’s why I’d never acted on it. Never felt the need with anyone, but something Ellie said to me last night got to me.

	“All my masters preferred to sleep alone.”

	Had they made her call them that? Master. It’s not so much the word that had me spiralling, but what it represented. They kept Ellie as their what? Pet? Slave? I didn’t want that. The thought of masters and slaves made me sick. You couldn’t own another person, but they could willingly give you power over them. Dominance. And sickeningly enough because I knew that’s the type of thing she’d been through. Because I recognised that part of her. It called to me. The beast was thrashing, urging me to give in. How could I after what she’d been through? It was wrong. So fucking wrong. All of it.

	Ellie needed sweet. She needed care and attention. And I wanted to give that to her. Desperately. But I also needed her on her knees, staring up at me with those sky blue eyes of hers doing exactly as I told her.

	Why had I not felt these fucking urges when it came to Avery? Especially now I knew what kind of relationship she had with Aiden behind closed doors. How had I not seen that? Not recognised that’s what she needed deep down.

	It’s not the same. What she needs and what I need don’t match up. That’s why.

	There was no need to restrain. It was simply a need to command and be obeyed.

	And there was no fucking way in hell I could ever act on this shit.

	Not when it came to Ellie.

	My turbulent thoughts were disrupted by one of the secretaries coming through the door.

	“Post for you, Mr Benson,” Viola said.

	I nodded at her as she dropped it on my desk, giving me a smile before disappearing again. Normally I didn’t get much in the way of mail or letters so this was a little strange. I picked up the single letter she’d brought in, scanned the address and dropped it like it fucking burnt me.

	What the actual fuck?

	It was the handwriting which did it for me. I knew exactly who this was from and it made hatred churn in my gut. It taunted me as it sat there on my desk. There was no fucking way I was opening this. No way I could deal with it by myself.

	I picked up the offending article as I stood and walked out of my office. I bypassed Jen and Fi’s offices and went straight to Dante’s. He was on the phone when I walked in. He put a hand up when he saw me, indicating he was busy. I didn’t give a shit what he was doing. This was more important.

	I strode up to his desk and dumped the letter on his keyboard, glad to be rid of it. Dante’s eyes flicked down to it and widened. His gaze shot up to me, a pained expression appearing across his face.

	“Listen, Will, can we continue this later? Something has come up and I really need to take care of it,” Dante said, his eyes still fixed on me. “Sure, yes, great. Thanks, speak later.”

	He put his phone down on the desk.

	“Is this what I think it is?” he asked.

	“Yes. What I don’t fucking know is why.”

	He looked down at the letter again.

	“You didn’t open it.”

	“No… I can’t.”

	The thought of reading his words made me physically sick. How could he still make me feel this way? He was in fucking prison. He couldn’t hurt me, but his fucking words could still get to me. He’d just proven that.

	“Should we get Jen and Fi?”

	“No. They don’t need to know. It’ll only upset them.”

	“Close the door.”

	I walked over and shut it firmly behind me before throwing myself into the chair in front of his desk, running a hand through my hair.

	“You want me to read it.”

	I nodded. Even though I knew how this would probably affect him, I couldn’t do it myself.

	He sighed, turning it over and grabbing the letter opener. When he got the envelope open, he pulled a sheet of paper out. I could see it was handwritten in our father’s cursive. I already wanted to be sick.

	His eyes scanned over it, the colour draining from his face.

	“What does it say?” I asked as a chill ran down my spine.

	He slid the paper across to me, shaking his head. If Dante couldn’t bring himself to say it out loud, it had to be something bad. My fingers shook as I snagged it and looked it over.

	Dear James,

	I’ve never been sure who I’m more disappointed in. You or Dante. Your sisters have always been such ridiculous vapid girls, but you and your brother showed promise. I saw myself in both of you. Dante proved himself weak. Too swayed by his need to protect you and the twins.

	You were always such a good boy. I taught you so well. Your quiet disposition is a strength. I don’t think you can see what dwells inside you, but I can. I’ve always known, son. I should’ve chosen you over your brother. You would’ve served me better if only you’d given into your needs.

	I’d like it if you visited me. We need to discuss a few things, you and I.

	Think about it.

	Your father

	I threw the paper on the desk and put a hand to my mouth. The whole thing shook me to my core. Especially given what I’d been thinking about before this letter had landed on my desk.

	“It’s bullshit, James. He’s just trying to get in your head,” Dante said.

	“You know his words hurt me far worse than his fists ever did,” I said, my voice hushed and unsteady.

	“That’s exactly why you’re not going to see him.”

	Dante was right. I would never visit him in prison. That would be asking for trouble. My father had always known where to hit me the hardest. His words were vile. Poison infecting my soul. There was no doubt in my mind the reason he’d written to me was because he knew he could get to me that way.

	We sat in silence for a long moment. What the hell could either of us say about the letter?

	Nothing.

	There was, however, something else I wanted to ask Dante. Something I probably shouldn’t pry into, but the intensity of my thoughts and urges were getting to me.

	“Can I ask you something… personal?”

	I looked up at my brother. His brow was furrowed.

	“If you want.”

	“Do you have… needs which aren’t quite normal?”

	His eyebrows shot up.

	“What kind of needs?”

	This was probably one of the most awkward conversations I’d ever had with him, but I had to know the truth. Perhaps it would help me understand myself. But really, how the fuck did I ask him if he was a Dom? I mean that’s fucked up to ask your own brother. Perhaps because I knew deep down what the answer to that would be.

	“Like… Fuck it. What’s behind the locked door in your house?”

	He sat back and regarded me for a long moment.

	“A playroom. An adult one.”

	I hadn’t expected him to tell me outright.

	“And that fulfils your… needs?”

	“Yes. Why are you asking me this?”

	I sighed, looking away.

	“I met someone who ignited things I’ve always kept buried. You’re the only person I know who might understand what those needs are and how I deal with it.”

	“Is this because of what Zach wrote, about seeing something in you?”

	I shifted, feeling my skin prickling. Our father’s words were playing on my mind, but this was different. This was about the darkness I’d always known was dwelling inside me.

	“No. Dad can fuck off, quite frankly.”

	“And you can’t talk to Avery about this?”

	I looked at him again. It didn’t seem like this fazed him, but his fingers were tapping on the arm of his chair.

	“No. That’s awkward considering our history and she doesn’t know about…”

	“About who?”

	“Ellie.”

	He nodded slowly before leaning forward and planting his elbows on the desk.

	“What exactly is this girl making you want?”

	“It’s complicated.”

	“Things are always fucking complicated, James. Just tell me.”

	“I want her to obey me.” It was so simple and yet it opened a huge can of worms. “But I can’t ask her for that. She’s got a horrifying past which I don’t even know the full extent of. She needs to be loved, not… commanded. We’re supposed to be just friends. And she knows I’m in love with Avery, so there’s that fucked up shit to deal with on top of everything else.”

	I dropped my head into my hands. Why was this such a huge mess? Why was I so fucked up in the head? And why the hell was I admitting all of this to my brother?

	“You’re in love with the idea of Avery. You always have been, but you two decided to blur the lines, didn’t you? That’s why you can’t see past her.”

	“How do you know that?”

	“Because I’m not fucking stupid, that’s how.”

	I didn’t look up at him. His words settled over me. In love with the idea of Avery. Was he right? I knew what it was like to be with Avery physically, but we’d never really been together as a couple. We weren’t really right for each other in that way. She was right for Aiden. If she hadn’t been, then we would’ve been with each other and I wouldn’t be craving these things with Ellie.

	“You have two choices. You act on your desires or you don’t. Don’t be like me though. I almost fucked everything up with Liora that way. Do it consensually if you are going to act on it. Make sure she wants it too.”

	He said it like it really was that simple. Act on it or don’t. Nothing was that fucking simple. Not ever. With Ellie, everything was complicated. My feelings towards her. My desires. Her past and what that meant.

	“Fucked things up with Liora how?” I asked, raising my head.

	His expression became pained for a moment.

	“It’s a long story and we’ve got a collection to launch.”

	He was right. I’d already taken up enough time with Dad’s letter and this conversation.

	“Come to dinner later and we’ll talk about this more, okay?” he continued.

	I nodded before standing. He looked at the letter.

	“Just throw it away. I don’t want to see it again.”

	As I left, I somehow felt a little lighter having told someone about how I felt. I still wasn’t any clearer regarding my next move, but at least I could talk to Dante about this shit. He understood. I tried not to think about what he and Liora got up to in his playroom. That shit I really didn’t want to know.

	I hope I can figure this out before I see Ellie again. How am I going to get through this picnic with her if I don’t?

	 

	
Chapter Twelve

	Ellie

	The way the sun glinted off his dark hair, highlighting the dark brown undertones had me mesmerised. I was glad the weather was nice, but not so much that there were a lot of people around. Even so, we’d picked a spot a little way off from the families and couples dotted around everywhere.

	James’ face was turned up to the sun, his eyes closed as if he was basking in the rays. I took the liberty of the moment to study him. The stubble across his jawline and contours of his features. The hard lines of his muscles visible under his t-shirt. He might not be ripped, but he was athletic. I was in no doubt he could quite easily overpower me if he wanted to at any point.

	The fucked up part.

	I was more than willing to let him.

	My time in captivity had fucked with my head clearly. Being forced to do the bidding of my masters. It conditioned me in some ways, but in others, it awakened things in me. Needs I wasn’t sure were normal. I’d always resigned myself to the fact that whilst I could try and live a relatively normal life now, I would never be normal on the inside. My introduction to the world had been harsh. Reality was devastating. I knew darkness like the back of my hand.

	In some ways, I think that’s why I was drawn to James. His life had been marred with violence and despair. I recognised that part of him because it lived in me too.

	“You’re staring,” he said without opening his eyes.

	My face grew hot, but I didn’t look away.

	“I don’t mind,” he continued. “If anything, I’m flattered.”

	He lowered his face, opening his eyes to stare back at me. Those ocean blue eyes which had the ability to consume me from the inside out.

	“Flattered?”

	“Mmmhmm, being admired by a beautiful girl and all.”

	That made me look away and fiddle with the blanket below us. It wasn’t the first time he’d said I was beautiful but compliments were a foreign concept to me. Spending your whole life being treated like you’re worthless by almost everyone around you makes it hard to accept anyone could believe you were attractive or worthwhile.

	In the periphery of my vision, I saw him sit up and lean towards me. He took my hands and stilled them. Why was he always so warm? My skin thrummed at the contact.

	“You don’t like compliments.”

	Was I that obvious?

	“I don’t know how to take them. No one has ever said nice things about me before,” I admitted.

	“Look at me.”

	I did it without hesitation. His voice compelled me to. I loved the rich notes to it. Every syllable he spoke brushed across my skin, sending shivers down my spine.

	I’m so screwed. So. Very. Screwed.

	His blue eyes searched mine for a long moment.

	“You are beautiful. Don’t let anyone put you down again. You’re stronger than that.”

	I felt those words deep in my bones. My time in the Daniel’s clutches hadn’t broken me. My father might be lurking, but I’d deal with him. He was never going to control me or my life again. Richard Kirkwood was dead to me.

	“You’re like my own personal cheerleader.”

	He laughed, shaking his head as he let go of my hands and picked up his can of coke instead.

	“Not sure I’d pull off the uniform and pompoms.”

	“Well, I don’t know. I think you might look rather fetching.”

	His grin was electrifying.

	“Hmm, perhaps that should be my next Halloween costume.”

	I smiled. His mood was infectious. It made it hard for me to broach the subject I’d been meaning to since my phone call with Tina. I picked at the remnants of our picnic, putting leftovers back in the bag we’d brought with us. I knew he was watching me, but I couldn’t stop. Doing something with my hands prevented me from fidgeting.

	“Ellie…”

	“Yeah?”

	“Have I made you uncomfortable again?”

	I stopped what I was doing and turned to him.

	“No, it’s not you.”

	He cocked his head to the side.

	“Then what?”

	I sighed, shuffling closer to him and picking at the blanket again.

	“I have to talk to you about something.”

	His eyes were curious, but he didn’t say anything, merely waited for me to continue.

	“It’s about the six years I was kept captive… well… I think it would be more accurate to say I was sex trafficked, but I see it as captivity because I wasn’t allowed any freedom.”

	His body was so closed to mine. I could feel the heat of him. I wanted to feel more. Hold onto him and not let go because I was afraid I’d drown otherwise. But I couldn’t. James was still in love with his best friend. That wasn’t going to change.

	“You know you can tell me anything.”

	“When I was sold… it was to… to…” I faltered, my airway restricting as panic started to bubble up in my chest. I put a hand to it, trying to calm my raging heart. My eyes were on the blanket, attempting to focus on something that wasn’t my body to stop the storm inside me threatening to burst out.

	Then I felt it. A warm hand wrapped around the back of my head, drawing me closer until I connected with his warm, solid body. My face buried in his chest, his other arm went around me and his fingers tangled in my hair.

	“Shh, close your eyes, it’s okay,” he murmured. “I’m here. You’re safe.”

	His touch simultaneously soothed and set fire to my veins. Two completely opposing feelings coursed through me.

	“Daniels,” I whispered, managing to get the word out.

	I felt him stiffen but he didn’t stop stroking my scalp lightly with his fingers. Didn’t stop holding me.

	“You were sold to the Daniels.”

	“Yes.”

	“Fuck.”

	For a long moment neither of us spoke. Then I couldn’t stand the silence nor how my skin felt like it was on fire. Craving something I’d never wanted from anyone before. How was it that despite me revealing something dark and hideous, my body seemed to have a mind of its own. It wanted the very solid and warm body holding me to pin me down and take full advantage of everything I had to offer.

	“I didn’t know how to tell you,” I whispered, trying to think about anything else, but failing miserably.

	My hands curled around him of their own accord, skimming over the hard muscle of his back. He let out a harsh breath. Did my touch affect him? Why was it at that moment all thoughts of how wrong it was to crave him went flying out of my head? None of this made sense. The want. The need. Almost as if parts of me pulsed with recognition, knowledge of him. That was impossible.

	“You only have to tell me things when you’re ready, Ellie.”

	“I know.”

	He leant his cheek on the top of my head.

	“Her family… the ones who did that are scum. Avery told me the truth a while before it all came out. Her and Aiden are the reason it came to light. They took them down from the inside. You can’t tell anyone that though. No one knows what they did.”

	“They did?”

	“Yeah.”

	“They’re the reason I was rescued then.”

	I let out a long breath, almost going slack in his hold as I relaxed against him finally. The anxiety I’d felt at keeping this in was gone. Why had I ever thought he’d react badly to the news? I should’ve known better by now. Nothing I said to James would make him run or hate me. Would the knowledge I was attracted to him do that though?

	“How many were there?”

	“Men?”

	“Yeah.”

	“I had four masters, but there were others. One liked to share with his friends. I hated him the most. He was cruel.”

	I shuddered at the memory of the lashes he gave me. The times he struck me with his belt. The scars on my back itched. I rolled my shoulders to shake it off.

	“He inflicted the worst punishments. The others were saints in comparison to him. When his time was up, they weren’t happy with the condition he’d left me in, but it didn’t matter. I was still their property. So they gave me to another who wasn’t as cruel. He just wanted a companion mostly. Then the last one, he didn’t look after me properly. He kept me chained up in a room and barely fed me. He said he liked them skinny.”

	I didn’t want to pull away from James, but if I didn’t, I might’ve ended up doing something I regretted. He let me go when I moved, sitting up and meeting his eyes.

	“It took me four months to speak again after I was rescued. They stole my voice from me. Stole everything. I never want anyone to take something from me against my will again.”

	His eyes clouded over and I wondered why.

	“No one should take things you’re not willing to give.”

	There was something else in the tone of his voice. Something which said I want you to give me things willingly. Was I reading into it too much? Reading into the way he looked at me sometimes like he wanted so much more. It made my skin thrum. Not least because I wanted to hand myself over to him like I was a buffet for him to devour.

	What the fuck? Where did that come from?

	My brain got scrambled when I was close to him. I had to remind myself he was in love with another woman. Repeatedly. Apparently that was something I kept forgetting.

	“What about things I am willing to give?” I whispered, the words tumbling out before I had a chance to stop them.

	His blue eyes darkened and trailed down my face to land on my mouth. I resisted the urge to lick my lips.

	“Then you tell them it’s okay, that you want it so they know they aren’t crossing the line or any boundaries you set out.”

	Why did this feel like we were talking about us? I knew about consent. All too well considering I’d never consented to anything that happened to me whilst I belonged to the Daniels nor all the shit my father put me through. But this, with James, what if I consented to it? Whatever this was between us which crossed over from friendship into something else.

	Was there any point in denying what I wanted?

	Him.

	I wanted him.

	Admitting it to myself wasn’t really the issue here. It was admitting it to him.

	And you can’t do that because of Avery.

	Some days I wished I didn’t know about his feelings for her and others I was glad of it.

	Why did I have to want someone who was emotionally unavailable to me? I wanted that connection. Craved it even. Only with him though. It wasn’t just the physical reaction my body had when he was close or touching me, it was the emotional pull. Deep down what I wanted was love. To be loved by someone for who I was inside.

	No one had ever really loved me except my mother. She was meant to though. Parents were. My father was sick with his need for drugs, but he also wasn’t right in the head. You couldn’t be to sell your own daughter into what essentially was sexual slavery.

	“I tell them it’s okay,” I repeated, unsure of what else to say.

	He nodded, his eyes still fixed on my mouth.

	“Only if it really is.”

	“Okay.”

	He watched me for a long moment as if he wasn’t sure what I was saying okay to. Then he leant back on his hands and tipped his face up to the sun again. I expelled a long breath from my chest as whatever spell was between us broke. This wasn’t the end of it. I was sure of that much. We’d keep skirting around this issue again and again until one of us snapped.

	I just wasn’t sure which one of us it would be.

	***

	“Come on, you promised,” he said, taking my hand and dragging me towards the building.

	After we’d dumped the picnic stuff back in the car, I’d told James I was okay with him measuring me if he still wanted to. It made me nervous, the thought of him touching me that much. He’d held me on two separate occasions now. Once in my bed and then earlier today. So I was pretty sure I could deal with it.

	“I know, but I didn’t expect you to want to right now,” I said as we walked into Benson’s offices.

	He waved at the security guard who gave him a nod. We got to the bank of lifts, but he didn’t drop my hand as he pressed the button.

	“I don’t want to give you time to back out.”

	The glint in his blue eyes told me he was teasing.

	“You made me sign a promise. Have I broken one yet?”

	The lift doors opened and we walked in. He turned so he stood in front of me after pressing the button for the right floor.

	“No, but I’ve wanted to dress you for weeks.”

	I smiled. He looked so boyish right then. Like playing dress up was one of his favourite activities. Or maybe it was just that he really wanted to dress me.

	So he can undress you.

	I tried not to let that thought show in my expression. Nor how my skin felt a little clammy and my nerve endings prickled.

	“A promise is a promise.”

	He’d actually marched me into a pub and bought us a round of soft drinks so we could sign our names on a napkin. The first promise was mine and the second was his.

	I promise to let you measure me so you can dress me in whatever you see fit from the Benson’s range.

	Eleanor Kirkwood

	I promise not to dress you in anything you’re uncomfortable with and I will pay for everything.

	James Benson

	I wanted to object to the last part about him paying for it, but he’d already signed it before I had a chance to. There was no going back on a promise between us. So I kept my mouth shut and let him drive me to his offices.

	The lift dinged. We walked out onto the top floor, along the corridor and into his office. He made me stand by the desk whilst he collected a tablet and a tape measure.

	I looked up at him when he stood in front of me with a lopsided smile on his face.

	“I’m going to start with easier ones first.”

	What he meant was he wasn’t going to measure my bust yet because that was intimate. I shivered at the thought of his fingers brushing over my breasts and how much I wanted his hands there.

	Get a grip, Ellie!

	He started on my arm, taking various measurements before he walked around me to do my back. With each one, he made a note on the tablet. I took steady breaths, trying not to let the light brushes of his fingertips affect me. I was failing miserably because each time he brushed against me, it made me tremble and want to arch into his touch.

	He walked back around to my front when he was finished then squatted in front of me. I watched the concentration on his face as he measured my leg. Then he looked up at me.

	“Um, I need to do your inseam… just tell me to stop if it makes you uncomfortable.”

	I took a deep breath as he ran the tape measure up my leg until his hand was right by my crotch. A part of me was glad I’d worn jeans today so he wouldn’t have any idea his touch had made me wet. I was so embarrassed. It was the first time I’d noticed just how aroused he made me because it wasn’t something I’d experienced with anyone else before.

	He didn’t linger which I could only be glad of. Straightening, he made a few more notes before he stared down at me with an apologetic look.

	“So, I kind of have to um…”

	“You can touch my chest, James, it’s okay. I’m not going to freak out.”

	He nodded. Then he reached around me with the tape measure, tucking it under my arms and pulling it across my chest. Noting down the number, he moved it higher so it was just above my breasts. He seemed to take a deep breath after that one before lowering it again and pulling it tight across my tits.

	“It’s not too tight, is it?” he asked, his voice low.

	“A little.”

	He loosened it a touch then checked the number. But he didn’t let the tape measure fall. His eyes met mine. I recognised the look in them. It was one he’d worn before. It told me he wanted me. I swallowed, tensing in anticipation of his next move. He seemed to visibly shake himself before dropping the tape measure from around me. He stepped back, noted down the rest of the measurements before placing the tablet on the desk.

	The air I was holding in my lungs seemed to whoosh out of me all at once. His proximity had frozen me in place before. I really thought he was going to act on this desire pulsing between the two of us. It hadn’t quite dissipated. It rippled with each movement he made.

	“Ellie… I…”

	“You what?”

	He turned back to me, his eyes roaming across my body with unconcealed need. Need I felt coursing through my own veins.

	Here we were. Alone in his office. No one else was here. No interruptions. Nothing.

	“I can’t stop,” he whispered.

	He reached up, cupping my face with one hand whilst the other curled around my waist, pulling me to him.

	“Stop what?” I asked, my voice just as low as his.

	“This…”

	He stared down at me. His blue eyes burning with heat and longing. My lips parted on automatic.

	Holy fuck, is he going to kiss me?

	 

	
Chapter Thirteen

	James

	What the hell was I doing? My common sense had fled the building. It would’ve told me to let her go if I cared to listen to it. I just couldn’t. The way she was staring up at me, her sky blue eyes reflecting the need in mine. They told me everything I needed to know.

	Her lips were parted, so inviting.

	I needed to taste her.

	My conversation with Dante a few days ago had played on my mind all day. Act on my desires or don’t. One of my desires was to kiss this girl in my arms. Kiss her fucking senseless because I couldn’t hold back any longer.

	I leant towards her until our noses brushed.

	“Say no if you don’t want this,” I whispered.

	I waited but Ellie didn’t speak. She just stared at me with those pink parted lips, almost as if she was urging me to close the distance.

	My lips met hers with the gentlest of touches. The heady wave of desire hit me like a ton of bricks. Gentle wasn’t enough. Nothing would be enough when it came to Ellie. I gripped her face harder and pressed my mouth firmly against hers, feeling her lips move under mine as she kissed me back.

	Ellie kissed me back.

	It was so tentative in the beginning, but I needed more. So much more. I wanted to taste Ellie properly. Her mouth parted for me, allowing me access to her tongue which curled with mine.

	Fuck.

	She tasted sweet like strawberries. And she moaned into my mouth, her hands clutching my t-shirt, trying to draw me closer. My restraint was shot to pieces in that instant. Ellie made it clear with her actions she wanted this as much as I did.

	I walked her backwards until she was pressed up against the desk. My hand tangled in her hair, locking her in place as I kissed her deeper, demanding more. Her hand wound up my neck and curled around it, anchoring me to her. Fucking hell, she was magic. She felt like heaven, pressed against me, her mouth latched onto mine. My cock dug into her stomach between us, but Ellie didn’t seem to mind. She gripped the back of my t-shirt with her other hand, keeping me pinned to her.

	Our mouths grew hungry, tongues seeking out each other and dancing. This was utter madness and we both gave in. The pent up longing seeped out of our pores. The air was thick with need. Our bodies did the talking. I ground into her and she whimpered against my lips.

	I was so fucking tempted to swipe everything off the desk, lay her down on it and take her in the way I desperately wanted to. Keeping her pinned below me whilst I fucked her long, hard and deep. Listening to her whimper below me.

	She might not have said no to me kissing her but having sex with her was an entirely different matter. I’d meant what I said earlier. She had to tell me it was okay. That she wanted it.

	We both needed to come up for air, but I couldn’t stop. Her mouth intoxicated me. The taste of strawberries was fucking delicious.

	“Fuck, Ellie,” I groaned against her lips.

	All that seemed to do was spur her on. Her fingers at my back slipped underneath my t-shirt and brushed against my bare skin. I shuddered at the direct contact. We couldn’t be closer than we were right now unless we were undressed and I was buried inside her. It was exactly where I wanted to be.

	This was too much. If I didn’t stop now, I’d let the beast free and then we’d both be fucked.

	I pulled my face from hers, staring down at her dilated pupils and parted glistening lips. We were both panting, hearts racing out of control in our chests. Her tits were right up against me. I wanted to feel the weight of them under my hand and run my thumb over her hardened nipples.

	I merely brushed my fingers over her jaw, cupping her face again. Ellie was more beautiful now than ever with her slightly flushed face and thoroughly kissed lips trembling for me.

	“James,” she whispered.

	“Yeah?”

	“We shouldn’t have done that.”

	Her words were like having a bucket of fucking ice thrown over my head. How could she say that? Didn’t she feel what I felt? That kiss eclipsed everything. Set the world aflame and we’d been dancing amongst the ashes together.

	“What?”

	She let go of me, her hands falling to her sides. I felt her withdrawal from me instantly. It stabbed me in the chest like a knife digging deep into an open wound.

	“Kissed. We shouldn’t have kissed. That’s… we’re friends. Friends don’t kiss.”

	Friends sure as hell didn’t kiss like we just did. I don’t think even lovers kissed like that. Two people consumed by each other did. And that’s what we’d been in those moments.

	“Ellie…”

	“Let go of me.”

	I thought her telling me we shouldn’t have kissed was the worst thing, but this dropkicked me in the gut. I stepped away from her, my arms coming to rest by my sides. She stared at me with abject misery for a moment as if saying these things to me hurt her too.

	“This was a mistake. I have to go.”

	She skirted around me and walked towards the door. I turned to stop her.

	“Ellie…”

	“Don’t. I can’t do this with you. Not like this.”

	Knowing it was futile, I didn’t go after her. I’d pushed her too far. Instead, I watched her walk out of my office. She didn’t look back. I slumped against the desk, swiping a hand across the back of my neck.

	How the hell had I fucked that up so badly?

	She hadn’t said no.

	She’d wanted to fucking kiss me.

	So why had she said it was a mistake?

	I had no fucking clue.

	***

	I felt listless. It’d been two weeks of unanswered phone calls and texts. So here I was wandering around Heal’s with Liora. She was analysing everything around us. I’d explained I wanted a more homely look for my flat so we were on the hunt for things like throw cushions, blankets and candles. It didn’t stop her wanting to test out the furniture just in case we found anything I liked.

	“What’s up with you?”

	I turned to her, finding her green eyes on me with an assessing look.

	“What do you mean?”

	“You’ve been moping since you picked me up and are hardly looking at anything. What’s wrong?”

	I sighed, flopping down on the end of one of the beds we’d stopped by. The mattress was firm but comfortable and I liked the bedframe, but it didn’t matter. All I could think about was Ellie and how I wanted to see her. To fix what I’d broken between us by kissing her.

	“What’s wrong is I’m an idiot who fucks up everything in his life.”

	She sat down next to me, placing her hand over mine.

	“Did something happen with Ellie?”

	Was it that obvious?

	“Dante told you what I said to him.”

	She looked away.

	“He only told me you wanted to be more than friends with her and that things were complicated because she knows how you feel about Avery.”

	Now one more person knew about this shit with Avery. At this rate, it was going to end up getting back to her and then things really would blow up. Everything was rapidly spiralling out of control and I couldn’t help feeling entirely responsible for all of it.

	“I kissed Ellie. I mean really kissed her, it was raw and unbridled. She felt it too, whatever it was happening between us, but then she ran out on me, saying it was a mistake. That was two weeks ago and I haven’t heard from her since.”

	Liora was quiet for a moment before she looked up at me again.

	“Are you still in love with Avery?”

	“I don’t know.”

	That was the honest truth. Things were changing for me. The way I felt about her wasn’t quite the same as it had been before I met Ellie. I was beginning to think Dante was right. That I was only in love with the idea of her. It was easy to use Avery as an excuse not to get close to anyone else. I didn’t want to do that now. I wanted, no, needed Ellie to see me. All the broken parts I kept locked inside laid bare to her.

	“If it was me and the guy I liked said he was in love with another woman then kissed me, I’d be worried he was using me because he couldn’t have her.”

	Her words smacked me around the head. Why the fuck hadn’t I considered that as a possibility?

	You’re not a girl and normally you would’ve asked Avery for advice. She would’ve told you the same thing.

	“I’m not. I don’t want to have feelings for Avery, not like that anyway. Ellie isn’t some kind of consolation prize to me.”

	Ellie consumed my every waking moment. She felt like home. Like I belonged by her side.

	“I know that, but does she?”

	No, she probably doesn’t.

	“How can I tell her that if she won’t even talk to me?”

	My phone started ringing, the sound startling both of us. I sighed, pulling it out and checking the caller ID before answering.

	“Hey.”

	“Why are you avoiding me?” Avery asked without preamble.

	“What?”

	“You’re avoiding me.”

	Oh fuck, what fresh new hell is this?

	Was I fucking destined to ruin every relationship I had?

	“I’m not.”

	“Don’t bullshit me, James. I’m not an idiot. I’ve texted you like five times without a response. I called you last week and you were too busy to talk. What the fuck is going on with you? You’ve been acting weird for weeks now.”

	I ran a hand through my hair and stood up, pacing away from Liora.

	“Nothing is wrong.”

	“If nothing is wrong then why the hell are you acting like this? You’ve never been withdrawn and uncommunicative with me.”

	“I don’t have time for this, Ave. I’m out with Liora at the moment.”

	I could hear her huff followed by a male murmur. Great, Aiden was clearly there.

	“Just tell me why you don’t want to talk to me. Please.”

	Her voice was almost a plea and it broke something inside me. This was my best friend. We’d been together through thick and thin. Here I was treating her like shit.

	“I’m sorry. I know I’ve been behaving like a dick and it’s not okay. Can you just give me time? I need to sort some shit out then I promise I’ll tell you everything, okay?”

	She was silent for a long moment.

	“Okay. You better or I’m coming over and tickling it out of you.”

	“No, you fucking well are not. Don’t even think about it.”

	“Oh, I’m thinking about it. You’re going to be squirming like a little girl.”

	I fucking hated getting tickled and she knew it. It was how she got me to do things for her when we were younger. She knew my weak points and used them against me more often than not.

	“It’s on, you better fucking watch yourself.”

	“I’ve missed you.”

	My heart ached at her tone, the sadness lacing it.

	“I need to go.”

	“Okay… love you.”

	“Yeah, me too.”

	I hung up, slipping my phone back in my pocket and running a hand through my hair.

	“You really are fucking things up,” Liora said as she came and stood next to me.

	“Tell me about it,” I replied, chuckling.

	“Come on, we better get moving or I’ll be getting a call from Dante complaining about him and Brent doing all the work whilst we slack off in soft furnishings.”

	I laughed. We’d left them at my flat to repaint the living room. I could’ve hired contractors. We had the money, but I wanted to do it myself. I think Dante and Liora respected that which is why they were helping me out.

	“I like this bed,” I said, pointing to it.

	“Well, let’s write it down and we can get it delivered then, hey?”

	We spent another hour wandering around and choosing various bits and pieces. My Mini was almost overflowing by the time we’d got everything in. We were having a few larger items delivered. Things were shaping up nicely.

	When we got back to the flat, we found Dante and Brent had already finished the living room and had moved onto covering the furniture in the bedroom.

	“Well, you two should start a painting and decorating company together, you could call it D & B Do Walls,” I said.

	“That sounds fucking stupid,” Brent replied, rolling his eyes.

	“We need to call that charity to come pick up the old furniture,” Liora said, ignoring both of us. “Since most of the new stuff will be delivered next week.”

	“Sure. I’ll go put the kettle on in the meantime,” I said, nodding at her.

	I wandered into the kitchen and found Dante had followed me.

	“You okay?” he asked.

	“No, but getting this shit done is helping.”

	“You didn’t tell her what I said, right?”

	I sighed.

	“No, of course I haven’t told her.”

	As if I was going to tell my sister in law I knew all about what her husband liked to do to her behind closed doors. When I’d gone to theirs for dinner, Dante and I had sat out in the garden afterwards together and he’d explained a few things to me. I wasn’t judging him, but shit, they really were kinky in a way I hadn’t expected. It was always the ones you least expected. I mean, Dante needing that kind of shit I could completely understand, but Liora enjoying it? Well, that was a new one on me.

	“She’d probably kill me.”

	“No shit. Liora can be a little scary when she’s mad.”

	Like when Dante had been in hospital and she’d gone crazy at the nurses for trying to kick her out of the room. It wasn’t just Dante who had a protective streak. I swear Liora would go to the ends of the earth for my brother and fight all of his battles for him. Not that Dante needed her to. He could handle himself well enough. It was sweet. The way they doted on each other. If you could ever call my brother sweet.

	“Oh well… I kind of like it when she gets pissed off.”

	I turned away, flipping the kettle on so I didn’t have to look at the expression on his face. Smug satisfaction because obviously when she stepped out of line it gave him an excuse to punish her.

	“Too much information.”

	“What? I didn’t say anything.”

	“You really didn’t have to. The look in your eyes says it all.”

	When I looked back at him, he was shrugging.

	Smug bastard.

	“Anyway, your secret is safe with me. I won’t even tell Avery, though you two have more in common than you’d think.”

	I pulled four mugs out of the cupboard and dumped tea bags into them.

	“What do you mean?”

	“Let’s just say someone likes restraints.”

	His eyebrows shot up.

	“Wait… did you two ever…?”

	I scowled.

	“No, and just don’t, Dante. I’m not talking about what sleeping with her was like.”

	Mostly because I really didn’t want to think about it. It happened and that was that. Dwelling on the way it felt to be with Avery was fucking pointless. Besides, she didn’t ignite me in the way Ellie did. That told me a lot about my feelings towards my best friend.

	***

	“This has to stop,” I said, pushing her back.

	Avery looked up at me, her eyes wide and her mouth glistening.

	“Why? It makes both of us feel better.”

	All it did was give us an escape for a while but reality always set in not long afterwards. Sex wasn’t a solution to our problems.

	“You’re my best friend, Ave. This isn’t healthy for either of us.”

	She pushed me back on the sofa before straddling my lap. My hands automatically went to her hips.

	“We’re not hurting anyone. No one knows. I know you want it.”

	She ground her hips into mine. I stifled a groan. Avery instigated this far too often. It’d been a year since it first happened and things had gone from bad to worse. Her parents were driving her crazy and my dad was putting so much pressure on me. I was so close to snapping. His constant belittling got inside my head. I almost believed him when he told me I was a useless son. Almost.

	After I moved out of Dante’s, things soured between me and him. Now he was basically Dad’s younger replica. He didn’t belittle me like Dad, but he acted like a complete dick to everyone around him. He pushed me away and I hated him for it. After all the shit we’d been through and now he was back in Dad’s pocket like nothing had ever happened.

	“It’s not about wanting it. What if Gertie finds out, huh? She’s already suspicious.”

	“She won’t. She’s too involved in chasing skirt and boys to notice.”

	I shook my head even as my hands urged her on. I was a fucking mess. This shit between us made it worse. I was beginning to feel things for Avery I shouldn’t. Beginning to want more than just sex. We had a connection because we’d always been best friends, but this was different. Being around her made my heart squeeze painfully, especially because I knew this was nothing more than a physical release for her.

	“Avery, please…”

	Her lips brushed against mine.

	“Don’t think about it, just fuck me.”

	So I did.

	And it sentenced me to hell because I was falling in love with my best friend.

	***

	“Sorry, you’re right. That’s not something we should discuss. Ever,” Dante replied, looking a little chastised.

	I finished up making the tea and handed a mug to him.

	“You’re right, you know… about me being in love with the idea of her.”

	I turned back to the counter and tugged something out of a drawer before I gave it to him. I didn’t really want to talk to Dante about Avery any longer. I did, however, need him to see this.

	“He wrote to you again.”

	I’d read it twice. Apparently, he wasn’t content with just sending one to the office.

	Dear James,

	I understand if you’re angry with me. Everything I did was a lesson. To teach you about the realities of this world. To shape you into a better man. One I could be proud of. I want to be proud of you, son. I know the continued success of the company is due to your hard work. You were always far more dedicated than your brother and sisters. I’m sure you noticed I gave you a higher percentage of shares than them. It was to show my gratitude.

	Come see me, James. Just for a while. We can talk.

	Think about it.

	Your father.

	“Is he serious?” Dante said, almost scrunching the letter up in his hand.

	It was true. I did have a slightly higher percentage of shares in the beginning, but I’d sorted that little error out. All of our shares were even now. I wasn’t giving into Dad’s fucked up mind games.

	“Make you into a better man? What with physical and verbal abuse? He’s a fucked up piece of shit.”

	I saw the anger and hatred in my brother’s eyes. Felt the venom in his voice. If I’d been under any illusions about his feelings toward my father before, I wasn’t now. Dante hated our father more than I did and I really fucking hated him.

	“Can you get rid of that one too?” I asked.

	“Of course. You’ll tell me if he sends you another one, right?”

	“Yeah. I don’t think he’s going to stop even if I don’t respond.”

	I wasn’t about to go see him. His letters couldn’t harm me but seeing him in person would. He would fuck with my head like he always did.

	This is something I had planned to tell Ellie about before I fucked it all up. She’d understand why it was affecting me so much. Having my father write to me. I had to fix it between us. Even if it meant going back to being just friends and forgetting that life altering kiss we’d shared.

	I needed Ellie in my life.

	Everything is falling apart. You’ve become my anchor, Ellie. I can’t be without you.

	 

	
Chapter Fourteen

	Ellie

	The ache in my chest which had been there for two and a half weeks was getting to me. I’d lost count of the days where I’d come home from work and hidden in my cupboard for hours on end. It wasn’t panic attacks this time. It was a deep seated longing which tore my insides to shreds. I almost started wishing my father would come to the hotel again just so it would distract me from this feeling and that memory.

	The memory of him.

	James.

	I put my hands over my face, burying myself further under the covers. Every single time I thought about him, my body became taut with tension. The phantom touch of his lips, his body, his hands against mine drove me insane.

	If only he hadn’t stopped kissing me.

	If only reality hadn’t crashed the fucking party.

	Reality was a bitch and ruined everything.

	Why had he done it? Why had he kissed me? I’d have been fine never experiencing that kind of passion and intensity.

	That’s bullshit. You felt alive when he kissed you.

	The world had been so vivid. Colours seemed brighter. Sounds amplified. Sensations intensified with each sweep of his tongue against mine. I wanted it again. I wanted him. All of him. Pressing against me. Filling me up. Consuming me.

	I didn’t just want it.

	I needed it.

	James would replace all the awful memories I had of men touching me if I let him.

	That’s exactly why I hadn’t responded to his messages or answered his calls. The moment I heard his voice, I’d give in. His rich, baritone voice which sent shivers down my spine would have me doing anything he wanted. And I knew exactly what he wanted.

	Me.

	I felt it in the way he touched me. In the way he kissed me. James wanted me naked beneath him. He wanted inside me. It was a different kind of want to my masters though. They didn’t give a shit whether I was aroused for them or not. All they thought about was their own pleasure and taking it from me. Taking what they saw as theirs.

	James wasn’t like that. He wouldn’t take anything from me I wasn’t willing to give.

	Running away from him hadn’t exactly been clever, but what I said was true. It was a mistake. We crossed a line neither of us could come back from. Nothing could erase that kiss. It would exist forever in both our memories. Especially the way he’d said my name in that heated moment. Like it was a prayer on his lips.

	My phone buzzed on the bedside table. It was my day off and I’d spent all of it in bed, only hauling myself out of it to have a shower, grab food and keep hydrated. I reached out and grabbed it.

	JAMES: If you don’t talk to me, I’m going to do something drastic.

	I sat up abruptly, the covers pooling at my waist. What the hell did that mean?

	JAMES: Answer the door.

	The buzzer went the next moment. I didn’t have to answer it to know who it was. There was no way I was letting him in. I’d been in bed all day. I probably looked like an absolute mess. Not to mention seeing him was a bad idea.

	ME: Please leave me alone.

	It was the first time I’d responded to him, but I couldn’t do this. Couldn’t have him here where the temptation to throw caution to the wind would be alive and kicking.

	JAMES: I just want to talk.

	JAMES: Let me up.

	JAMES: I swear I won’t touch you. I just want to fix this. Please let me.

	A loud knocking at my front door five minutes later made me jump.

	“Ellie, I know you’re there.”

	How had he got into the building? I shook my head. One of the neighbours probably let him in. It didn’t really matter because he was right outside the door now. There was no chance in hell I was going to get away with not talking to him. I put my phone on the bedside table and made the bed whilst he knocked on the door again. I didn’t have time to change now. Walking over to it, I took it off the chain and opened it.

	James stood there, looking immaculate as usual. The only thing out of place was his hair, which looked like he’d run his hand through it several times. That seemed to be a habit of his. My heart thumped wildly in my chest and my body ached to be closer to his.

	I stepped back, allowing him to walk in. The door slammed shut behind him as I let it go.

	We stared at each other for a long moment, neither of us saying anything.

	I wasn’t sure who moved first, but we were in each other’s arms the next second and his mouth was on mine, hunting my tongue down with his. This kiss was just as electrifying as the first. I groaned, unable to help the sound erupting from my throat. He pressed me closer, his hands like brands on my back. All logical sense and reason flew out of my head. He was the only thing I could feel. His mouth on mine. His body against me. Consuming me from the inside out.

	My hands went to his shoulders, pushing his coat off as he started backing me up towards the bed. It fell to the floor in a heap, but neither of us cared. There was desperation in our movements, a need which drove us to madness and one inevitable conclusion.

	We were going to have sex.

	Right here.

	Right now.

	And I wanted it.

	His fingers were at the bottom of my t-shirt, a little hesitant as the backs of my thighs hit the bed frame.

	“Don’t stop,” I whimpered against his mouth.

	I didn’t care at that moment I was about to expose the damage my masters had inflicted on my skin. The only thing driving me was the need to feel him against me. His solid body taking control of mine.

	He pulled away to look at me. His blue eyes burnt with heat, scorching me with their intensity.

	“Show me.”

	The commanding note in his voice made me tremble and heat flooded my core. My hands curled around his at the bottom of my t-shirt. He helped me lift it off my body and over my head. It dropped to the floor between us. My chest rose and fell rapidly as if I couldn’t get oxygen into my lungs fast enough.

	“All of you, Ellie.”

	It was my name on his lips which had me tugging my shorts down my legs without any hesitation. My underwear came next. Slowly, I raised my head to his finding his expression unchanged. The passion and possession in his eyes burnt me to a crisp.

	He said nothing. There wasn’t any need. I reached for him. He let me take his t-shirt off and unbuckle his belt. He slipped out of his shoes himself whilst I unzipped his jeans and it wasn’t long before he was bare before me too.

	I could see the faint scars he told me about on his abdomen and a larger one on his chest which looked like he’d been cut deeply with a knife. Yet, to me, he was the picture of perfection. I was right about him being athletic in build. His abs rippled as his chest rose and fell.

	“Do you want me?” he asked, his voice low and husky.

	“Yes.”

	He took a step towards me. Our bodies were inches apart, not quite touching.

	“Later, you’re going to tell me about each one of these, but right now, you’re going to lay back on the bed and spread your legs for me.”

	He was talking about my scars. That wasn’t what had my heart thundering in my chest. It was him telling me what to do. My masters had done that too. I hadn’t wanted to do as they said even though I’d complied.

	With James, it was different. I wanted this. Wanted him.

	So I shifted onto the bed and lay back for him, my knees bent as I opened my legs and showed him the most intimate parts of me. My eyes fell to his cock. I hadn’t looked before, but now I couldn’t stop. My tongue ran over my bottom lip. Would it hurt? Would he make this feel good for me? It’d never felt nice before. Having someone inside me. It hurt like fuck, but I knew now that was because I wasn’t aroused. I wasn’t wet for those men. I was wet for James. My body had primed itself for his.

	He reached down, snagging his jeans and tugging something out of the back pocket. When I realised what it was, I swallowed. There was something I had to tell him.

	“Wait…”

	He stopped before he ripped the packet open.

	“I’m allergic to um… latex.”

	He looked down at the condom for a moment and then back up at me. A pained expression washed over his features. I’d found out I was allergic the first time sex had been forced on me. It brought me out in hives and a rash. It was only a mild allergy, but it sucked, nevertheless. It took three more times before he realised and after that, he’d made me go on birth control so he could continue fucking me. Apparently, the hives between my legs were an eyesore. I didn’t care as long as I didn’t have to put up with the itchy rash.

	“I’m on birth control, but I understand if you don’t want to. I did get tested for everything after they rescued me.”

	He dropped the condom on the floor and knelt on the bed, crawling towards me. Before I could say another word, his mouth was on mine and he was pinning my hands to the bed.

	“I want to,” he murmured against my lips. “I want you.”

	His body brushed against mine. I arched up into him. Desperation coiled inside me. Need pounding between my legs. I throbbed and ached for him.

	“Please,” I whimpered.

	“What do you want, Ellie?”

	His lips trailed down my jaw and lower, dancing across my neck. I moaned. His touch burnt me. Fire ravaged through my veins.

	“You.”

	His tongue swept down my chest, tracing the ridge of one of my scars where a silver tipped whip had caught me. When his tongue circled one of my nipples, I bucked and whimpered in response. He kept me pinned in place, not allowing me any room to move and I was okay with that.

	“You’re beautiful,” he murmured. “So fucking beautiful. I want you to do exactly as I say. Are you willing to give me that? Give me you?”

	“Yes.”

	No hesitation. I didn’t even stop to think about it. It just felt right.

	“Good girl.”

	In all the years I’d been held captive, not once had any of them praised me. His praise made me feel wanted. Needed. Cared for.

	“I’ve never been turned on by anyone before, but I’m so wet for you.”

	He raised his head, staring down at me with those ocean blue eyes simmering with heat.

	“Are you?”

	I nodded. He let go of one of my hands and slipped his in between us. I shuddered when his fingers brushed over my pussy. He groaned when he felt me, felt how wet I was.

	“Fuck, Ellie. I want to take my time and show you how sex should be.”

	I was already so pent up and needy, him taking his time would only worsen the ache between my legs.

	“Please, I want you.”

	“Now?”

	I nodded. My brain had completely short-circuited. Nothing seemed to matter except him and I locked together.

	He leant towards me, lips brushing against mine.

	“Okay,” he whispered. “I’ll give you what you want.”

	Nerves hit me then. I tried not to tense as he settled between my legs properly and I felt the tip of his cock against my entrance. He seemed to notice my hesitation.

	“I’m not going to hurt you,” he told me. “You’re safe with me.”

	“Kiss me.”

	His mouth pressed to mine, sealing away our words and making my body thrum. I was so distracted by his mouth on mine, it didn’t immediately register when he slid inside me a little way. My body caught up with my brain. I gripped the covers below us, whimpering into his mouth. I was so wet, he didn’t meet with much resistance, but the intrusion made my body lock up. The memories of what happened before hit me all at once and I turned my face from his.

	“Stop,” I whispered.

	He didn’t move inside me, but he cupped my cheek and brushed his thumb over it.

	“Shh, it’s okay. I’ve got you.”

	The images assaulted me. The brutal way they’d fucked me without any real lubrication making it easier for me.

	“James,” I whimpered, squeezing my eyes shut. “I can’t… I can’t stop it. Please. Help me. Give me better memories. Please.”

	His thumb on my cheek was soothing in so many ways. He turned my face back towards his and pressed his forehead to mine.

	“I will, sweetheart, if you let me.”

	My heart squeezed painfully at his term of endearment.

	“Open your eyes and look at me.”

	I did as he said, staring up into those beautiful ocean baby blues I was growing to adore.

	“Remember how you told me you feel safe with me?”

	“Yes.”

	“Concentrate on that feeling, okay?”

	“Okay.”

	He began to move, pressing deeper. I focused on him rather than the images in my head. On the way he was looking at me and how his body felt against mine. My breathing was heavy and my heart rate elevated, but my vision narrowed to just him. This beautiful, stunning, kind, caring and complex man above me.

	I wrapped my hands around his back, needing to feel him under my fingertips.

	“That’s it, sweetheart,” he murmured, pulling out a little and starting to set a steady rhythm. “You’re okay. I’ve got you.”

	Slowly, but surely, my memories faded. All I saw was James. All I felt was James. His warm, solid body thrusting into mine, pressing deeper each time. The realisation I was enjoying it hit me all at once. I liked the way his cock felt inside me. Each stroke stoked the flames threatening to burst out.

	“More, please,” I whispered. “You feel so good.”

	He smiled and kissed me deeply, his tongue melding with mine as he thrust harder until he buried himself up to the hilt. I moaned into his mouth, feeling fuller than ever. It was a heavenly kind of full. He fit inside me so perfectly.

	“Ellie,” he groaned. “Fuck, you feel amazing.”

	“Don’t stop, please.”

	“No fucking way. I want you to come all over my cock.”

	Hearing him say that sent me spiralling. I was desperate for it. For him. For my first orgasm. If he could give that to me, make me forget everything else, then he’d have managed something I’d never been able to achieve myself.

	His thrusts intensified. I wrapped my leg around his waist, needing him closer. I couldn’t stand it. The tension inside me increased. My body was taut, primed and ready. My core throbbed uncontrollably, edging closer to something explosive.

	“James, please.”

	I wasn’t sure what I was even begging for, but I needed something. He seemed to understand because his hand slipped between us and his fingers brushed against my clit. I cried out, my nails digging into his skin at the sensations coursing through me from his touch.

	“Come, sweetheart.”

	His voice was breathy, but still commanding. I had to obey. The need to please him rose up inside me, forcing me closer to the edge.

	“Harder, please.”

	His fingers on my clit increased in pressure as did his cock thrusting inside me. It was the added intensity which made me snap.

	“Oh fuck,” I cried out.

	My eyes rolled back in my head as the intense bliss rushed through my body. My pussy clenched making him grunt and curse. Nothing prepared me for this. The rush of pleasure pulsing across my skin. The sparks behind my vision. The thrill of knowing he gave me this. James made it possible for me to feel this way.

	“Shit,” he growled. “Shit, Ellie, fuck.”

	I felt a rush of warmth deep inside me as his cock spurted and pulsed between my legs. He kept thrusting until he buried himself up to the hilt and almost collapsed on top of me. Only his hand planted by my head kept him from squishing me.

	He kissed me gently for a moment before raising his head and staring down at me.

	“Are you okay?”

	I nodded, unable to speak. I reached up and ran my hand along the stubble across his jaw.

	“This isn’t what I meant to do when I came over. I hope you know that.”

	“I do,” I whispered. “I’m glad we did.”

	“You are?”

	Having sex with him was the single most intense and wonderful experience of my life. Despite my initial issues weighing me down, he’d chased them away and given me something special. A beautiful memory to hold onto. Just me and him. Nothing else standing in our way.

	“Mmm, that was amazing.”

	His eyes softened and the result was beautiful. His face relaxed into a smile. James really was a sight to behold.

	“It was pretty amazing for me too.”

	“Yeah?”

	“You’re special, Ellie. I hope you realise that.”

	He kissed me again before he pulled away and sat up. His eyes raked across my body but I wasn’t embarrassed. He’d been inside me, kissed the scar across my chest. What he hadn’t seen were the ones I hated the most which littered my back. He would though. I couldn’t stop that.

	I slipped off the bed and walked over to the bathroom to clean up. When I came out, he was sitting up against my headboard in his boxers with the TV remote in his hand flicking through Netflix.

	“Come here,” he said, putting his hand out to me.

	I snagged his t-shirt off the floor and pulled it on which earnt me a smile before I tugged on my underwear. Crawling onto the bed, I curled up against his side, my head resting on his shoulder with his arm wrapped around me.

	He dropped a kiss on the top of my head before pressing play.

	“We’ll talk later, okay?”

	I nodded, content to just be here with him after the intensity of our little workout. But James and I didn’t end up talking at all. Halfway through the film, he ordered Chinese and then when he’d kissed me, it led to touching and soon we were lost in each other all over again. We fell asleep in each other’s arms.

	Thank you for showing me how it should be between two people. Thank you for being the first man I’ve ever wanted to be close to. Thank you for being you, James.

	 

	
Chapter Fifteen

	James

	Her sweet scent of green apples filled my senses when I woke up. I assumed it was the shampoo she used because her hair was tickling my nose. Opening my eyes, I found Ellie’s back pressed up against my chest. She hadn’t put anything on when we’d fallen asleep. I shifted, kissing her shoulder and feeling the ridges of her scarring underneath my lips.

	She hadn’t let me look at her back properly yesterday. I’d seen the ones on her chest. They were a little stark in places against her olive skin. Ellie was still beautiful to me. They were a part of her history. A part of her and everything about her was incredible.

	I pulled back slightly, my hand drifting across her side as I eyed her back. It was clear someone had taken a belt to it. They hadn’t been gentle. Her skin must’ve broken in several places and they hadn’t let it heal properly at all.

	“They’re ugly,” she whispered.

	I hadn’t realised she was awake.

	“Tell me what happened.”

	She shivered. I stroked her side to try and soothe her. After a moment, she relaxed into my touch.

	“The cruel one… his name was Scott.”

	Scott Williams. Sentenced to six years for his involvement with the Daniels.

	I knew who they all were. After Ellie told me it was the Daniels, I looked up all the men and women who were arrested and imprisoned in connection with the sex trafficking ring. I wanted to make sure they were behind bars if and when Ellie ever told me their names.

	“He used to tie me up by my hands to this hook he had suspended from the ceiling. Then he’d hit me with his belt until my back was bloody. He left me like that for days. My skin never healed properly. It’s layer upon layer of scars. I can’t stand seeing it.”

	I understood why she would hate them. They represented something painful for her. Each one must be a reminder of the abuse.

	Leaning towards her, I kissed her shoulder again, then lower, my lips pressing against one of the deeper scars on her back. She shuddered, her hand clutching mine at her waist.

	“You’re beautiful,” I told her, my lips trailing across the damaged skin. “Inside and out.”

	“James…” she whispered, trembling.

	“Shh, sweetheart. This is a part of who you are. I’m going to kiss every scar, then when you think about them, you’ll remember my lips on your skin.”

	She didn’t object any further. Ellie allowed me to kiss each one down her back before she turned over and explained to me the scars on her torso. A silver tipped whip which Scott had used. The burn mark from the iron was from her first master, Adrian.

	Adrian Leon. Sentenced to four years for his involvement with the Daniels.

	On her thighs, there were more scars from the silver tipped whip. I kissed each one whilst I had her laid out on her back, watching me with those sky blue eyes of hers. As I got closer to her pussy, she trembled, her fingers curling around the bedsheets.

	“No one has touched you like this, have they?” I asked.

	She shook her head.

	“Does it feel good?”

	I ran my fingertips up her inner thigh.

	“Y…Yes.”

	I pressed her legs open for me and settled down in between them.

	“I want you to feel good, sweetheart.”

	I kissed her inner thigh and she let out a soft moan. She was so responsive. I wondered if it was just me who had this effect on her. She told me she’d never been wet for anyone before.

	Having Ellie splayed out like this for me was more than I could take. I’d imagined her naked so many times. Thought about all the things I wanted to do to her. The ways I wanted to touch her, kiss her, fuck her. Nothing compared to having her right here. Her skin against mine. Seeing all of her scars and how fucking beautiful she was.

	We both had work today, but it was early, or at least I assumed so because my alarm hadn’t gone off yet. I couldn’t leave without tasting her. I shifted higher and pressed my face between her thighs, tongue flicking over her soft folds and delving into her sweet little pussy. She bucked a little at the contact.

	My eyes met hers as I flicked my tongue over her clit. Her bottom lip was caught between her teeth, sky blue eyes wide and filled with heat. I watched her as I teased her clit, loving the way she started to pant and the moans emitting from her throat. Sliding two fingers inside her, I felt her clench around me.

	Ellie arched up as I fucked her with my fingers and tongued her clit.

	“Oh, fuck, oh, oh, please… don’t stop, oh, don’t, oh, James, please.”

	Watching her slowly come apart was an incredible sight. Giving Ellie her first pleasurable experience with sex was what I’d wanted, but it wasn’t enough. I needed more of her. More of this. I didn’t want this to stop now it had started.

	I wanted her.

	And I wanted her mine completely.

	Her hands fisted in the covers. She cried out and the dam broke. The warm gush over my fingers, the way her pussy clenched around them again and again was magic. Ellie intoxicated me. And she tasted so fucking sweet.

	My cock throbbed, desperate for her sweet heat wrapped around it. Would she let me slide inside her again? Fuck her like I wanted to. I’d held back last night because I didn’t want to scare her. She needed gentle and sweet. But now, I wanted her on her hands and knees.

	I pulled my fingers from her and licked them clean before raising up on my knees.

	“Ellie, will you turn over for me?”

	She hesitated for a long moment.

	“But…”

	“I told you, sweetheart, you’re beautiful to me. Every part of you.”

	She sat up.

	“Will you kiss me first?”

	“Is that what you want?”

	She nodded, a flush appearing across her cheeks. Fuck she was adorable. I could understand her shyness when it came to her appearance. She’d likely been told her scars were ugly and something she should be ashamed of. They weren’t to me. Ellie was perfect the way she was.

	I leant towards her and claimed her mouth, my hand cupping the back of her head to keep her in place. When I released her, she smiled up at me before turning over and waiting for me on her hands and knees. I stroked a hand down her side, pulling her closer to me when I curled it around her hip.

	“I want to fuck you hard. Promise you’ll tell me if it’s too much, okay?”

	She looked back at me.

	“I promise.”

	There was a sense of trust and acceptance radiating from her blue eyes.

	“Good girl.”

	She let out a soft sigh, closing her eyes momentarily as if she savoured my words. I cocked my head to the side.

	“Do you like it when I call you that?”

	“Praise… I like your praise.”

	She opened her eyes again. Her cheeks were bright red now. How did I manage to meet such a fucking beautiful and compliant girl? The beast roared and snapped. She fed that side of me, making me want to set it free. Her submissive nature was a drug, intoxicating me with an invitation to dominate her. Could I really give in to that part of me? The side I’d hated and despised for so long. Kept hidden and buried.

	“When you’re good for me, I’ll give you the praise you’ve earned.”

	Where the fuck did that just come from?

	“I’ll be a good girl for you.”

	Oh, fuck me.

	Whatever was happening between us, I didn’t want to stop and analyse it further.

	Shifting in between her legs, I lined my cock up with her entrance and thrust inside her, groaning at how hot, tight and wet she was. Pulling back, I thrust deeper, gripping hold of both her hips. Ellie moaned, her back arching a little. Now I could see the full extent of her damaged skin. I was sure a lot of men would be disgusted by the sight of it. It appalled me, the amount of pain she must’ve been in when this was done to her, but the scars themselves didn’t make me recoil.

	“So beautiful,” I murmured, releasing one of her hips and tracing my fingers down her back as I fucked her.

	“James,” she whimpered.

	“I’ve got you. You’re safe, sweetheart.”

	Her moans got louder when I pressed deeper and harder inside her. She didn’t tell me to stop. Her body trembled and quaked, just like I’d pictured so many times. This was better. She was perfect.

	I want you mine, Ellie. Mine. Mine to hold. Mine to touch. Mine to fuck.

	My pace increased. I couldn’t hold back any longer. I wanted her to feel what she did to me. How her pliant and submissive body called out to me, begging me to claim her.

	“Such a good girl. Taking it so well. Do you like this? Like the way I’m fucking you? Love my cock inside your tight, wet pussy?”

	What am I saying?

	“Yes, please don’t stop.”

	My fingers dug into her hips. I buried myself up to the hilt, feeling her tense and contract around me.

	“I’m not going to stop until you make me come, sweetheart. You’re going to do that, aren’t you? Make me come in your sweet little pussy.”

	“I want to. Come inside me, please.”

	I’d never been much of a talker during sex but something about Ellie made me want to spill all my dirty thoughts to her.

	I was so close. Her words and mine sent me spiralling. Holding on would be next to impossible with the way her tight heat was gripping me.

	“Fuck, I’m going to…”

	I grunted, slamming into her one last time as I felt the first pulse rush through me. It was utter bliss. Letting go with Ellie. Allowing myself to give in to the side which haunted me for so long. The need to have this girl at my mercy. And she really was. Ellie had given me that power.

	I leant over her, pressing my forehead to her shoulder as I panted.

	We should’ve talked yesterday. Talked about why she ran out on me. Why she refused to speak to me for two and a half weeks. When I’d seen her the pull between us won out. I didn’t give a shit about the consequences. All I wanted was her. And I had her even when her memories threatened to drag her away from me. Ellie stayed in the present with me. Allowed me to replace her pain with pleasure.

	My alarm started blaring out of my phone which I’d popped on the bedside table before we fell asleep last night. I pulled away from her and got up off the bed so I could turn it off.

	“You have to go, don’t you?” she asked.

	“Hmm, yes.”

	She flopped down on the bed and stared up at me. We really needed a conversation about what just happened between us, but it would have to wait.

	I leant down and kissed her forehead.

	“We’ll talk when we can.”

	“I have to work late for the next couple of days.”

	“Then I’ll see you at the weekend. Is that okay?”

	She nodded, capturing me by the hand before I could straighten. She pressed her lips to mine, encouraging me to kiss her deeply. I pulled away, groaning.

	“Ellie… you’re making it hard for me to leave.”

	She smiled, releasing me as I straightened. As I walked away to the bathroom, I swore I heard her murmur, “That was the point.”

	I shook my head, cleaning myself up and going about my business. She was chucking tissues in the bin when I came out. She’d pulled a t-shirt on which only just covered her pussy from view. Probably a good thing. I could barely keep my hands off her as it was.

	I dressed quickly, sitting down to pull on my shoes. She leant her head on my shoulder from behind me, her hand curling around my waist.

	“You going to respond when I text you later?” I asked.

	“Yes… I’m sorry for running away.”

	“I’m sorry for making you feel like you had to.”

	Her hand tightened around my waist.

	“I don’t want you to go,” she whispered.

	I sighed heavily. Neither did I in all honesty. There were so many unspoken words between us. So many things I had to explain to her.

	“Come here.”

	She shifted, moving around me and I pulled her into my lap, staring up into her beautiful face.

	“I wish we had time to discuss everything, you know that right?”

	She nodded, her hands curling around my neck.

	“Just don’t think too much, sweetheart. I promise I’ll be here on Saturday night, okay? I have to finish some shit during the day, but after that, I’m all yours.”

	I tugged her towards me, claiming her mouth one last time. She pulled back and smiled at me before standing up and letting me go. I rose and stroked her cheek, smiling back at her.

	She walked me to the door and kissed my cheek, giving my arm a squeeze before I walked out.

	“I’m working till six, so after that,” she told me when I turned back to her.

	“See you Saturday, sweetheart.”

	I winked before ambling off down the corridor towards the stairs. I seriously hoped she wouldn’t freak out on me between now and then. If only we’d talked properly last night instead of letting our bodies do the talking for us. Perhaps it would’ve saved us a whole lot of heartache and pain.

	***

	I knew something was wrong when I walked into my office. A chill ran down my spine when I saw another fucking letter waiting on my desk. Not what I needed right after the perfect morning I’d had with Ellie.

	Pulling out my phone, I fired off a quick text to Dante.

	ME: He sent another.

	I walked over to my desk and picked up the offending article. Carefully, I opened the envelope and tugged out the letter. It was short this time.

	Dear James,

	You’re angry and rightly so. There were things I did to you and your brother and sisters that could be considered unorthodox. My only regret is you could not see the bigger picture. Life is a cruel and harsh taskmaster. It takes what you love and turns it into dust whenever it feels the need to teach you a lesson. Love is a wasted emotion.

	We’ll talk further when you come to see me.

	Think about it.

	Your father.

	Dante walked in and shut the door.

	“What fresh madness has he decided to sprout this time?”

	I handed him the letter when he reached me.

	“Apparently his methods were merely unorthodox.”

	He frowned, his eyes scanning the page. He shook his head.

	“He has no fucking morals or shame. Honestly, can you believe this bullshit? I swear to fucking god he thinks you’re stupid.”

	Or he thought I was still a scared little boy who did everything he said so I wouldn’t be punished. Either way, I was getting tired of his letters. They reminded me how manipulative and sick in the head our father was.

	“It makes me wonder why he treated us so differently. He only hurt me when I was actually bad. The rest of the time he just made me feel like shit with his words.”

	“Zach isn’t just some mindless monster. He’s cold and calculating. He studied us so he could hit us where it hurt the most. Don’t be fooled by anything he says.”

	Dante was right. I couldn’t let him get in my head again. It would only send me back into that pit of despair where I questioned everything I did. Back to the time where I relied on Avery in ways I shouldn’t have. Though, honestly, what happened between us was more about what she needed at the time than me. I let her take from me and she took far too much.

	“And let’s not forget what he did to the girls. That was just plain cruel. They can’t find out about these.”

	“We can’t find out about what?”

	Both of us looked up at the door where Jen and Fi were standing, eyebrows raised.

	Fuck.

	Before either of us had a chance to put the letter somewhere they couldn’t see it, Jen strode towards us and snatched it out of Dante’s hand.

	“Jen…” Dante said, his tone laced with warning.

	“What the fuck? How long has this been going on?” Jen demanded, handing it off to Fi when she was finished.

	“A few weeks. That’s the third one,” I said.

	There was no point lying to them. We shouldn’t have hidden it but neither of us wanted to upset our sisters.

	“Where are the other two?”

	“I gave them to Dante to get rid of.”

	Jen turned to him.

	“Did you?”

	“Yes,” Dante replied. “His words are venom and James doesn’t need to be reminded of his shit. I’m not keeping this one either.”

	Both of them shook their heads as Fi shoved the letter back at Dante.

	“You two weren’t going to tell us. What happened to dealing with things as a family?” she asked.

	I looked at Dante whose expression was dark.

	“I told you two that until you get counselling, we are not discussing Zach further. This was for your own good.”

	Fi crossed her arms over her chest.

	“Oh so you know what’s best for us now, do you?”

	His expression darkened further.

	“No. Did you forget you called me two weeks ago in tears because you saw a story about some idiot trying to get permission to interview him?”

	The twins looked at their feet.

	“Right. I thought so. It’s been years since it happened, isn’t it time you got help? I’m here for you as is James but we can only do so much.”

	The next moment, they’d both thrown themselves at him and were sobbing on his chest whilst he held them. Dante had always been their source of comfort as strange as that sounds. He’d taken care of them after everything our father did, even during the years when he was seemingly in Dad’s pocket.

	“Shhh, it’s okay,” he murmured.

	I tugged Jen away from him and held her instead. Dante gave me a grateful look over Fi’s shoulder. I stroked my sister’s hair whilst she gripped me tightly.

	“You’re okay. He can’t get to you again,” I whispered.

	“I hate him,” she mumbled.

	“We all do.”

	She pulled away and stared up at me with tear filled eyes and wet cheeks. Her expression tugged at my heart. My sisters had suffered so much and there was nothing Dante or I could do to change it.

	“You’re not going to see him, are you?”

	“What? No, why the fuck would I do that?”

	She nodded slowly.

	“Just making sure.”

	I grabbed a box of tissues off my desk and handed them to Jen. Both the twins cleaned up their faces before they turned back to Dante and me.

	“You can’t keep things about Dad from us,” Fi said.

	“Are you going to find a counsellor then?” Dante asked.

	The girls looked at each other for a long moment before Fi spoke, “Yes, we will. Just give us time to find the right person.”

	Dante looked as sceptical as I felt about that statement. They’d been putting it off for far too long. I understood talking about what Dad did to them was difficult, but they couldn’t go through life breaking down any time someone mentioned him. He might be behind bars, but he was still a monster who haunted all of us in different ways.

	“On a different topic, you’re practically glowing this morning,” Fi said, looking at me pointedly.

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“Oh, I think someone got laid,” Jen sniggered.

	I rolled my eyes and walked around my desk, taking a seat. I noticed Dante eying me more closely now.

	Just what I need, all my siblings noticing I had sex literally less than two hours ago.

	“I thought you and Cassie were done,” Fi said.

	“We are.”

	The twins glanced at each other.

	“Who’s the lucky lady this time?”

	“Don’t you all have work to do?”

	I was not going to tell them about Ellie because they’d spend eternity giving me shit about her. I’d already had enough over the fact that I’d been screwing the accountant.

	“You’ve blatantly got a secret lady love and we’re going to find out who it is,” Jen said with a twinkle in her eye.

	“Can you take them away please?” I said to Dante, giving him a pleading look.

	He raised an eyebrow.

	“Do you think I have control over them?”

	“More than me.”

	He looked at my sisters.

	“Why did you two come in here anyway?”

	Thank fuck for the subject change.

	“Oh, we were checking if you two were planning on attending the ball Avery’s charity is having.”

	I slapped my hand on my head, groaning. I’d completely forgotten Avery mentioned it was being organised months ago. No wonder she was pissed with me. Not only had I not been talking to her, but I’d not even responded to the invite she sent me well over a month ago. It wasn’t for another month or so, but she’d been helping plan this for ages.

	“Yeah, Liora, Brent and I are all confirmed,” Dante said.

	The twins looked at me.

	“Yes, of course I am,” I said. “It’s Avery’s thing, why wouldn’t I go?”

	I just had to tell her I was going. And perhaps I could persuade Ellie to come with me. It was, after all, for women like her. Then again, I didn’t want to push Ellie into doing anything she was uncomfortable with. We still had to talk about what was going on between us first.

	I just hoped she wanted the same thing as me.

	I want to make you mine, Ellie. No other bullshit. Just us. Together. As a couple.

	 

	
Chapter Sixteen

	Ellie

	The problem with what happened between James and me was now he wasn’t with me, all I could think about was how wrong it was for me to sleep with him. He’s given me no promises or indication of anything more between us. For all I knew, he was still pining over Avery and I was just a distraction for him.

	He told me not to overthink everything, but I couldn’t help it. It whirled around and around in my head like a carousel. Even in his text messages, he didn’t really make anything clearer for me. He said he was looking forward to seeing me, but did that mean so he could have sex with me again or was he going to tell me he wanted some bullshit like friends with benefits?

	Why the hell had I had sex with a guy who was in love with his best friend?

	What kind of madness had possessed me?

	It was true I wanted an experience with someone who would treat me with care and show me sex could be pleasurable. He’d done that in spades. I’d never had such an intense experience with anyone. Never knew it could be like that between two people. It made me wonder why people took without giving anything in return. Surely it was better when both parties wanted each other?

	Some people were just fucked up and evil. They didn’t care what they took. It was all about them. With James, it had been about us, together, finding a release in each other. I mean, him going down on me was about the most erotic thing I’d ever seen. His eyes had been fixed on me the whole time, watching me as I came apart for him.

	I wanted more though. More of him. And not just sex, I wanted that connection we shared. He knew more about me than anyone else in this world. There were still so many secrets I had to share, but he was the person I wanted to confide in. He was the only man I’d ever felt safe with. He’d seen the damage inflicted on me and told me I was beautiful.

	I couldn’t help my doubts. All I’d had in my life was pain. People using and abusing me before tossing me out like I was a piece of dirt on their shoe. The only kindness I’d been shown was after I’d been rescued, but even then I had trouble trusting people. Letting them in. He hadn’t given me any reason to doubt him, but that didn’t mean I could fully trust he wasn’t playing with my feelings. I’d seen too much of the dark side of this world.

	The buzzer for my door went. I’d been so nervous about seeing him and now he was here. I went to the intercom and buzzed him in. It was a few minutes before he knocked on the door and I opened it.

	Why was he so beautiful? When I looked at him, all of my doubts went out the window. All I wanted to do was drown in James. Drown in the intense sensations he would no doubt draw out of me if I let him. I couldn’t afford to do that.

	“Hi,” I said, stepping back.

	“Hi yourself.”

	He reached for me as soon as he walked in, his hand curling around the back of my neck, reeling me in. I barely had a chance to get another word in when his lips met mine. I melted into him, not least because I’d missed him, but his mouth on mine made my knees weak.

	“Sweetheart,” he breathed, pulling away and resting his forehead against mine.

	Why did his touch have this effect on me? I wanted to please him. This was really fucked up. We had to talk and that meant I couldn’t let him be close to me or I’d lose my nerve.

	I backed out of his grasp, almost shoving him away from me. His expression fell, confusion painting his features.

	“Don’t.”

	“Ellie? What’s wrong?”

	He tried to take a step towards me but I put my hand up. It was now or never.

	“Please, don’t. You scramble my thoughts when you’re close to me and I can’t say what I have to say if I can’t think straight.”

	He went still, ocean blue eyes assessing me carefully.

	“Okay. I’ll stay here.”

	I nodded and backed away further, needing more distance between us. Balling my hands up in the sleeves of my jumper, I took a breath, focusing on what I wanted to say to him.

	“This…” I waved my hand between us. “I don’t know what this is. It was all so clear before you kissed me. We were friends and I was damn proud of myself for that. I’ve not been able to have a conversation with a man since I was rescued without my skin itching or feeling the urge to be sick. I was so happy when I spoke to you because it felt good not to feel like I was dying inside.”

	I looked away from him, unable to take the look of dread in his eyes. As if he knew what I was going to say would change so many things between us.

	“There were no conflicting emotions. No complications. I was safe with you. Safe because you’re in love with her.”

	I put my jumper clad fist to my mouth, finding myself trying to choke back tears which were beginning to well in my eyes. The pain of knowing that simple fact ripped right through my chest and broke my heart right in two.

	“Ellie, I—”

	I dropped my hand from my mouth.

	“Don’t, don’t tell me that’s not true because we both know it is. I was okay with that, you know, we were simply sharing our dark pasts with each other. I was never meant to feel anything else but kinship with you.”

	I slipped a hand from my jumper and rubbed my other arm with it.

	“Somehow I found myself wanting more. I wanted to be close to you. I craved the moments when our hands touched because it made me feel… alive. And I kept telling myself it was okay. That friends touched each other in a purely platonic way. I was kidding myself because deep down, I felt something else. Something deeper and it kept building until I couldn’t deny it any longer.”

	I heard him shift and I looked up. He’d taken a step towards me, his eyes intent on my face. There was longing in his eyes, the same longing I felt inside. The need to touch each other and make all this pain go away.

	“And the thing is, I began to realise you felt it too. That you wanted more. I didn’t act on it, James. I tried to keep us as friends and you know why that is.”

	“Because of Avery.”

	I didn’t think it would hurt so much. Hearing her name. My chest felt tight and my heart burnt. The tears I didn’t want started falling.

	“You ruined it when you kissed me. You made it impossible to go back. That’s why I avoided you because I knew the second I saw you, I’d be lost. I wanted you so much I didn’t care about the consequences.”

	He took another step towards me. I should’ve moved away, but I was frozen in place.

	“We paused reality, but we can’t escape it forever. It’s right here.”

	“Nothing is ever going to happen with Avery, you know that.”

	He closed the distance and wrapped his hands around my shoulders. The heat of his palms burnt through my clothing. I stared up at him, tears spilling down my cheeks, feeling desolation set in.

	“But it already did, didn’t it? Tell me the truth. What happened between you two?”

	I knew there was far more to what he’d told me.

	“It’s complicated.”

	“No, it isn’t. It’s pretty simple. You either slept with her or you didn’t.”

	His expression was pained as if I’d hit on a sore subject.

	“I did.”

	I crumbled. Even though I knew it had to be the case, my world fucking disintegrated before my eyes. Somehow truly knowing they’d been together intimately made it worse than ever. He caught me against his chest as my legs buckled and held me.

	“Sweetheart,” he whispered. “I’m sorry. Please don’t cry.”

	“When? When did it happen?” I sobbed into his chest, clutching his coat with both fists.

	“When we were seventeen and it carried on for two years, on and off.”

	He must’ve thought I was crazy, getting upset about something that happened so long ago. Hell, I thought I was crazy right now.

	“Why did it end?”

	“A guy at Uni asked her out and she wanted to start seeing him. We were never really together. She wasn’t coping with her parents’ expectations of her very well… she sought solace in me and I gave it to her even though it felt wrong to sleep with my best friend. I saw her as family, I still do. All the lines just got blurred. My feelings grew into something they shouldn’t have, but I still let her go when she wanted to stop. I’ve never been able to say no to her.”

	My heart broke further for him. She’d taken advantage of his affection for her. Didn’t he see that?

	He stroked my hair, holding me tighter. I felt like such an idiot, crying over his feelings for his best friend. I wanted him to feel that way about me not her.

	Hold on, what?

	Was I jealous?

	I was.

	She was first. She’d had him first. And she didn’t cherish him in the way she should’ve. In the way he deserved. I didn’t know her, but what she’d done was selfish.

	“Ellie, I don’t want her like that. Not anymore.”

	He wanted her that way not so long ago. You couldn’t just turn feelings off like that.

	“If you’re going to tell me you want me, you can save it.”

	He sighed.

	“You’ve already made up your mind, haven’t you?”

	I had. Before he even got here. Before I saw him and my resolve started to crumble.

	“I don’t want to be anyone’s second choice and I refuse to live in another girl’s shadow. I deserve more.”

	When he said nothing, my heart shattered. Funny that I hadn’t realised how much I cared about this man until now. How my feelings had blossomed. How much I desperately wanted him when I couldn’t have him. I could but it wouldn’t feel right. I’d always wonder if he wished I was Avery. That was stupid because I knew I wouldn’t be some kind of consolation prize, but she was still in his life. She was still an important part of his world. I would never, ever ask someone to give up their friend for me. Especially not someone who’d been in his life for almost twenty years. I wasn’t selfish.

	“I think you should go,” I whispered even though the words sounded hollow to my ears.

	I didn’t want him to. I wanted him to stay and kiss away my tears. Touch me in the way I knew he could. Heal my poor wounded heart.

	He kissed the top of my head before laying his cheek on it.

	“I don’t think you want that,” he whispered back.

	“It’s not about what I want… it’s about what’s best for both of us.”

	If I could have what I wanted, it would be him. He would be mine. And I’d be his. How I fucking desperately wanted to be his. I recognised something in him which I longed for. A sense of belonging. Someone who’d take care of me. Who’d make me feel worthy again. I’d spent too long feeling like I was worthless. Nothing and nobody. He’d help me fix that part of me if I let him. When I was with James, I felt like I could give up all my control and hand it over to him for safekeeping because he wouldn’t abuse me.

	He raised his head from mine and shifted, tucking a hand under my chin and forcing my face up towards him. His gaze was so intense, it almost burnt me.

	“You’re right. I’m not worthy of you.”

	I didn’t get a chance to respond. If I had, I would’ve told him that wasn’t true. It hadn’t been what I meant when I said I deserved more. It had nothing to do with worth. It had everything to do with wanting to be the only girl in his heart. But he let me go abruptly and walked out of my flat without a backwards glance.

	I stumbled towards my bed and sat down, tears still flowing freely down my cheeks. How had that conversation gone so badly wrong? I wanted to at least end things amicably. Instead, I’d become an emotional wreck and now he thought he was unworthy. What kind of person makes another feel like that? He didn’t need that. He’d already been through enough with his father.

	It hit me all at once. James told me his dad had been verbally abusive. I knew what that was like. When someone got in your head and made you feel like you weren’t worth anything.

	Oh fuck. No. No. No.

	Had what I said got to him? Did he feel as worthless as I sometimes did? I put a hand to my mouth, trying to stifle a sob. Had I made everything worse by trying to do the right thing? Who knew. I hadn’t let him speak. Let him explain things to me on his own terms. I was an idiot. A stupid fucking idiot who’d just made a complete mess of things.

	What was the fucking point? I didn’t deserve him. It wasn’t the other way around. He deserved more than my bullshit. My damage. My messy baggage. James deserved a girl who would love him the way he was and not be idiotically jealous that his best friend would always be his first love.

	He doesn’t need me.

	I crawled into bed and pulled the covers over my head. My life was one big fucking joke. Why did I think I was capable of being a normal girl, who had normal relationships and lived a normal life?

	I’m not normal.

	I’ll never be normal.

	***

	I must’ve fallen asleep because I woke up to a loud banging noise. My head was pounding in my skull like I’d had too much to drink even though I hadn’t had a drop. Pulling the covers off me, I realised the banging was coming from my front door.

	What the hell?

	Who would be banging at my door? This area sucked. People didn’t care who they let in our block of flats. I should’ve moved ages ago, but I was happy here in my own little private space.

	I got up, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. Daylight streamed in through the window. I picked up my phone from the bedside table. It was almost eleven. Had I really slept that long? It can’t have been that long past eight last night when I crawled into bed and cried myself to sleep.

	The banging intensified.

	“Okay, okay, I’m coming,” I huffed.

	I walked over to the door, unlatched it and pulled it open. I wish I hadn’t. I wish I’d checked who it was through the peephole.

	“D…Dad?”

	“Hello Ellie.”

	His smile made my skin crawl. He shoved me backwards into the flat and walked in. I stumbled, almost losing my footing, but he reached out and caught me by the arm. His grip was far too tight. The door slammed shut behind us.

	“What are you doing here? How did you find me?”

	I tried to pull my arm out of his grasp, but he wasn’t having any of it.

	“How indeed. I have my ways… but look at you. All grown up.”

	I stared up at him. Into the sky blue eyes which matched my own. I hated that I looked so much like him. I wished I had more of Mum in me.

	“What do you want?”

	I tried to pry his fingers off my arm, but he snatched my other hand and wrenched it behind my back. He was far too close now. My scars itched and a chill ran down my spine.

	“Now the Daniels are gone, you’re mine again, Ellie. Mine to do what I want with.”

	“W…What?”

	Was he crazy? I didn’t belong to him. He sold me. He didn’t have the rights to anything. My father was a drug addict, a wife beater and a worthless piece of shit.

	“Did you think I wouldn’t come for you?”

	“Why? Why now? It’s been two and a half years since they went down. I never told anyone about you. What you did.”

	He leant toward me.

	“And you won’t. Not if you know what’s good for you. I have need of you. You see, I got myself cleaned up. Run my own little operation now.”

	I didn’t care if he needed me. He wasn’t having me. He could go to hell.

	“You sold me! Why would I do anything for you now?”

	I tried to kick him, just to get him off me. He pushed me back until I hit the wall. I yelped from the pain as he bent my arm in an awkward angle behind my back.

	“You dirty whore. You’ve been spreading your legs for every fucking Tom, Dick and Harry, haven’t you?”

	“No. Get off me.”

	He laughed.

	“Oh no, you’ve got your sights set higher, haven’t you? I’ve watched you. You and that Benson boy.”

	I froze, my heart pounding in my ears.

	He knows about James. Oh fuck. No. He can’t know about James.

	“That’s right, little slut. I know all about your games. You think you can get your dirty little paws on his money.”

	I shook my head. I didn’t want anyone’s money. All I wanted was normality away from all the horrors life had inflicted on me. The horrors this man who was holding me against the wall had subjected me to by selling me to the Daniels.

	“It’s not like that.”

	His smile grew deadly.

	“Of course it isn’t. You’re too fucking selfless for that shit. But you’re going to do this anyway, Ellie. You’re going to make that boy yours, wind him around your little finger and marry him. Next, you’ll deny him everything, including sex until he snaps and finds it somewhere else. Then you’re going to take him and his fucking family for all their worth, you hear me?”

	My dad was insane. Actually fucking insane. Did he really believe I would trick James like that? He had no idea how fucked up that was.

	“And why the hell would I ever do that?”

	“If you want to see your mother again, you will do what I say. You’ll get me their money.”

	I shook my head. I wouldn’t hurt James like that, not even for my mother. No matter how much I loved her and she was the only person who loved me in return, she’d stayed with Dad. She made her choice.

	“No. I won’t do it. I won’t. You have no idea what you’re asking. You can get money some other way. I won’t fucking hurt his family for you. Not after everything they’ve already been through. I won’t, I tell—”

	He slapped me across the face. The sting of his palm shocking me into silence.

	“You listen here you little bitch. You will do everything I say or it’ll be worse for you.”

	I would never do anything he said ever again. I’d promised myself I was done with him. Done with everything to do with my shitty father.

	“Go to hell. I wish you fucking died of an overdose, you selfish, worthless piece of shit.”

	And I wish I’d never said that.

	The next thing I knew his fist came up and the world went black.

	 

	
Chapter Seventeen

	James

	Having not slept all night, here I was sitting in the living room of the person who was the source of all the conflict between Ellie and me holding her kid like everything was fucking normal. But nothing was normal. Everything was a mess.

	You don’t deserve Ellie. She’s right. You don’t deserve her because of your bullshit mess with Avery.

	I didn’t want Ellie to ever feel like she was second best. She was first. First fucking place. Until I could get my feelings straight and my shit in gear, I wasn’t worthy of her. But I was determined to be. I was going to prove to Ellie she was my number one. I just didn’t know how yet.

	Afie was sleeping in my lap. The instant I walked in their flat, Avery had handed her off onto me and gone to make tea. I’d taken her into the living room, sat down on the sofa and stroked her face whilst she gripped my finger with her small hand and fell asleep. Oddly, this seemed to happen every time I held her. As if I was a calm source of comfort for her.

	“Do you have any idea how jealous I am that my own daughter instantly falls asleep when she’s with you?”

	I looked up, finding her leaning against the doorframe with two mugs of tea in her hands. Avery looked as tired as I felt.

	“Why? Does she give you trouble?”

	She walked in, popping the mugs down on the coffee table.

	“Um, like all the time. She refuses to nap, instead, screams bloody murder for hours on end until she exhausts herself.” She plopped herself down next to me, putting a hand over her eyes. “I don’t get it. She’s so good for Aiden.”

	“She’s a Daddy’s girl clearly.”

	“Ugh, don’t. I knew she would be. Daddy’s little princess can do no wrong. I tell you, it’s a fucking nightmare.”

	I raised an eyebrow.

	“Do I detect trouble in paradise? Jealous you’re not his only princess anymore.”

	She lowered her hand and gave me a look.

	“Fuck off.”

	I grinned. Fuck I’d missed her. Missed this, just the two of us giving each other hell. This was normality and strangely, I felt nothing else. There was no stabbing pain in my chest at the thought of her and Aiden. No jealousy that Afie was her daughter with him. Nothing. Just the love I’d always felt for her. The platonic kind of love which made me want to protect her. Like she was family.

	What the fuck?

	For so long I’d been craving something else with Avery and now, all I wanted was for her to be happy like she should be. Be happy with the man she was meant to be with. Aiden. She belonged with Aiden. She was never mine. And that was okay. It was perfectly okay.

	Questioning why this was happening wouldn’t do me any good. Embracing it would. Perhaps this was my first step to becoming worthy of Ellie. Letting go of whatever it was I’d felt for Avery when we’d got tangled up together.

	“I’m kidding. You’ll always be his first love.”

	She smiled, her cheeks going a faint shade of red.

	“You know it’s cute she holds your finger like that. Never does it with anyone else. I think Aiden’s a little jealous.”

	I raised an eyebrow. Who’d have thought?

	“Where is he anyway?”

	“Oh, he went shopping. He grumbled about there being nothing in to make lunch what with you ringing to say you’re coming over.”

	I decided this morning it was high time I saw her, considering it’d been weeks. We needed to clear the air. And I needed to tell her about Ellie even though I’d fucked things up on that score.

	“He didn’t need to do that on my behalf.”

	“I told him so, but my god, he was in such a fucking mood this morning. Mr Neat Freak locked us in the bedroom so he could tidy the flat. Afie was screaming the whole time. Then he came back in when he was done, took her and had the audacity to have a go at me for not calming her down like it was my fault she was upset about god knows fucking what.”

	Avery told me he continued to have control issues, but I guess some days were worse than others. And being parents for the first time couldn’t be easy for them.

	“I’m sorry, I could’ve come over another time, you know.”

	She shook her head.

	“No, it’s fine. I’m glad you’re here. I’m trying my best to take care of both of them, you know. I just wish he’d see that. He gets to go be at the shop and the gallery, but I’m here all the time with Afie. Sometimes that’s too much, you know.”

	There were tears welling in her eyes.

	“Hey, hey, come here.”

	I put an arm out to her and she curled into me, careful not to disturb Afie. I stroked her hair.

	“It’s okay, Ave. He knows you’re doing your best. If you want, I can take Afie out for a walk or something and you two can sort shit out between you when he gets back.”

	“You don’t have to do that.”

	I hated seeing her like this. It tore at my heart. She loved Aiden and Afie to death. Her poor heart couldn’t take this type of conflict.

	“I think I do. Afie and I will be fine for an hour or so. You two do what you do best, hmm?”

	She raised her head and looked at me with narrowed, tear filled eyes.

	“Are you suggesting I fuck my problems with Aiden away?”

	I laughed, grinning and raising my eyebrows up and down.

	“Oh, that’s exactly what I’m suggesting.”

	“For god’s sake, you always have your mind in the fucking gutter like Aiden. It’s a wonder I put up with either of you dirty little shits.”

	She was smiling at me though.

	“Don’t tell me it won’t work.”

	“Stop, please.”

	“Nope, not until you admit the both of you clearly need to get laid.”

	She shoved me gently and pulled away, folding her arms over her chest.

	“I hate that you’re right.”

	“See, I’m a genius.”

	“Are fucking not.”

	She wiped her eyes on her sleeve. The sound of the lock turning on the front door, made her look over to the hallway.

	“The offer is there.”

	She got up and gave me a look.

	“Fine, she’ll likely stay asleep anyway now she’s down for a nap. Sling or buggy?”

	“I’d rather not be pushing a fucking buggy around to be honest.”

	“I’ll get her stuff, just a sec.”

	I heard a murmur of voices a few minutes later before she came back with the baby sling and a bag of Afie’s things for me. She put Afie in the sling and attached her to my chest before we went out into the hall. Helping me into my coat and shoes, she sighed.

	“All good?” I asked.

	“He’s still in a mood,” she told me, her voice low. “Probably best you’re taking her out, I feel like this might end up turning into a shouting match. Thank you, though. I really appreciate it.”

	I squeezed her arm.

	“It’ll be okay. I can handle a sleeping baby. Just text me when you’re done.”

	She gave me a tight smile and I let myself out. What the hell did I look like? I had a fucking baby strapped to my chest all because I knew my best friend needed to have it out with her husband. I sighed, waiting for the lift as I raked my fingers through my hair. I really would do anything for Avery.

	I wandered along their street when I got outside, checking to make sure Afie was still sleeping. She looked so peaceful. I really hoped her parents would end up fucking rather than fighting, although it would likely be both. Again, there was no stabbing pain in my chest. Strange.

	I noticed I was getting looks from women as I walked. I could’ve sworn I heard one of them whispering quite loudly to another how she was jealous of whoever my girlfriend was because I looked so hot with a baby. I almost slapped my hand over my head. What was wrong with people? Afie wasn’t even my kid. Usually, female attention didn’t faze me, but today, it just irked me. The only female I wanted attention from I couldn’t have.

	My heart wrenched painfully in my chest. I already missed the hell out of Ellie and I’d only seen her last night. Would I ever see her again? She made it very clear she wanted more than I could give her. How was I ever going to prove to her I could be the man she needed? I wanted to be worthy of her. So fucking much. She deserved everything.

	You’re not worthy though. You’re pathetic.

	I clenched a fist. When was this going to end? This constant feeling as though I wasn’t good enough. I tried so hard to be a good person. To do the right thing. Why was it never enough? Why couldn’t I have what I wanted for once in my life? Why couldn’t I be happy like everyone else around me?

	I didn’t feel much like walking any further with all this shit running through my head. Instead, I ducked into a coffee shop and bought myself one of those ridiculously sugary iced coffees with caramel syrup. It was still warm out.

	“Aww, are you a single dad?” the barista asked me whilst I waited for my drink.

	“Um, no, she’s my friend’s baby.”

	I swear her grin was about to split her face in two. What was it with women and men with babies? Now I knew what Aiden felt like when my sisters kept eying him up at my birthday party. He told me it was fucking annoying. Once he’d been out at the park with Afie and some woman had started hitting on him to the point where he had to politely excuse himself and take Afie home early. I’d pissed myself laughing at the time, but now I felt sorry for him.

	“Oh my god, my friends would never do that for me if I had a baby.”

	I shrugged, feeling incredibly uncomfortable by her staring at me like I was a plate of cheesecake she wanted to devour. As soon as my coffee was ready, I snatched it up, mumbling ‘thank you’ before moving swiftly away from the two baristas giggling over me and the baby.

	I sat by the window with Afie sleeping soundly as I stroked her little head absentmindedly whilst sipping at my coffee through a straw. Tugging my phone out, I snapped a selfie of me and the baby. The person I wanted to send it to was Ellie, but that was a no go, so I opted for Gertie instead.

	ME: Check out golden boy’s new accessory. Aren’t you proud?

	A few minutes later I had a response.

	GERTIE: What the fuck? Is Avery with you?

	ME: Nope.

	GERTIE: Did you kidnap her?

	ME: I love how you immediately assume wrongdoing on my part.

	The next thing I knew she was ringing me.

	“No but seriously, James, did you kidnap Afie?” she asked before I could even say hello.

	“That’s no way to greet someone.”

	“James, I swear to god.”

	“No, of course I haven’t kidnapped my goddaughter, are you crazy?”

	Sometimes I wondered at Gertie. She gave me far too much shit. Admittedly I gave it back, but some days she really fucking had it out for me. I hadn’t done anything so god knows why.

	“Then why do you have her?”

	“Mostly because her parents needed some alone time.”

	“What? Avery asked you to take the baby so she could fuck Aiden?”

	“Honestly, it’s all sex with you, isn’t it?”

	I shook my head. I wondered how Tillie put up with Gertie’s shit. She was the most sex crazed individual I’d ever met.

	“What else is there to life but being given a good seeing to?”

	I grimaced at the mental image of Tillie fucking her with a strap on that decided to grace my brain.

	Um gross.

	“A lot of things. And no, she didn’t. I offered to take Afie so those two could have it out.”

	Gertie was quiet for a long moment.

	“They’re fighting?”

	“Yes dipstick, they’re fighting. They’re struggling with being parents for the first time, which you would know if you stopped thinking with your pussy for five minutes and started actually asking our friend how her marriage is doing.”

	“Fuck.”

	This is why Avery came to me when she was struggling. We both loved Gertie to pieces, but she was useless when it came to talking about real life problems.

	“Yeah, fuck indeed.”

	“I’m a shit friend.”

	“I’ve not been any better to be honest.”

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	I sighed, looking down at Afie. She was still fast asleep, her fingers curled around the sling.

	“She didn’t tell you?”

	“No, Avery has been in mummy mode for months. All she talks about is Afie.”

	“Well let’s just say I’ve been too busy dealing with my own shit instead of being there for her and she thinks I’m avoiding her. I was going to talk to her about it today but now she’s got issues with Aiden so I thought it was better to let them hash it out.”

	She sighed. I looked outside the window, watching two teenagers sloping along the pavement and remembering when the three of us had been that young. Long before all the shit between Avery and me went down. I missed those days because life was less complicated then. I mean it was complicated because my dad was a piece of shit who constantly put me down and made me feel worthless, but I’d dealt with that most of my life.

	“We need to have a lunch date. Just the three of us, no Tillie, Aiden or Afie, so we can all catch up. It’s been too long.”

	“Yeah… we do.”

	My phone started vibrating in my hand, indicating I had another call coming through. I pulled it away from my ear to check who it was.

	Ellie.

	My heart thudded in my chest. Hurriedly putting the phone back to my ear, I said, “Gertie, I have another call. It’s important. I’m sorry, I need to go.”

	I hung up on her without letting her say anything and answered Ellie.

	“Hello?”

	“James…”

	Her voice sounded so faint.

	“Ellie, what’s wrong?”

	“I…” She coughed twice. “I…I need you.”

	I stood up abruptly, picking up my iced coffee and walking out.

	“Where are you? What’s wrong?”

	“H…Home… please, hu…hurry.”

	What the hell was going on with her?

	“What happened?”

	“Please…”

	The line went dead. I pulled the phone away from my ear. Was there any point trying to call her back? She asked me to hurry. There was no fucking time. I was about to run up the road when I remembered I still had Afie strapped to me and she was napping. Walking quickly instead, I dumped the coffee in a bin whilst making my way back to Aiden and Avery’s flat.

	When I got there, I held down the intercom for the longest time until the door buzzed. I got in and kept pressing down on the lift button until the doors opened. When I got out on their floor, Avery already had the door open and had a worried expression on her face.

	“Is she okay? What’s wrong?”

	“She’s still asleep, it’s not Afie… I need… I have to go.”

	I reached her and she looked up at me with wide eyes.

	“Why?”

	“My friend… she’s in trouble. I need… please, Avery, you have to take her. I’m sorry.”

	I was frantically trying to work out how the hell I got this bloody sling off me whilst Avery stood there looking confused.

	“What friend?”

	“For fuck’s sake, I don’t have time to explain, please, take your daughter.”

	“What’s going on?” Aiden said, poking his head out of the door with a frown.

	“I need to go. My friend is in trouble, please, I don’t know how to get this off me.”

	Avery wasn’t moving so he walked around her and helped me out of the sling, taking Afie and giving her to Avery. He didn’t exactly look happy, but I didn’t think it was directed at me.

	“I’m sorry, I really am.”

	I backed away, giving them both an apologetic look.

	“What the fuck, Avery? Didn’t you hear what he said? Why didn’t you take her?” Aiden said as I turned and walked towards the stairwell because I was fucking done waiting for the lift.

	“Don’t you start with me.”

	“Oh, I’ll fucking start with you.”

	I didn’t hear any more, shoving open the stairwell door and taking the stairs two by two. As soon as I reached the basement, I legged it to my Mini and got in. This had to be the worst possible timing, but I couldn’t fix whatever was going on in their marriage. All I could think about was getting to Ellie. She’d called me. She needed me.

	I drove like a fucking madman, cursing at all the weekend drivers and tourists out in force on a Sunday. Honestly, I fucking hated driving in the city when you were trying to get somewhere fast but needs must.

	As soon as I pulled up in the carpark outside Ellie’s block of flats, I jumped out and locked my car. I strode over to the front door and pressed down on the intercom for her flat. There was no answer so I tried again. Could she not come to the intercom? What happened to her? I had a really bad feeling in my stomach.

	It was lucky someone was coming down the stairs because as soon as they opened the front door, I slipped in. They didn’t even say anything to me, which just went to show this wasn’t the best area for her to live in. I ran up the stairs to her floor and banged on her front door. Again, there was no answer.

	“Ellie?”

	I knocked again, but there was nothing. When I tried the handle, it opened. I walked in, looking around for her in the tiny flat, but she was nowhere to be seen.

	“Ellie, where are you?”

	I swear I heard a slight whimper coming from somewhere, but I couldn’t be sure.

	“Sweetheart, please, where are you?”

	I checked the bathroom, but she wasn’t in there. Then it hit me. Ellie needed dark, enclosed spaces to feel safe. I strode over to her cupboard and opened the door. She was curled up in a ball on the floor, her face hidden by her arms and legs.

	I squatted next to her and put a hand on her shoulder. She flinched at my touch.

	“Sweetheart,” I said, keeping my voice soft. “I’m here.”

	“It hurts,” she whimpered.

	“What does? What happened?”

	“Everywhere, it hurts.”

	“You need to let me see.”

	She let go of her legs, whimpering as she shifted. My heart felt tight as I brushed her hair from her face.

	“What the fuck? Who did this to you?”

	Her lip was split and one of her eyes was swollen shut.

	“My dad,” she whispered.

	“What?”

	“My dad did it.”

	I thought I’d misheard her the first time. Acid coiled in my stomach. Venom laced my veins. I knew what it meant to be physically assaulted by your own father. Seeing Ellie like this brought back the memory of seeing Dante in hospital after Dad beat the shit out of him. It brought back too many memories I’d buried.

	“Why?”

	“I wouldn’t do what he said… please, it hurts so much.”

	She could explain later. Right now I needed to get her out of this cupboard so I could assess the damage inflicted on her.

	“Okay, I’m going to pick you up and put you on the bed, sweetheart.”

	She whimpered but didn’t object. I gathered her up in my arms as she cried out in pain and stood up. Carrying her over to the bed, I laid her down on it. She was still wearing the same clothes as she’d had on yesterday.

	“Where does it hurt?” I asked, concerned I might have to take her to A&E.

	“My chest and my face.”

	I gently tugged up her clothes and found rapidly forming bruises all over her abdomen and ribcage. My own chest burnt at the sight of it. I ran my fingers over her ribs and she winced.

	“I need to take you to get checked out.”

	She shook her head.

	“No, no hospitals, please.”

	“Ellie…”

	“No, I called you, not an ambulance or the police.”

	“Will you tell me what happened?”

	She turned her face towards me. Her swollen eye looked worse in the light.

	“My dad sold me to the Daniels to pay for his drug habit when I was fourteen. He used to beat my mother up and he hated me because I cost him too much money. I didn’t think I’d see him again, but he turned up at the hotel weeks ago, the day you came over here the first time. Then this morning he showed up here spouting all sorts of crazy shit about me owing him.”

	She coughed, her chest wheezing. I frowned. What if she’d cracked a rib?

	“He somehow found out that I’ve been seeing you… And… and… oh god… he… he told me I had to…” she tailed off, closing her good eye as a tear fell down her cheek.

	“You had to what?”

	“He knows you and your siblings have money… he tried to use my mother as leverage to get me to…”

	My heart dropped out from underneath me.

	What the fuck?

	“He wants money and he wanted me to use you to get it for him, but I won’t do that. Not for him. Not for my mother. Not for anyone.” She opened her eye again, staring up at me. “I would never do that to you. I’d never trick you.”

	I put my hand on hers, giving it a squeeze. Ellie was a pure soul. I knew she wouldn’t do anything like that. She was sweet and kind.

	“How exactly did he expect you to do that?”

	“Make you marry me and then drive you to have an affair,” she whispered. “So I could file for divorce and take you for all your worth.”

	The fact that she’d admitted all of this to me without any real hesitation proved just how fucked up and twisted her dad was. And how much she trusted me to believe her. Anyone who sells their own child for money is sick in the head. Just as sick as my own father.

	“I promise, I’d never do anything like that.”

	I reached up, stroking her hair back from her face.

	“I know you wouldn’t.”

	A fresh set of tears spilt down her face.

	“I’m so sorry.”

	“Shh, it’s okay.”

	“He beat me when he realised I wasn’t going to say yes. I’m scared, James. I’m so scared he’ll come back.”

	She didn’t need to be afraid because I was going to protect her. And I’d make sure her scumbag father never got his hands on her again.

	“You don’t need to worry, sweetheart. I’m taking you home. You’re going to stay with me.”

	I’ll keep you safe, Ellie. If it’s the last thing I ever fucking do.

	 

	
Chapter Eighteen

	Ellie

	James hadn’t given me a chance to object when he told me I was going with him. Honestly, I wasn’t sure I could given my dad knew where I lived. Richard Kirkwood would be back sooner or later.

	James was busy packing up my clothes after he’d called in sick to work for me. Told them he wasn’t sure when I’d be back. I wasn’t in any state to go in nor did I think it was safe with my dad out there.

	“Is there anything else you need?” James asked, sitting beside me again and stroking a hand down my arm.

	“No,” I whispered.

	He’d pretty much packed all the clothes I owned and my stuff from the bathroom. I hadn’t accumulated much since I was rescued. Amassing material possessions didn’t appeal to me.

	“Okay, I’m going to take this stuff down to the car and come back for you. Where are your keys?”

	“On the bedside table.”

	He moved away and a minute later, I heard the door slam. My chest hurt far worse than my face did even though I couldn’t see out of one eye. I felt so ashamed. Having to tell James what my father did, what he tried to demand of me was awful.

	I sat up, even though it hurt like hell to do so. There was no way I was letting him carry me out of the flat. I could walk, but he’d probably just have to help me get down the stairs. The stupid building didn’t have a lift.

	Shifting off the bed, I found my trainers and tugged them on, even though my chest burnt like hell. What I needed was a shower and to change out of these clothes. They were a reminder of my conversation with James last night and then my dad beating the crap out of me. It was lucky I blacked out not long after he first hit me. It made me sick to think he’d just carried on hurting my unconscious body, but my dad was scum. Worse than scum.

	A few minutes later, James came back through the door, frowning when he saw me.

	“I could’ve helped you with that,” he said, coming towards me.

	“It’s okay, I managed.”

	He helped me to my feet.

	“You got your phone?” he asked.

	“It’s on the floor of the cupboard.”

	He went searching for it and tucked it into his pocket before leading me out of the flat. He made sure to lock up and walked me to the stairs. I baulked at the sight of them.

	“We’ll take it slow,” he said, tucking an arm around my waist.

	By the time we reached the ground floor, I was full on sobbing from the pain. I didn’t have it in me to stop him picking me up and carrying me out to the car. He got me situated in the passenger seat then came around and got in the driver’s side.

	“I have to make a phone call. If you’re not going to let me take you to a hospital, you still need to be checked over by a doctor. He’s discreet.”

	I said nothing, curling in on myself in the car seat as he fiddled with his phone and the Bluetooth in his car for a moment. The sounds of ringing filled my ears as we set off.

	“Hello?”

	I semi-recognised the voice.

	“Hey, listen I need a favour.”

	“What’s up?”

	“Firstly, I’m not coming in tomorrow and secondly, I need you to get Brent to send the doctor round.”

	James tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, his eyes darting from side to side at a set of traffic lights.

	“Are you in trouble?”

	“No…” He glanced at me. “Ellie is.”

	“You’re going to have to give me more than that, James.”

	He sighed and looked at me again.

	“Can I tell Dante everything?”

	My life was already a mess as it was. What did it matter if his brother knew the truth? If I was going to be in James’ life, then everyone would find out about it eventually anyway. It wasn’t like I could keep it a secret that I knew Tina, although I hadn’t told James about that yet.

	“Yes,” I said, wincing as he took a turn a little too sharply, causing me to shift in the seat.

	I zoned out as James explained what I’d told him about my past, watching the city go by as we drove. It was still daylight. I wasn’t entirely sure how long I’d been passed out. All I knew is I was glad my dad was no longer there when I woke up. I didn’t want to see him again. The only person I’d wanted in those moments was the man next to me. Perhaps it was weak of me to call him after everything I’d said yesterday. And yet, James was my safety. I needed him.

	I only tuned back in when James was telling Dante about what my father wanted me to do.

	“He what? I don’t know who the fuck this guy thinks he is, but he is not getting his hands on anything of ours,” Dante’s voice rang through the car speakers.

	“No, and he’s not getting anywhere near Ellie again either,” James replied, his voice dripping with venom.

	“We need to talk about this further, you know. I’ll get Williams over to you as soon as possible. He owes me anyway, so it’s no problem.”

	“We will… Come over after work tomorrow, you can meet Ellie then.”

	I glanced at James. I didn’t want anyone else seeing me in this state, but I likely had no choice in the matter. Having asked for James’ help, I wasn’t in a position to object to his brother’s involvement. They had their family and their assets to protect.

	“Okay, I’ll bring Liora and Brent. She can make us dinner.”

	“She doesn’t have to do that, I can cook.”

	“Trust me, it’ll be easier if you just let her do it.”

	James shook his head.

	“Okay, see you tomorrow.”

	“Yeah.”

	Silence filled the car for a long moment. The reminder of what he’d said yesterday before he left rang in my ears.

	“I’m not worthy of you.”

	It stabbed at my heart. How could he think that about himself?

	“I’m sorry,” I said, unable to stop myself.

	“For what?”

	“Everything. I’m messing up your life and now your family’s lives too and I’m just sorry.”

	He put a hand on my thigh. I looked over at him. He was still concentrating on the road, but I could see the frustration in his expression.

	“You have absolutely nothing to apologise for. I was so fucking scared when you called me, Ellie. I was out with Afie so Aiden and Avery could sort out their marital issues. I practically ran back to their flat, shoved the baby at them and got in my car to get to you.”

	My heart stopped in my chest.

	He did what?

	“I needed to know you were okay. Fuck, seeing you like this makes me so angry. Not at you, but at your fucking father for putting you through even more shit. So do not apologise for calling me. I’d go to the fucking ends of the earth to save you any more pain.”

	My mouth dropped open. The words he said weren’t registering correctly with my brain. Did he really just tell me he ran out on his best friend to get to me? On Avery. The girl I thought he was in love with.

	He put you first.

	I wasn’t sure if he realised the significance of his actions. Was it just because I was in trouble? Was I reading into this too much? It felt like I was.

	“Thank you,” I whispered because I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

	“You’re welcome.”

	That was the end of our conversation. He took his hand off my thigh and pulled up into a carpark behind a tall block of flats. When he’d parked, he came around and helped me out of the car before grabbing the bags he’d packed out of the boot. He kept an eye on me as we walked towards the back doors. We rode up in the lift after we’d got into the building and he unlocked his front door.

	I stepped into a wide hallway with four doors coming off it. He pointed to one of them and I walked through, finding a reasonable-sized living room. I stood there, unsure of what to do until he came in a few minutes later.

	“You can sit down,” he said, indicating the large light grey sofa in front of a TV mounted on the wall above the fireplace.

	I turned to him rather than doing what he said and put my hand on his arm. He stared down at it.

	“You shouldn’t have to do all of this for me.”

	His ocean blue eyes met mine. There was compassion and sadness in them.

	“Ellie, stop saying shit like that. What happened last night changes nothing. I still care. I’m not going to stand by idly whilst your father is out there. He did this to you. He hurt you.”

	My eyes fell to my hand brushing down his arm until I met his fingers. I entwined them with mine. His sharp intake of breath told me the gesture meant something.

	“You were wrong yesterday.”

	“About what?”

	“When you said you’re not worthy of me.”

	When he said nothing, I looked up at him. There was a frown etched on his features.

	“You are the kindest, most gentle and caring person I’ve ever met. You’ve never been unworthy of anyone, me included.”

	He opened his mouth to say something, his expression softening but there was a loud buzzing sound ringing through the flat. He dropped my hand abruptly and stepped back.

	“Um, that will be Doctor Williams.”

	The interruption of our moment stung as did his immediate withdrawal. I deserved it after last night. I had told him we couldn’t be together because of his best friend. Didn’t mean this didn’t hurt. Now I was suffering both emotional and physical pain.

	Doctor Williams was nice. He was gentle when he checked me over. He didn’t think I’d broken any ribs, which I could only be glad of. He said the bruising would fade within a couple of weeks, but if it didn’t he’d need to see me again. My face was cleaned up and painkillers prescribed. Thankfully, he had some on him so I was able to take them straight away.

	The only thing I wasn’t so happy about was the two of them insisting on documenting all of my injuries. I let them because of the look in James’ eyes, but I still wasn’t comfortable with it.

	When the doctor left, James squatted in front of me by the sofa, taking one of my hands.

	“Are you hungry?”

	I shook my head.

	“Tired?”

	“Yeah, I am a little.”

	He nodded.

	“Okay, you can have my bedroom whilst you’re here.”

	I frowned.

	“Where will you be?”

	“I can sleep on the sofa. It’s new anyway… that’s what I was doing yesterday, taking furniture deliveries. Been redecorating.”

	Was he crazy? I wasn’t going to kick him out of his own room. This was his flat and I was just the girl taking up space.

	“No.”

	He raised an eyebrow as he straightened and helped pull me up.

	“What do you mean, no?”

	“I mean no, you’re not going to sleep on the sofa.”

	He started to lead me out of the room into the hallway.

	“Then what are you suggesting?”

	He opened the door to his bedroom and ushered me in.

	“We share. I don’t want to be an inconvenience.”

	He sighed, running a hand through his hair.

	“You’re not an inconvenience. What did I say earlier? You need to quit saying stuff like that. Do you think I’d have brought you here and got you a doctor if you were?”

	I shifted on my feet, looking at my hands.

	“I’m sorry.”

	I felt him put his hands on my shoulders.

	“Ellie, please, stop apologising.”

	“Then sleep in the bed with me and stop being such a gentleman.”

	I looked up at him then. His eyes danced with amusement.

	“I’m a gentleman, am I?”

	“Yes.” When you’re not kissing me or telling me what a good girl I am.

	The thought of him saying that sent a shiver down my spine. His nearness affected me. If only I wasn’t so injured. I internally scolded myself for going there. I’d made it clear last night that the two of us weren’t going to work. Nothing had changed since then, had it?

	He leant towards me until his mouth brushed up against my ear.

	“I wouldn’t be so sure about that if I was you,” he whispered. “I still want to do very ungentlemanly things to you regardless of what you said last night. I think about you on your knees, staring up at me, waiting for my command.”

	His hand left my shoulder and ran down my arm. My insides coiled and heat flooded my veins.

	“It’s so fucking wrong of me to think of you like that when you’re hurt, but I can’t help it. I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want you. It doesn’t matter if you don’t believe me, it’s the truth.”

	His teeth grazed across my earlobe, making me whimper in response.

	“You’re not second best to me, sweetheart. You’re first fucking place. I want you mine so much it hurts. If you weren’t in so much pain, I’d bend you over my fucking bed right now and show you.”

	My heart pounded in my chest at a million miles an hour. My skin was burning. Every part of me was aching with longing. And it was all very much for him.

	“James…”

	“I know… I shouldn’t say this shit to you. But you didn’t give me a chance to explain last night. You didn’t let me tell you how fucking special you are. How you make me feel alive. You’re so beautiful, so strong and resilient. You fit so perfectly in my arms.”

	I trembled, unable to stop myself reaching for him and holding onto his waist because I felt like I was drowning.

	“James…”

	“And the things I haven’t wanted to acknowledge about myself, the parts I hated. You drag them out of me. Your nature calls to me, Ellie. You’re so… submissive. I want… no, I need your obedience. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

	My grip tightened and my mouth opened in a silent plea.

	“I want you mine. All mine.”

	If I wasn’t hurt, I would’ve told him he could lay me out on his bed and do whatever the fuck he wanted because I was about to combust on the spot. But I was in pain and had no idea how to respond to what he’d just said. What I even thought about it all. There were too many things to process.

	“James…”

	“Yes, sweetheart?”

	“I need a shower.”

	He went very still for a long moment before he stepped back, releasing me.

	“Right… Of course you do.”

	I wanted to open my mouth and tell him I just needed time to think about what he said but instead, my lips remained firmly shut. My words were all tangled up inside me. He’d made his intentions very clear though. There was no room left for doubt.

	James wanted me and only me.

	“Follow me,” he continued, stepping away and walking towards the door.

	I trudged out into the hallway with him and into the bathroom which was situated next to his room. It had a separate shower from the bath, which I was glad of. He reached in and flipped the shower on for me.

	“Um, there are clean towels there,” he told me, pointing at the shelves in the corner where they were neatly stacked. “I’ll leave you to it.”

	I put a hand on his arm, stopping him from leaving.

	“I need help getting undressed.”

	He looked me up and down.

	“Oh… I should’ve realised.”

	I shrugged, wincing at the movement as I dropped my hand from his arm. He’d seen me naked and the extent of the bruises so I wasn’t embarrassed. Reaching for me, he tugged my jumper and t-shirt over my head, careful not to aggravate my injuries. My socks and shoes came next, followed by my jeans. His eyes roamed over me as he reached around and undid my bra. Dropping that to the floor, his fingers hooked into the waistband of my underwear. I took a breath as he peeled it off me, leaving me bare before him. His eyes met mine. The heat in them tamped with compassion had my heart racing out of control.

	“I should…”

	“Don’t go,” I whispered.

	“What?”

	“I said don’t go.”

	I stepped away and walked into the shower. As soon as the spray hit my face and body, I winced because it simultaneously soothed and aggravated my swollen eye, split lip and bruises. Turning around, I found him in the same place, staring at me as if he couldn’t quite believe what I’d said. So I put a hand out to him, trying to show him without words I wanted him… no, needed him here.

	He hesitated before stripping out of his own clothes and joining me. Despite the spray, we were staring at each other, our bodies not quite touching. I wasn’t so sore now the painkillers had kicked in.

	He reached up and cupped my face with one hand before leaning towards me. He pressed a kiss to my forehead, followed by the cheek on the uninjured side of my face and then he very gently kissed my mouth. My lip stung a little from the contact, but I didn’t care. Not when it was James. Not when I craved his touch.

	I whimpered as he kissed me harder. He pulled back, his face stricken.

	“I’m sorry, I’m hurting you. Fuck.”

	“Please, don’t stop. I…I want you.”

	His eyes darkened significantly at my words.

	“I don’t want to hurt you further.”

	My core throbbed at his closeness. I didn’t care how injured I was any longer. All I could think about was his hands on me.

	“Please touch me.”

	He dropped his hand from my face and curled both of his around my hips, tugging me closer. His cock pressed against my stomach. My mouth watered and my insides were molten fire.

	“You want me to make you come, sweetheart? Is that it?”

	“Yes please.”

	He leant closer, his nose brushing against mine.

	“All over my fingers, hmm?”

	“Please. I want to forget about the pain I’m in.”

	He kissed me, his mouth gentle again so as not to hurt my lip. His hand left my hip and trailed along my skin until he met my pussy. His fingers dipped between my lips and stroked my clit. I bucked, moaning into his mouth. His eyes glittered when he pulled away.

	“Wrap your hand around my cock.”

	I did as he said and as a reward, he slipped a finger inside me, his thumb caressing my clit instead.

	“Stroke me.”

	I started to move my hand up and down his shaft in a steady rhythm. His skin was soft. His cock pulsed in my hand. He wasn’t exactly small either, my fingers just about fit around him.

	“That’s it, just like that. Good girl.”

	I preened at his praise, the feeling bubbling up inside me and threatening to burst out. Knowing I was pleasing him made me happy in ways I couldn’t describe or explain.

	He slid another finger inside me, starting to fuck me with them in earnest now. Even though my chest ached a little as I stroked him, I ignored the pain, focusing on the pleasure he was giving me.

	“You have no idea how much I wish I could fuck you right now.”

	His blue eyes were intent on mine, the heat and fire in them made my heart pound.

	“Even though I look like a mess?”

	I did. My face was half swollen and my torso littered with bruises.

	“You’re always beautiful to me.”

	I reached up with my free hand and ran my fingers along his jaw. He leant into my touch, shuddering under me.

	“I ache to have your cock inside me.”

	He groaned, closing his eyes for a moment. He was about the only man I ever wanted that from. I couldn’t imagine saying such things to anyone else.

	“Fuck, I want to, but I can’t.”

	A third finger joined the others inside me and his thumb on my clit became more insistent. I whimpered, clutching his shoulder now instead of his face. My chest was burning with pain, but I didn’t care. I stroked him faster, needing him to come with me because I was so close to the edge now.

	“James, please.”

	“I’ve got you, sweetheart. Come for me.”

	His hand on my hip anchored me to him, keeping me upright and it was a good thing because the moment the dam broke, I shuddered, crying out his name as waves of bliss encompassed me. The pain was gone. All I felt was pleasure rushing over every inch of my skin.

	“Fuck, you’re so beautiful when you come. I could stare at you all day.”

	I didn’t care if he did. His blue eyes burning into my skin like he could see right through me. My fingers dug into his shoulder as I came down. His fingers slipped from me whilst the last pulses faded. My other hand was still on his cock. I resumed stroking, gripping him tighter. He grunted, his hand returning to my other hip as he held me.

	He looked up at the ceiling, his eyes closed as the water rushed down his face. His fingers dug into my hips. I could feel him getting closer as his cock jerked in my hand again and again.

	“Don’t stop, fuck, you’re such a good girl.”

	“I want to make you come.”

	His face lowered again, his blue eyes opening and catching mine.

	“You want to please me?”

	“I do, so much. I need to.”

	The look in his eye had me in a tailspin. It was like he knew I was his. He commanded me and I was completely at his mercy. Needing to obey. I liked the feeling. I revelled in it. It fed me. He was right. I was submissive but only for him.

	“Keep stroking my cock just like that and you will.”

	There was a harshness to his deep voice which made my skin tingle. How could I ever think I could live in a world that didn’t have him and I like this? He said I was his number one. In those moments, I felt the truth of that statement.

	He closed his eyes again, grunting as his fingers dug harder into my hips. He cursed as his cock spurted hot, sticky streams all over our stomachs only to have the water wash it away.

	When he opened his eyes again, he was smiling. He leant down and kissed me, pulling my hand from his cock.

	“Such a good girl,” he murmured against my lips.

	And I was utterly lost.

	All I want is him. I don’t care about anything else. I need James. He and I feel too right for it to be wrong.

	 

	
Chapter Nineteen

	James

	Ellie was fast asleep, her hair fanning across the pillow. Even with one eye swollen shut, she was still so fucking beautiful. I couldn’t believe she was right here with me after everything she said on Saturday. The circumstances were less than desirable, but shit, the way she’d been looking at me in the shower like I was her everything. I couldn’t quite get over it.

	After I’d washed her, dried and dressed her yesterday, I made her some tea and toast before putting her to bed. She looked exhausted. My poor girl had been through far too much.

	Is she mine?

	I had no fucking clue. We hadn’t really talked about it. I made my intentions towards her clear. At least I hoped I had. All the words I’d been meaning to say came out like fucking verbal diarrhoea. And when she told me I wasn’t unworthy of anyone, my heart felt the truth of those words. I’d actually believed her because of the sincerity in her expression and her voice.

	This girl. In the months I’d known her, she’d changed my life in ways I hadn’t expected. Forced me to wake up and see that my affection towards my best friend was my crutch. It stopped me getting close to anyone and I liked it that way until I met Ellie. I wanted her to know everything about me. Even the parts I despised.

	“Are you watching me?” she asked, startling me out of my thoughts.

	Her good eye was open. Her face looked worse this morning, but Williams said it would take a few days for the swelling to go down.

	“What if I am?”

	“Well, if you want to stare at my horrible bruised face, then who am I to object?”

	I leant towards her, kissing her forehead.

	“Your face is not horrible. How are you feeling, sweetheart?”

	She grimaced.

	“Stiff and sore.”

	I didn’t have anything else to give her this morning to help with the pain.

	“I need to go down to the pharmacy to get your prescription. Will you be okay for ten minutes? I’ll make you breakfast when I get back.”

	She reached up, running her fingers across my jaw. Her touch made me shiver. Her affection warmed my fucking heart.

	“Yeah… I’ll be okay. I’ve been through worse.”

	I knew she had. Didn’t mean I couldn’t take care of her now and make it easier on her whilst she healed. I wanted to. She was mine to protect.

	You still need to ask her if she is yours, you know.

	I told my brain to shove it. We could have that conversation later.

	Giving her time to say no, I lowered my face to hers until our lips brushed. She closed the distance, kissing me. I didn’t want to reopen her split lip or anything, so I kept it light. Ellie wasn’t having any of it though. She wrapped a hand around my head and pulled me closer.

	“Ellie, I don’t want to hurt you,” I mumbled against her mouth, attempting to pull back.

	“Please… you’re better than any painkiller,” she whimpered.

	Well fuck.

	“When I get back, I’ll give you anything you want, sweetheart, I promise.”

	There was a plea in her eyes when I sat up and looked at her.

	“Can I get that in writing?”

	I raised an eyebrow.

	“You want me to sign my name to a promise to give you anything?”

	She smiled, her sky blue eye glinting with mischief.

	“Maybe.”

	I pointed at her.

	“I’m not falling for that trap. How do I know you won’t use it against me in the future?”

	“You don’t.”

	I shook my head, slipping out of bed and walking over to my cupboards to get dressed.

	“Those are supposed to be for promises we know we can keep.”

	Grabbing a t-shirt, jeans and socks, I started pulling them on.

	“So you’re saying you won’t be able to give me anything I want… I thought I came first to you.”

	That made me pause.

	“So you were listening yesterday.”

	“I heard what you said. I just needed to process.”

	I pulled my t-shirt down and turned to her. She was still laying there, the covers pulled up to her chest with an uncertain look in her eyes.

	“And have you?”

	“I don’t know.”

	I nodded slowly, walking over to the bed and sitting down so I could pull my socks on. She could take her time. Rushing into things was never a good idea. I wanted Ellie, but I wouldn’t push her. She had to come to a decision on her own terms.

	“I won’t be long,” I said as I stood and grabbed her phone from the bedside table, tossing it to her.

	I made sure to pick up her prescription from the coffee table in the living room before I left. By the time I got back, I was laden with shopping bags. As usual, I had fuck all in the flat so I nipped into the local shop after checking with Liora what she wanted me to get for dinner later.

	After putting everything away, I made tea and brought that, her painkillers and the pastries I’d got for breakfast through into the bedroom on a tray. Ellie was sitting up against the headboard on her phone, which she put down when she heard me come in. I popped the tray down on the bed and sat next to her.

	“What’s this?” she asked.

	“Breakfast in bed for my invalid patient.”

	She batted my shoulder.

	“I’m not an invalid.”

	“I beg to differ.”

	She snagged one of the pastries and bit into it, groaning in delight. I opened up the bag with her painkillers, read the instructions then popped out two pills from one packet and one from another for her to take.

	“Hopefully these will make you feel better,” I told her as I dropped them into her hand.

	“All of this is making me feel better,” she replied, waving at the food and tea.

	We ate in a companionable silence and I took the tray back out into the kitchen when we were done. Ellie was fiddling with the cover when I got back.

	“We should talk.”

	I sat back on the bed feeling a little tense because whenever someone said that, it usually wasn’t good.

	“Okay.”

	She didn’t meet my eyes, her hands fisted in her lap around the covers.

	“I need to ask you something.”

	I waited, but she didn’t speak further.

	“You can ask me anything, Ellie, you know that.”

	She released the covers and looked away towards the windows.

	“Do you still love her?”

	I should’ve known that question was coming. It was the one thing I hadn’t really brought up yesterday.

	“Are you asking if I’m still in love with her or do I just love her? Those are two very different things.”

	“In love with her.”

	“Then the answer is no.”

	Her head whipped around and she winced at the movement. Her face betrayed her confusion.

	“No?”

	“No…” I reached out, taking one of her hands. “Let me explain a few things about Avery and me. What happened when we were teenagers wasn’t one-sided. I needed her just as much as she needed me. It was at the time Dante started acting like a dick and leaving me to fend for myself with Dad. Even though we no longer lived with him, he still managed to constantly put me down, and there was this expectation that I would join the company regardless of what I wanted. The only person I had who knew the truth was Avery.”

	Ellie’s fingers slipped between mine, clutching my hand tightly.

	“She had her own bullshit with her parents. I had mine. It was the release we found with each other which somehow helped us navigate through those two years. Then she wanted to date this guy, Peter, from Uni and I was okay with it because I knew deep down it couldn’t last forever. Didn’t mean it hurt any less. Then she went missing after her parents were shot dead. I went out of my mind over it. My dad was worse than ever and my best friend was gone.”

	I looked down, finding my heart pounding wildly in my chest.

	“When she came back, she wasn’t the same. Something significant changed for her. It had everything to do with Aiden. I saw it straight away. That she was in love with him. Avery hadn’t ever looked at anyone the way she does with him. So I took my broken heart and I buried it, all the while using it as an excuse never to get close to anyone. I didn’t want anyone to see my damage. How everything my father did and said made me hate myself so much sometimes I felt like I was dying on the inside.”

	When I looked back up at Ellie, I found her good eye glistening with unshed tears.

	“It’s only now I know that really, Avery was my crutch. Meeting you made me realise I’ve not needed that crutch in a very long time.”

	She was silent for a long moment, stroking her fingers down the back of my hand with her other one.

	“You know what I think?”

	“Hmm?”

	“You said before that she started it… she initiated things.”

	“Yeah, she did.”

	She blinked and then really looked at me, her good eye fierce and intense.

	“What she did fucked up the dynamic of your friendship. Not saying this was on purpose, of course, but she made you rely on her for that comfort and escape from the shit in your lives. It started on her terms and ended on them too. It doesn’t sound like she ever thought about the effect it had on you when she decided it was over. She took away the one thing you relied on even though you clearly still needed it at the time.”

	I stared at her. Honestly, I’d never thought of it like that.

	“I don’t know her, so I’m in no position to judge her actions, but what she did was fucked up because of what it did to you. How it made you feel all this time. Especially since she knew all about the shit your father did to you.”

	My heart felt tight. As harsh as her words were, they weren’t exactly wrong. What happened between Avery and me was fucked up. I never saw it as anything but a complete mess which I felt entirely responsible for. Except, in reality, it was never all my fault and Ellie just confirmed that.

	“I’m sorry… I shouldn’t have said that,” she continued, looking away.

	“No, don’t apologise. I don’t want you to think you can’t tell me the truth, Ellie. It wasn’t all her, it was my fault too.”

	Tugging her hands away, she rubbed the good side of her face.

	“I didn’t mean to sound like I was blaming her… I know you’re both responsible. Just don’t like what it did to you is all.”

	I leant towards her, capturing her face and turning back towards me.

	“Because you care?”

	Her good eye met mine.

	“I think I care too much,” she whispered. “You promise you meant what you said, about me being first?”

	“Why would I ever lie to you, sweetheart?”

	The honest truth was I couldn’t imagine wanting anyone else but Ellie now she was in my life. She was everything I never knew I wanted.

	“I’m terrified of how much I need you.”

	Need. Not want but need. Ellie needed me.

	“I’m right here. I’m yours if you’ll have me. Just say the word. Tell me you’re mine.”

	Ellie didn’t speak for the longest time. Her eye was intent on mine as if searching for something in me. Did she think I wasn’t telling the truth? Did she have any idea how desperate I was for her? All for her. Her sweet nature. The purity of her little soul even though darkness lurked within her too.

	“I want to be yours,” she told me, her voice barely above a whisper.

	“Then say it. Tell me.”

	Her lips parted, a breathy little pant expelling from her lungs.

	“I’m yours, James.”

	If she wasn’t hurting, I would’ve crushed her to me but I didn’t. I stroked her cheek with my thumb.

	“Stay here.”

	She blinked as I pulled away and got off the bed. I padded out into the kitchen, digging through the drawers until I found a bunch of napkins from a party I had ages ago. I tugged one out, grabbed a pen and wrote on it before signing my name.

	I carried it back through to the bedroom and dropped it in her lap before sitting next to her again. Ellie picked it up, frowning as her eyes scanned across it.

	I promise to keep you safe.

	I promise to never let anyone come between us.

	I promise to always put you first.

	I promise to be yours for as long as you’ll have me.

	James Benson

	She carefully placed the napkin on the bedside table before turning to me, grabbing me by the face with both hands and pulling me towards her until our noses brushed together.

	“Does this mean we’re together now?” she asked.

	“That’s what I was hoping.”

	“Thank you.”

	“For what?”

	“Everything you’ve done for me… but most of all for making me happy.”

	My heart got all tight in my chest all over again. This girl made me feel all kinds of things I’d never experienced before.

	“Will you let me kiss you now?”

	She didn’t respond because her lips were on mine and all other thoughts went out of my head. I ran my tongue over her split lip. She whimpered in response but didn’t pull away. No, Ellie’s hands dropped from my face and she tugged me closer.

	“You’re still hurt, sweetheart,” I told her as I pulled away slightly.

	“Then just be gentle.”

	I groaned, shaking my head. She had no idea how fucking tempting she was. How much I wanted to peel away her clothes and bury my cock in her tight heat. I wouldn’t though. Not the day after she got beaten up by her father.

	My phone ringing made me pull away completely and grab it off the bedside table. I winced when I saw who it was.

	“I have to take this.”

	“Who is it?”

	“Avery.”

	The look in Ellie’s eyes made me want to pull her into my arms and tell her she had nothing to worry about, but I couldn’t.

	“Hey,” I said as I answered.

	“Are you okay? What happened yesterday?”

	I raked my fingers through my hair with my free hand.

	“I’m fine. I’m sorry I ran out on you guys like that. Are you and Aiden okay?”

	“It doesn’t matter about me, what happened to you? You said your friend was in trouble. What friend? Are they okay?”

	I was going to have to tell Avery about Ellie regardless of whether I was ready to or not.

	“No, she’s not okay, but she’s safe now.”

	“She…”

	“Yes, Ave, she.”

	I watched Ellie carefully. She was staring down at the covers, her fingers bunched in them again. She was nervous and I could hardly blame her. Whilst I wasn’t exactly happy that my girl wasn’t a fan of my best friend, it wasn’t like I could really do anything about it. Ellie didn’t know Avery yet. She only knew what I’d told her about our past. Avery and I weren’t the same people we were back then.

	“I knew you were hiding something from me.”

	“I came over yesterday to explain, but then you had your shit with Aiden and I didn’t get a chance to. Have you two sorted it out yet?”

	I heard her sigh.

	“No. We haven’t. He’s taking Afie to Tina’s so I’m waiting for him to come back. Will you tell me now?”

	I reached out, taking one of Ellie’s hands and giving it a squeeze. I didn’t let go.

	“I met a girl.”

	“You did?”

	“Yeah, she’s special. Really fucking special, Ave.”

	Ellie looked up at me, her cheeks stained red.

	“And you kept this a secret?”

	“I wasn’t sure if anything would happen between us. I’m telling you now, aren’t I?”

	“This isn’t a Cassie situation all over again, is it?”

	I frowned.

	“What? No, of course not. Why would you even ask that?”

	“You’re not exactly giving me much to go on here.”

	I sighed, running my thumb over the back of Ellie’s hand.

	“Ellie, her name is Ellie. She’s smart, strong and incredibly beautiful.” And I’m totally falling for her, but I don’t want to scare the shit out of her so I can’t tell you that.

	“And?”

	“And you just have to meet her to find out the rest.”

	“James!”

	I shrugged when Ellie raised an eyebrow at me.

	“What?”

	“Honestly, it’s like pulling fucking teeth getting anything out of you.”

	I heard a door slam in the background.

	“You’re just nosey.”

	“Am not.”

	“Who are you talking to?” I heard Aiden’s voice filter through the phone.

	“James. He just told me he has a girlfriend.”

	I hadn’t exactly said that, but Ellie and I were together, so I suppose she was my girlfriend. I’d never really called a girl that before. What we shared seemed more than that though if I was honest.

	“Well, good on him. You and I need to talk.”

	“I know, just give me a minute… Sorry, I have to go, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t going to tell me everything.”

	I rolled my eyes. I doubted I’d ever get out of that even if I wanted to. Avery was like a dog with a bone sometimes.

	“Yeah okay, I’ll talk to you later,” I said.

	“Love you.”

	“Me too.”

	I put my phone back on the bedside table and cupped Ellie’s cheek. She gave me a sad smile and it tugged at my heart.

	“You never told her about me.”

	Well shit. I knew this would come back to bite me in the arse.

	“Are you mad?”

	“No… I just don’t understand why.”

	“I’m not going to make any excuses. I should’ve told her before… The first person I told was Liora, right before I saw you on my birthday. The thing is, I knew back then I wanted you, but I didn’t think you liked me that way.”

	She shook her head.

	“I did. I really did, I just didn’t know what attraction felt like until I met you so it confused me at first.”

	Her hand came up and she tugged my face closer.

	“I want you so much and I hate that I’m hurt so you won’t do anything.”

	Her lips brushed against mine. My resolve was at breaking point. She kept pushing.

	“Please,” she whispered. “I’m so wet at the thought of having you inside me.”

	“Is that what you were thinking about when I was on the phone?”

	She nodded, a blush rising up her cheeks. I bit my lip.

	Fuck. Fuck this. I can’t keep saying no. Not when she’s looking at me like that.

	I let go of her hand and tucked mine under the covers, dipping underneath her shorts and finding the truth of her statement when my fingers met her pussy.

	“Shit, Ellie,” I groaned. “You have no idea how much I want you.”

	“Then take me.”

	I was fucking done. Pulling back, my hands went to my jeans, unbuttoning them and tugging them down.

	“Bottoms off, sweetheart.”

	Her smile was electrifying. She shifted out of the covers and pulled her shorts off, her underwear following suit. I tugged my cock from my boxers, stroking it.

	“Come here,” I told her, putting my other hand out.

	She moved towards me and crawled into my lap, straddling my thighs. My other hand went between her legs, stroking her clit. She moaned, gripping my shoulders as her good eye met mine.

	“Good girl. Now show me what you want from me.”

	Shifting closer, she went up on her knees as I held my cock for her. I grunted when she started to sink down on it. My hand went to her hip, guiding her lower. Her pussy was so hot and wet. Fuck, I’d missed being inside her so much. My sweet, submissive girl. It had only been days since we’d first slept together, but hell, if it hadn’t left an impression on me.

	Her hands tightened on my shoulders when the last inch slipped inside her, a low moan escaping her lips.

	“Is that better, sweetheart? Did you just need my cock? Need me to fuck you?”

	“So much. I’ve wanted you inside me for days. I was stupid to think I could be without you.”

	I smiled, pulling her closer so I could kiss her. She slowly rose and fell on me with my encouragement. I didn’t want to aggravate her chest too much so I thrust my hips up in time with hers.

	Shit, this felt so good. Being inside the girl I was falling for. This beautiful being who completely enraptured me. We knew each other’s darker parts. There were still so many things we needed to share, but there was time for that. Time to learn what made each other tick.

	It wasn’t a frantic rush to the finish line. We rocked against each other, one of my hands on her hip and the other wrapped around the back of her neck, holding her close to me.

	“I’m not letting you go,” I told her, my voice low. “You’re mine now.”

	“Yours,” she breathed.

	I’d never been a possessive person. I’d never make Ellie do anything she didn’t want to or stop her being who she was. But that fucking beast urging me to claim her took over. The part of me feeding off her submission.

	“My girl.”

	She kissed me. It was all tongues and lips devouring each other. I momentarily lost control of my fucking senses in her until I felt the metallic taste of her blood. Her split lip had reopened slightly. I sucked her bottom lip into my mouth, trying to stem the flow. She moaned, her movements becoming more erratic as she rode me.

	“Please, oh fuck, please, James.”

	My hand left the back of her neck and fell between her legs, finding her sweet spot and stroking her there until she fell off the edge. Her eye rolled back in her head. I released her lip and watched her in the throes of ecstasy as she came all over my cock. Her pussy was clenching so damn hard around me I could barely breathe let alone hold on.

	“Fuck,” I grunted. “Fuck, Ellie.”

	I shoved her down, making her take all of me as I came deep inside her tight heat. Panting, I reached up and pressed her forehead to mine. Nothing and no one would keep me from this girl. Protecting her was my only priority. Keeping her safe from her father and anyone else who tried to harm her.

	You’re mine now, Ellie Kirkwood. All mine.

	 

	
Chapter Twenty

	Ellie

	James sighed as he sat down on the sofa next to me with a letter in his hands. He raked his hand through his hair and fiddled with it for a moment. I wasn’t sure whether to ask him what it was or not. I’d been sat watching a drama on Netflix whilst he was taking a phone call regarding work. It wasn’t like I asked him to take the day off or anything.

	“You okay?” I asked, not liking the weird vibe I was getting from him.

	“My dad keeps writing to me.”

	My heart sunk. I knew how he felt about his father and the shit the man had put him through.

	“What does he want?”

	He tore open the envelope and unfolded the letter.

	“For me to visit him in prison.”

	“You going to?”

	“No, but I’m getting fed up with this. He keeps writing all this shit and it’s getting in my head.”

	I put my hand on his shoulder, giving it a squeeze. He looked over at me, a sad smile on his face. His dad’s words affected him deeply. Prolonged verbal abuse did that to people.

	“I’m sorry, you shouldn’t have to put up with it.”

	He handed me the letter.

	“Will you read it for me?”

	I stared at him for a moment.

	“Why?”

	“Reading this shit is hard for me. This is the fourth one. I’ll give it to Dante when he gets here. He’s been getting rid of them for me.”

	Even though I was wary, I’d just about do anything for James so I spread the letter out and began to read it to him.

	Dear James,

	I take it from your lack of response you do not want to communicate with me. I understand you’re still angry. You expect me to ask for forgiveness for what I’ve done. I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed. Regrets are worthless and for the weak. None of you are grateful for the things I’ve done for you. You grew up with every advantage and yet you all banded against me and left me to languish in prison. Yes, I pled guilty because I did all those things to you. There was no denying it. It was useless to do so with all the evidence stacked against me.

	You all think I deserved to be punished and perhaps I do. Are you going to punish me for the rest of my life? You can hate me all you want. I’m still your father. Nothing you do or say will change that fact.

	Just come see me, James.

	Let’s talk.

	Your father

	I put the letter down on the coffee table, my hands trembling. His father’s intention was to manipulate his son. Wear him down until he snapped and went to visit Zachary in prison. I couldn’t imagine what that was like for James. To have to put up with the constant belittling and now this.

	I shuffled closer to him. He seemed to sense what I was doing because he hooked an arm around me and allowed me to curl both of mine around his waist. I lay my head on his shoulder, ignoring how it aggravated the bruises on my chest which now ached in protest.

	“You have some shit people in your life,” I said, keeping my voice low.

	He snorted.

	“That’s one way of putting it.”

	“Have the rest of them been like that?”

	“Kind of. It’s all bullshit really, but I still find it hard not to let it get in my head.”

	I looked up at him.

	“How does it make you feel?”

	“What? When he says that shit?” He sighed, rubbing the back of his neck with his free hand. “Honestly, I sometimes just feel worthless. He’d constantly tell me I was a disappointment. Allowing my brother to fight my battles for me was weak. It was like nothing I did was right. I began to believe it, that I really was nothing. I hated myself for having his traits, at least the ones I associated with him. I kept those buried instead, all of them because I didn’t want to be anything like him. He’s cruel and manipulative. He’s never going to change and yet I still wanted to be better for him, be someone he could be proud of which is fucking ridiculous. That’s why I always felt so pathetic. I don’t care if he’s proud of me now. He can rot in prison.”

	I shifted, wincing as I crawled into his lap and straddled his legs. Cupping his face, I stared down at him. His blue eyes were curious.

	“You’re not weak or pathetic. No one who knows you could ever think that about you. You’re amazing and if you can’t see that, then I’ll tell you it every day until you believe it.”

	He graced me with a smile.

	“What if you tell me every day anyway?”

	I rolled my good eye.

	“Don’t push your luck.”

	His hands disappeared under my t-shirt, stroking across my back with the gentlest of touches. I couldn’t help arching into him. He made me feel alive.

	“No? Not even if getting compliments from you makes me happy?”

	I leant towards him, stopping just inches from his mouth.

	“I’m going to take back what I said if you’re not careful.”

	He looked horrified for all of two seconds before I kissed him. One of his hands left my back to tangle in my hair. This felt so right. Being with him. Getting to touch him and kiss him whenever I wanted. Knowing he was mine.

	Everything had changed so quickly between us, but I was trying not to let that scare me. Besides, it’s not like I could run or hide from the way I felt. Not now we were together and I’d finally let go of the things holding me back from being his.

	His hand left my hair and landed on my thigh, slipping higher towards where I wanted his fingers. Where I wanted all of him if I was honest. He’d awakened all my senses and now I craved him. Craved the high he gave me. The desire which pulsed between us was potent. I imagined this is how it was meant to be. How attraction was supposed to play out. I hoped it was normal for me to want him as much as I did.

	His fingers were about to reach in between my legs when the buzzer rang through the room. I pulled away as he cursed loudly. His blue eyes were pools of darkness, blazing with lust and need.

	“Guess it’s time you met my family properly,” he said, releasing me.

	I climbed off him, rubbing my side. It ached like a bitch. He frowned as he got up.

	“I think it’s also time you took some more painkillers.”

	I nodded before he walked off into the hallway. He came back a few minutes later with a glass of water and pills in his hand which he gave to me. I swallowed them down and set the glass on the coffee table before standing. James took my hand and I walked with him to the front door just as the bell rang.

	He opened it, revealing five people waiting outside. I could see from his expression he wasn’t expecting them all. I shifted behind him a little, feeling self-conscious about my face. My eye was still swollen and my busted lip throbbed.

	“Since when did this turn into a family gathering?” he asked.

	His brother shrugged and walked in, his wife trailing behind him along with James’ twin sisters and another man I semi-recognised from the wedding. James shut the front door and shook his head. He looked over at me, still half hiding behind him. I wasn’t good with people. He knew that, but I couldn’t avoid this. I stepped out beside him and tried to smile, but I imagined it wasn’t very convincing.

	“You okay?” he asked, his voice low.

	I nodded, but the look in his eyes told me he didn’t believe me. He squeezed my hand before turning back to his family.

	“I’ll make this quick, Ellie, this is Dante, Liora, Jennifer and Fiona… oh, and Brent. Um, this is Ellie…” He looked at me again. “My girlfriend.”

	My heart did several backflips in my chest. Having him tell his family we were together chased away some of my lingering doubts.

	Dante was the first one to step forward and shake my hand. He was roughly the same height as James and they were very similar in appearance. Their blue eyes and dark hair matched except Dante’s was shorter and he was slightly stockier than his brother.

	“It’s nice to meet you,” he told me even though his neutral expression didn’t match his friendly tone.

	I was then bombarded by the three women, all wanting to say hello and lastly, the man with hazel eyes shook my hand, giving me a grin.

	“Don’t mind me, I’m just the help.”

	I looked up at James, a little confused.

	“Brent is Dante’s bodyguard and friend,” he whispered in my ear. “He lives in their basement.”

	All of us piled into the living room with everyone sitting except me, James and Liora. She looked over at me.

	“I’m going to start on dinner. Why don’t you come help me and we can let them talk?” she said, giving me a bright smile.

	James gave my hand a squeeze. I think he felt me trembling next to him.

	“Okay,” I replied, giving her a nod.

	I turned to James who smiled and leant towards me, placing a chaste kiss to my lips.

	“She’s nice,” he whispered. “You’ll be okay.”

	I nodded again, allowing him to release me and walk over to where his family was already making a lot of noise. Following Liora out into the kitchen, I fidgeted nervously as she started pulling stuff out of the fridge and cupboards.

	“Um… what can I do?” I asked.

	She gave me another bright smile. Liora was beautiful, her short blonde hair falling to her chin and green eyes the colour of an evergreen forest.

	“Oh don’t worry, you don’t have to do anything. I just wanted the company. Dante told me what happened so I’m sure you need rest, not to strain yourself further.”

	I leant against the counter, unsure of what to do now she’d said that. James said she was nice, but I hadn’t really expected this.

	“Your wedding dress, it was really beautiful,” I said, wanting to smack my head the moment the words fell out of my mouth.

	I wasn’t lying. It had been this floaty, lacy number which clung to her in all the right places.

	“Thank you. Dante appreciated it. Jen and Fi helped me pick it out since they know what he likes.”

	“You picked it because it’s what he likes? Isn’t it usually the other way around?”

	Her cheeks went a little red as she started chopping an onion.

	Oh shit, I’ve embarrassed her. Me and my big mouth!

	I knew they had a different dynamic having overheard it at their wedding, I just didn’t think she’d openly admit it.

	“Dante has impeccable taste in clothes. They all do. You’re not telling me you haven’t yet experienced James in full designer mode?”

	I smiled despite myself.

	“Oh no, I’ve been in their offices a couple of times. He’s kind of intense with that stuff.”

	She laughed. Liora had a sort of singsong lilt to her voice and a Scottish accent.

	“You’re telling me. Those boys love their fashion. Dante got worse when he took over Bensons. I swear he brings me home something new at least once a week. Our wardrobes are overflowing now. It’s ridiculous. I work at London Zoo part time so I rarely wear anything fancy.”

	“The zoo?”

	She nodded, smiling again.

	“Yes, I’m a zookeeper. I used to just volunteer, but a part time position opened up just before the wedding. It’s been my dream since I was a kid.”

	I honestly hadn’t expected her to be an animal person, but what did I know?

	“You like animals.”

	She’d moved on to frying up mince now. From the assembly of ingredients, I assumed she was making spaghetti bolognese with homemade garlic bread.

	“Oh yes, we’re getting kittens in a few weeks. Brent isn’t happy because he’ll be on kitten duty when I’m at work.”

	“What’s the deal there?”

	She moved over to the sink with a pot and filled it with water before bringing it back to the stove.

	“With Brent? He’s Dante’s best friend. He takes care of a lot of stuff for us.”

	Her voice was hesitant so I was pretty sure there were things she didn’t want to say, so I left it at that. I felt bad not helping her with dinner, but it seemed like she had everything under control. Making conversation with other people wasn’t really my strong point. I had no trouble with James but he was different.

	“How are you feeling? I mean with all the bruising?” she asked.

	“Oh… I’m okay, it’s sore, but James is making sure I take my painkillers.”

	She smiled.

	“Dante wasn’t very good at taking his after Zach hurt him. Your injuries are similar to his, but Dante had a cracked rib.”

	I shifted on my feet. It can’t have been fun for her to deal with that nor Dante having been beaten up by his dad. Sadly, I now knew what that was like all too well. It was enough having been physically abused by other men, but it being your own family made it worse.

	“I’m sure you looked after him though.”

	“When he let me. He hated it, being unable to do things for himself and me fussing over him. He’s always the one in control so it being the reverse didn’t sit well with him.”

	Oh, I can imagine it wasn’t. Not when he’s clearly her Dom.

	I wasn’t about to comment on that for fear of making her uncomfortable. Talking about your sex life with a complete stranger, let alone your brother in law’s girlfriend who you’d only just met would be so awkward.

	“I’m glad James met you,” she continued. “He said you’re special and he needs the right person in his life. Don’t get me wrong, I like his friends, but it’s not the same as having a partner in crime.”

	I felt my cheeks burning. He told her I was special. I shuffled my foot on the floor, looking away.

	“Yeah… his friends.”

	“I know it must be weird for you knowing about his past with Avery. Between you and me, I noticed there was no sad look in his eyes after he met you. I didn’t know about you at that point, but I could tell something was different. He probably didn’t know it himself until he admitted he liked you. I hope I’m not saying too much, he just talked to me about you.”

	I shook my head.

	“No… What did he tell you?”

	She was busy preparing the garlic bread when I looked up.

	“Not a huge amount. He was really cut up after you two kissed and you wouldn’t talk to him. That’s when I knew it was serious.”

	I shifted on my feet again. Those two and a half weeks had been torturous for the both of us it seemed. I felt a hand on my arm and looked up. James was smiling down at me. I hadn’t noticed him come in.

	“You two okay in here?” he asked.

	“Uh, yeah,” I squeaked.

	He raised an eyebrow at me. I simply buried my face in his chest and wrapped an arm around his waist, unable to stay away. He stroked my hair.

	“Is everything okay?” I asked when I’d taken a moment to compose myself.

	“Mmmhmm, don’t worry, sweetheart, none of them blame you for your father’s actions. We’ll sort it out, I promise.”

	I hadn’t been worried particularly, but the possibility they might think I was playing James had crossed my mind. James was my safety. I trusted him to make sure my father was dealt with, but I knew it wouldn’t be the end of it. Richard Kirkwood would find a way to get to me. He was just like that. A parasite who wouldn’t ever let go. Not now he needed funds. He’d stop at nothing.

	I pulled away and looked up at him.

	“He’s dangerous. He might be an ex-drug addict, but don’t underestimate him.”

	I’d told James my dad’s name last night before I fell asleep so he could speak to his brother about it today. I couldn’t believe he thought threatening me with my mother would make me agree to his demands. My dad was crazy. He clearly had no idea how much I blamed both of them for what happened to me. If my mum had just left him and taken me, none of this would’ve happened. It was difficult for women to leave relationships where there was domestic abuse, but she was my mother. Her job was to protect me and she didn’t. So as far as I was concerned, both of them had lost all rights to be in my life.

	“We won’t. Dante isn’t taking any chances.”

	“Did you tell him about the letter?”

	He sighed, running his hand down my back.

	“Yeah, he’s pissed. In two minds about going down to the prison to tell Dad to quit it.”

	“What?” Liora piped up. “Dante is not going to see Zach, is he?”

	James looked over at her.

	“No, I told him not to. It’s not worth it. I take it he told you about the letters.”

	“Yes. If anyone is going to see Zach, it should be me. I’m not scared of him.”

	I glanced at Liora, confused as to why she would offer to go.

	“Dante will actually lose his shit if you do that. You do remember how mad he was last time?”

	“Last time?” I asked.

	James looked down at me, his eyes twinkling.

	“Oh yeah, Liora went and asked Dad to plead guilty on behalf of all of us without telling anyone.”

	“And Dante blew up over it,” Liora added. “I can handle him. Honestly, I’ll go if it puts a stop to all of this.”

	James shook his head. It was clear none of them would agree to that. I wasn’t about to volunteer myself since I didn’t know their father.

	“Well, the offer is there,” she said, shrugging. “Anyway, dinner is almost ready so perhaps we should talk about lighter topics. You two want to help me get plates and stuff?”

	James grinned and let me go, moving towards the cupboards. I helped him by getting knives and forks out of the drawer. I was nervous about having dinner with his family, but I needn’t have been. When we all sat down, plates on our knees, the conversation was lively and they all tried to include me. It was the first time in my life I’d been around a real family. The love between them all was clear. This was something I’d craved deep down my whole life.

	I hope they all like me. I hope everything works out between James and me. It’d be nice to be part of a family like this.

	 

	
Chapter Twenty One

	James

	Ellie fidgeted next to me. I knew she didn’t want to come to this charity gala. She was doing it for me. She’d know people here, but she hated the reminders of her time in captivity.

	We’d been together for a month now. Ellie hadn’t left my flat much, having been signed off by the doctor from work due to her injuries. She’d quit during that time. She told me she didn’t feel safe and I couldn’t blame her. Not when her father knew where she worked. She was safe with me.

	Her injuries were all healed up. She looked stunning this evening. The sky blue dress I’d loved so much fit her like a glove now I’d had one made up specifically to her measurements. I squeezed her hand, leaning towards her.

	“You’re beautiful, sweetheart,” I whispered in her ear.

	She gave me a shy smile when I straightened and her eyes met mine. Her nerves were getting to her. I could feel her trembling. I hated how scared she was. Normally Ellie was so strong, she’d come so far in her life.

	We moved towards the entrance of the building, the cameras almost blinding. There’d be no hiding my relationship with her now. It would send a message to her father. Ellie was mine. I wasn’t letting her go. And she was never doing what he wanted. Brent was working to find out where he was and make sure he backed off. For an ex-drug addict, Richard Kirkwood was proving notoriously difficult to locate. Ellie was convinced he’d come for her sooner rather than later. This might just push him over the edge.

	As soon as I got her through the doors, my hand planted firmly on her lower back, I ushered her away from all of the people. We were in a corridor and I had her in a cupboard the next minute, holding her to my chest. She gripped my tux jacket, her breathing shallow and uneven.

	“Shh, I’ve got you,” I whispered.

	She hadn’t had many panic attacks whilst she’d been with me, but when I told her about this evening a couple of weeks back, she hid in my wardrobe for ten minutes. I’d sat outside the door and waited patiently for her. Ellie hated crowds and she didn’t want to be in the public eye. I couldn’t do much about it since it was a part of my life.

	A few minutes later, her breathing had evened out and she released my tux. Her hands ran up my chest and wrapped around my neck. I felt her breath on my face, knowing she was up on her tiptoes so she could reach me.

	“Thank you,” she whispered.

	I closed the distance and kissed her gently. Ellie pressed closer to me, causing all sorts of stirrings between us. Now wasn’t the time. Pulling away, I released her. She dropped back to her feet although her hands were firmly planted on my chest.

	“Can I hide in here all night?”

	I laughed, shaking my head even though she couldn’t see me in the dark.

	“I know you’re nervous, but it’ll be okay.”

	I hoped it would anyway, what with her meeting Avery and Gertie for the first time.

	Her fingers curled under my tux and brushed across my shirt. Her touch made me shiver. Ellie had a way of driving me crazy.

	“Sweetheart…”

	“What?” she asked, her voice innocent.

	“You know what.”

	Except I was the one leaning towards her, capturing her chin in my hand and pressing my mouth against hers. I was the one who backed her against the wall and tugged her dress up so I could stroke my fingers across her bare skin. She moaned into my mouth, her hands clutching me desperately. It had been this way for the past couple of weeks since she’d got better. This insatiable need to be inside her.

	There was always the worry in the back of my mind that this was too much for her. Especially since all of her sexual experiences before me had been horrifying. She reassured me when I’d voiced my concerns a couple of days ago. Telling me she wanted a normal relationship and didn’t want me to treat her with kid gloves.

	“James, please,” she breathed as I trailed my lips down her neck.

	We shouldn’t have sex in a cupboard in a posh venue but fuck it. If we were quiet, it’d be okay. My fingers were slipping into her underwear, dragging it down her legs. She fumbled with my tux jacket, unbuttoning it before working on my zip. I picked her up and pressed her against the wall after she’d freed my cock and then I was inside her.

	“You need to be quiet,” I told her, pressing kisses to her jaw.

	She whimpered but didn’t make any other sounds as I thrust into her over and over. Fuck she felt so good. Having her like this was heaven. Her fingers dug into my shoulders as she held onto me, her breathing laboured.

	I kissed her neck, nibbling her earlobe, eliciting these quiet mewls from her. Ellie deserved care and attention. I gave that to her in spades. This girl made me feel and experience so many things I’d never thought possible. The way her submission fed me had me throwing caution to the wind. I never wanted her to move back into her flat. Coming home to her every day after work made me realise just how much I craved the companionship I’d been missing most of my life. The sense of belonging. She gave that to me. Ellie was my home.

	“I need you,” I whispered. “I think about your tight pussy when I’m at work and it’s maddening. I hear your voice in my head, begging me to fuck you and I can’t take it.”

	She liked hearing those things. Knowing I was enamoured with her. That she was all I thought about because, in reality, she was. My focus was Ellie and keeping her safe, satisfied and cared for.

	“James,” she moaned and that’s when I felt it, her let go. The warm gush of her over my cock and her tightening and clenching. Her fingers had me in an iron grip.

	I didn’t want her to have my cum running down her thighs, so when she was spent, I pulled out of her.

	“On your knees,” I grunted, not caring if I sounded feral.

	Ellie did as I asked, grasping my cock which was wet with her release and took it in her mouth. The way her tongue danced over my cock drove me nuts. I didn’t dare put my hands in her hair for fear of messing it up, instead, I balled them into fists at my sides.

	It didn’t take long. Her mouth was hot and wet. She was so good at this and I hated it was because of her past captivity. She’d had to learn how to please her masters for fear of their wrath otherwise. I never wanted her to feel like I would punish her if she wasn’t good for me. She would never live in fear again.

	“Ellie,” I groaned, my cock wildly spurting in her mouth as all hell broke loose.

	It was like this with her every damn time. Explosive and magic. I’d never felt such intense chemistry with another living soul. I never wanted to with anyone but her again.

	I helped her off the floor and fumbled to find a light switch. We both blinked rapidly when the small room was illuminated. Ellie looked slightly dishevelled with lipstick smeared across her cheek. I did my best to wipe it away using a tissue from her clutch.

	“I think I need a bathroom,” she told me as she tugged on her underwear and I redid my zip, buttoning up my tux.

	“Can’t get caught having a secret tryst at an expensive do,” I replied, winking.

	She flushed, pushing my arm.

	“Shut up.”

	She proceeded to straighten me up, wiping the lipstick from my face and giving me a nod when she was satisfied.

	“Handsome as ever.”

	I raised an eyebrow. Ellie wasn’t one to dish out compliments often.

	“What? Have I not said that before? I get giddy when I look at you. Like I can’t believe someone as well put together and hot as you would want me.”

	I shook my head, grinning. She’d just made my day. Getting to hear how she felt, how she saw me made my heart sing.

	“No, you most definitely haven’t told me that before.”

	“Well, it’s true. You, James, are a catch.”

	Before I could respond, she had the door open and was checking the corridor. She stepped out, indicating with her head I should follow. We walked hand in hand until we found her a bathroom.

	“Will you be okay?” I asked.

	“Yes, go find everyone. I won’t be long.”

	She smiled up at me. I gave her a quick peck on the lips and let her go. I shook my head as I made my way back to the main lobby and into the ballroom. Ellie had a way of catching me off guard with her honesty at times.

	I spied a big group congregated around two tables near the front and made my way through the crowd to them.

	“Hello little bro,” Jen said when I reached her.

	She didn’t look happy, scowling across at someone standing in the corner with a group of businessmen. I recognised him. Maximillian Graves. He’d been in the twins’ year group. Jen couldn’t stand him. She told me he was a stuck up piece of shit who thought he was the dog’s bollocks. I was pretty sure that wasn’t the whole story.

	“What’s that prick doing back from Japan?” I asked.

	“Hell if I know. He better not come over here or I’ll rip his balls off.”

	The venom in her voice was clear. It was probably better if I steered her attention away from Max now before she blew a fuse. When Jen went off on one, she really went off. I’d seen her have at it with Brent too many times to count.

	“Where’s your partner in crime?”

	She glanced at me and nodded towards where Fi was standing with some fashionista business types.

	“Networking. You know she’s better at that stuff than me.”

	I nodded slowly. Fi was the more confident of the two apart from when it came to winding me up. Jen was the queen of that. She was younger than Fi by half an hour and had always been the more mischievous one of the two. Fi was a little more reserved, but it didn’t mean she took shit off anyone.

	“Where’s Ellie?” she asked when I didn’t reply.

	“Bathroom.”

	Jen raised an eyebrow.

	“And why do you have lipstick on your face?”

	I groaned, rubbing my cheek. She laughed and opened her clutch, pulling out a wet wipe and helping me out.

	“I think I can guess what you two were doing,” she told me, her voice low.

	“Don’t embarrass her when she gets here. She’s already nervous.”

	She gave me a wink.

	“Wouldn’t dream of it. I might give you shit, but I happen to like Ellie.”

	“Well, I’m glad she meets with your approval.”

	My family had taken to her like a duck to water. We’d gone to dinner at Dante and Liora’s last week and I’d had the twins over a couple of times in the past month. I think the twins and Ellie had an understanding given what happened to them.

	“Don’t fuck it up,” she told me, punching me in the arm before she walked off towards where Dante was whispering in Liora’s ear and Brent was rolling his eyes at Gertie.

	I glanced around, wondering where Ellie was, but I caught Avery’s eye. She beckoned me over and I joined her and Aiden a moment later. She gave me a quick hug followed by a kiss on the cheek and I just nodded at Aiden when she drew back.

	“I’m glad you’re here. I really need this to go off without a hitch,” she said, looking around nervously.

	“It will. Who’s taking care of Afie tonight?”

	She rubbed her arm.

	“Ben and Skye.”

	I nodded, spying Tina in the crowd talking to some other women. That’s when I noticed Ellie was next to her, her face animated as she spoke. I narrowed my eyes. She hadn’t told me she knew Tina, but then again, Tina was heavily involved in the charity, so it really shouldn’t have come as a surprise. I only knew her because she’d raised Aiden after his mother died.

	“Where’s your girlfriend?” Avery asked.

	“Oh, she’s talking to Tina.”

	Avery’s eyes followed mine and landed squarely on Ellie. I checked her expression, which was curious.

	“She knows Tina?”

	I shifted on my feet and rubbed the back of my neck. I hadn’t exactly explained about Ellie, figuring it was better we spoke about this in person.

	“I didn’t know until now, but I should’ve.”

	Avery turned to me, eyebrow raised. How did I even broach this subject? How was Avery going to react to knowing my girlfriend was once one of her family’s girls?

	“You’ve been incredibly cagey about her, you know.”

	I sighed, looking over at Aiden who rolled his eyes. Clearly, he’d already heard enough from her regarding the subject of me not giving her the rundown on my girlfriend.

	“I have my reasons.”

	I caught Ellie’s eye and she gave me a smile which fell when she saw who I was standing next to. She excused herself from Tina and started to make her way over to me. This was going to be a make or break situation right here. I knew Ellie’s feelings about Avery and what happened between us.

	“Don’t give me that bullshit, James. I’m sick of this.”

	I didn’t respond to Avery as Ellie arrived by my side, grasping my hand.

	“You okay, sweetheart?” I asked, leaning down to kiss her cheek.

	“Yeah,” she said, her eyes darting between me and Avery and Aiden.

	When I turned back to my friend, her eyes were wide as if she was a little taken aback by my behaviour towards Ellie. Honestly, I could hardly blame Avery since I’d never really been affectionate in public towards the women I was seeing.

	“Ellie, this is Avery and Aiden.”

	Ellie, to her credit, stuck her hand out to Avery.

	“It’s nice to finally meet you,” she said, although I detected a slight tremor in her voice.

	Avery shook her hand followed by Aiden.

	“You too,” Avery replied.

	I almost breathed a sigh of relief, but I was still wary of this meeting between the two of them. We were all silent for a long moment as if no one knew what to say.

	“How do you know Tina?” Avery asked which did nothing to break the tense atmosphere. If anything, it made it worse.

	Ellie’s hand tightened in mine, her body going rigid as she looked up at me. She knew I hadn’t revealed her secrets to Avery.

	“I… um…” Ellie faltered, swallowing hard.

	I didn’t know what to say because Ellie hadn’t told me that part either.

	“Through the charity, right, sweetheart?”

	She nodded.

	“Um, yes.”

	Avery looked at me, confusion marring her features. This was the wrong time to bring up this subject. I was beginning to wish I hadn’t insisted on Ellie coming to this thing. It would’ve been better if she met Avery under different circumstances.

	“Our charity?” Avery asked.

	Aiden looked between the three of us. It seemed the truth had dawned on him because he got a strange look in his eyes.

	“Avery… I don’t think we should be pressing the subject,” he said quietly.

	She whipped her head around to him.

	“What?”

	“Now isn’t the time.”

	Ellie fidgeted at my side. When I looked down at her, her expression was dark and directed solely at Avery. This was going splendidly and just when I thought things couldn’t get any worse, my girlfriend opened her mouth.

	“I thought I was going to be okay meeting you, but I’m not.” She looked up at me. “I shouldn’t have come.”

	She started to turn away, but I held onto her.

	“Let me go,” she hissed. “I can’t be around her. I just can’t… don’t make me.”

	“Ellie…”

	“No, you know my feelings on the subject and you didn’t even bother telling her the truth about me and her family.”

	“What about my family?” Avery asked. “What’s going on?”

	I didn’t have time to deal with Avery.

	“I’m sorry, I should’ve, but you don’t have to go,” I said, reaching up and tucking her hair behind her ear.

	Her eyes were pleading with me, but I wasn’t ready to let her give up. My girlfriend couldn’t hate my best friend. That would royally suck. If they just got to know each other, it would be okay.

	“I do, James. I can’t, not after what she did to you.”

	We were keeping our voices low, but they were loud enough for Avery and Aiden to hear.

	“What is she talking about, James?” Avery asked, putting a hand on my arm.

	Ellie’s expression went from pleading to pissed off. She wrenched her hand out of my grasp and stepped towards Avery.

	“You have no clue, do you? No idea how much shit you put your best friend through for years. He told me everything. I’ve seen it, how much this tormented him. You’re just blind to it and he’s too scared to tell you.”

	She slapped a hand over her mouth and looked up at me, regret painting her features. None of us said anything or moved for the longest moment. People were staring and this situation had gotten way, way out of hand.

	“I’m sorry,” she whispered through her fingertips, tears welling in her eyes. “I can’t do this with you.”

	Ellie turned and bolted, fighting her way through the crowd. What the fuck just happened?

	“What the hell was that?” Avery demanded. “What does she mean what I put you through? What have you been saying to her?”

	I couldn’t fucking do this. My heart felt like it was shattering into tiny pieces and all because the girl I was falling for had just dropped the bomb. Now she’d run off before I could say anything. Before I could fix this mess.

	I rounded on Avery, unable to hold back any longer.

	“The fucking truth. You started this, Avery. If you hadn’t kissed me back when we were teenagers, none of this shit would’ve happened. I wouldn’t be so fucked up about you. You were blind to it because you didn’t want to see. I’ve loved you this whole time and now when I finally meet the girl I can’t live without, it’s all fucked up because she knows how I felt about you. And it’s even more fucked up because she was one of your family’s girls. Do you have any idea how hard it was for her to come here when your family is responsible for all her pain and misery? No, you don’t because you’re so wrapped up in your own shit all the time.”

	I could hardly believe the words which came out of my mouth. Avery’s shocked expression told me everything I needed to know. She had no fucking idea.

	“I have to go.”

	I turned away, needing to go after Ellie because she mattered more than this. If it meant I’d destroyed my relationship with my best friend, then fuck it. I promised I’d always put Ellie first and I was determined never to break that or any other promises I made to her. Ellie had become the centre of my universe in such a short space of time.

	“What the fuck, Avery? Is that true? Did you start it?” I heard Aiden saying as I walked off.

	“I… Yes, I did,” she replied.

	“Fuck, that’s why you never wanted to tell me.”

	I stopped listening. Those two could sort their own shit out. I was done interfering in their marriage. Done with it all. I didn’t even care if I’d made a scene at her charity event. All I cared about was finding Ellie and fixing this.

	Ellie, you’re my world. I can’t live without you so I’m coming for you. I’m going to make this right.

	 

	
Chapter Twenty Two

	Ellie

	Tears blurred my vision as I ran through the crowd until I got out into the lobby. There would be press out the front still so I couldn’t go that way, but I didn’t see another way out of this venue. I was screwed no matter what I did.

	Why had I made a scene? This was so embarrassing. I could no longer think straight when she’d been right there in front of me. All of the conversations I’d shared with James about it came back to me. And knowing her family had a part in my captivity made it worse. It all just got to me. My brain didn’t quite catch up with my mouth and now everything had gone to shit.

	I stood there, surrounded by people I didn’t know, trying not to outright sob even though my heart felt as though it was in a vice. The stupid thing about this is it made me realise just how much I cared about James. How deeply my feelings ran. I had to defend him somehow. Protect him from the pain his best friend had inflicted. Make her see what she’d inadvertently caused.

	I’d seen the pain in his eyes when I’d looked up at him after I’d revealed things he probably never wanted her to know. Did he blame me for it? Would he hate me now I’d forced his hand? I’d no doubt ruined everything between us. I didn’t want to drive a wedge between him and Avery. That was never my intention. Who was I to say who he could and couldn’t be friends with? I didn’t hate Avery. In so many ways, I wanted to know her because she was an important person in James’ life.

	“Ellie,” his voice rang in my ears before his hand connected with my arm and he spun me around to face him.

	I stared up at James’ face, tears streaming down my cheeks and all I saw was worry and concern there. He reached up, cupping my cheek and wiping away the wetness there. There were so many people around but all I saw was him. Everything else faded, my senses sharpening and attuning to just him.

	“Don’t run off on me like that, not when we need to talk about what you said,” he told me and his words cut me like a knife. Had I underestimated him yet again?

	“I shouldn’t have said it,” I whispered. “I’m sorry. I’ve fucked it all up.”

	He shook his head. Why couldn’t I just be normal and not get emotional about stupid shit? James made me feel so many things and I simply wasn’t prepared for it. I’d never been with anyone before. Not like this, with a man who completely consumed me. Who could tear me apart with a few simple words if he chose to.

	“I didn’t mean to,” I continued, not letting him have a chance to speak. “I wanted to make a good impression and now everyone in there probably thinks I’m crazy. I can’t believe I said that to her. Oh god, I’m such an idiot. I should’ve kept my mouth shut. I should’ve just stayed calm. I should’ve—”

	“Ellie, stop it.”

	I shut my mouth immediately. His eyes were intent on mine. There was no anger in them at all. He just looked concerned. He took my clutch from me and procured a tissue, wiping my cheeks with it gently now I’d finally stopped crying.

	“Come with me.”

	I let him lead me away from the crowd into a quiet corner. He rested a hand against the wall by my head, staring down at me intently. I was effectively caged in, but James wasn’t a threat to me, he was merely hiding me from view. He obviously knew I was embarrassed by this whole thing.

	“Why did you come after me?” I asked without thinking.

	His eyebrow shot up and an incredulous look flittered across his face.

	“Are you serious? You’re my girlfriend and you’re upset. What kind of person would I be if I didn’t come after you?”

	I swallowed, unsure of how to respond to that. It was stupid of me to have asked since I knew James. He’d cared for me this past month. Made sure I took my painkillers. Let me live with him. Believed me when I told him about my father. James really was the most considerate and understanding person I knew.

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Please stop apologising. Ellie, sweetheart, do you think I’m angry with you for what you said to her?”

	I nodded. How could he not be?

	“I could never be pissed off with you for speaking the truth. Do you have any idea how many times I wished I could tell her how I felt? How much she hurt me? I’m the one who’s a coward, but you, you’re the bravest person I know.”

	My heart felt tight.

	“I am?”

	His expression softened, his blue eyes radiating pride and adoration.

	“Yeah. Brave, strong and beautiful, that’s what you are. You mean everything to me.”

	I couldn’t speak. Everything about him was too perfect. His sweet and giving nature. The way he saw me. I couldn’t believe he was still here. Still looking at me as if he couldn’t live in a world without me. How could I have ever thought he would hate me for what I said? How could I ever doubt him when he’d come after me? He’d put me first just like he promised he always would. So the next words out of my mouth surprised the shit out of me.

	“I love you.”

	And judging by his shocked expression, he hadn’t been expecting me to say it either. The silence between us was deafening. If I ran now, he would follow me because that’s just the person he was, but I couldn’t stand it. I’d just admitted something I didn’t even know I felt until I said it. The truth of it rang in my heart. I really was in love with him even though I had no idea if this was how love was meant to feel. Were you meant to be utterly consumed by the person you were with? Like you couldn’t breathe without them and you’d waste away if they ever left you.

	Instead of letting the silence suffocate us, I stepped towards him, went up on my tiptoes and kissed him. He wrapped an arm around me, his other hand cupping my face. His tongue danced with mine as my fingers threaded in the hair at the back of his head. It showed me he was okay with what I said, that he wasn’t going to run just because I uttered those three words. At least I hoped he wasn’t. I hoped this wasn’t the last kiss we’d share. I was all in with him.

	“Ellie,” he breathed, rubbing his nose against mine.

	“I mean it,” I whispered.

	“I know.”

	I had no expectations he would say it back. It wasn’t something I needed either. If and when he felt that way, he could tell me in his own time.

	“Do you want to go home?” he asked, pulling back and staring down at me, his blue eyes filled with so many conflicting emotions.

	Going back in there filled me with dread, but sooner or later, I would have to deal with it. Besides, I knew for a fact we were sitting with James’ family rather than his friends. And I liked his family a lot. They’d all been lovely and incredibly welcoming.

	“No. I said I’d do this.”

	He searched my face for a long moment.

	“Okay.”

	“Suppose I need to fix my face first.”

	He gave me a smile.

	“I’m saying nothing.”

	Probably best he didn’t. I knew my makeup had run. He waited outside the bathroom for me. I managed to salvage my face and was back out in the lobby, holding his hand tightly before long. Just as we re-entered the ballroom, people were taking their seats. We were some of the last to slip into ours. I was next to Liora who gave me a bright smile. James wrapped an arm around my shoulders which helped me relax a little. I was still tense, but I reminded myself this was for him. I had every right to be here. I was one of the girls the charity had helped.

	Glancing around the room, I found Avery’s eyes on me. They were narrowed and I tried not to flinch. Had I made her hate me by exposing the truth?

	“Ignore it, sweetheart,” James whispered in my ear. “I’ll sort things out with her, I promise.”

	I looked over at him. He was giving me a half smile, but his expression was tense. Knowing I was coming between him and his best friend made my heart sink. It had never been my intention. I leant closer. My hand landed on his thigh. The contact was exactly what I needed. The closeness and connection between us.

	“Thank you.”

	His eyebrow quirked up.

	“For what?”

	“For being you.”

	That made him smile wider and I swear my heart stopped. I was utterly addicted to the way James looked at me like I was the most important person in his life. Not once in the month we’d been together had he made me feel like I was anything other than his number one. He’d been so patient with me when I struggled and panic set in. Even earlier this evening when I said I was scared of people seeing my scars, he’d reassured me. We’d stood in front of the mirror together and he’d pointed out how each scar on view showed my strength. How I’d persevered despite all of the horrors inflicted on me. Then he’d kissed each one and told me how beautiful I was. I was practically melting in his arms and it’d taken all my self-control not to drag him to bed so he could kiss me in other places.

	How could I not be in love with this man?

	For a moment, I wished we had gone home because I wanted to tell him over and over again how I felt. Our little tryst in the cupboard earlier wasn’t enough. Nothing would be enough when it came to him. I’d missed out on so much during my years of captivity and recovery. I wanted to make up for it.

	“Don’t look at me like that,” he murmured, his ocean blue eyes darkening.

	“Like what?”

	His nose nuzzled my neck, his breath dancing across my skin. His hand on my shoulder tightened.

	His deep voice rumbled across my skin as he whispered the words, “Like you want to get down on your knees under the table.”

	I felt hot all over and my insides clenched. I hoped no one was looking at us because they could probably tell we weren’t having a very appropriate conversation for a charity gala. A quick cursory glance told me no one at our table was paying attention. My eyes were drawn to the table next to us, where his best friend was still watching us. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking. Her expression bordered on surprised bemusement.

	“You can’t say stuff like that,” I hissed.

	“No?”

	“Not in public.”

	His other hand fell on my knee, fingers brushing over the bare skin where my dress had ridden up. I bit my tongue, trying not to whimper as heat flooded my core.

	“Who’s in charge here, sweetheart?”

	Fuck.

	“You.”

	“Good girl,” he murmured against my skin.

	He knew just what to say and do to get me to fold. My need to please him overrode anything else. It was so much deeper than sex. When he told me to do something, I complied without thinking. And it hadn’t been an issue when we were alone.

	“You’re not being fair.”

	He chuckled, pulling back and dropping his hand from my knee. Sometimes James was utterly maddening and right now, I was sure my face and neck were bright red.

	“You’re so cute when you’re blushing.”

	I turned to him, giving him a smile as my hand crept beneath his jacket, brushing against his side lightly. His amused expression disappeared in an instant. I’d discovered he was ticklish quite by accident one day when we’d been watching a film. I’d been gently running my fingers down his arm and they’d brushed his side. He’d flinched and almost jumped up off the sofa in response. When I asked what was wrong, he’d just told me not to do it again. I’d put two and two together and later in bed, I’d tested out my theory. Let’s just say James may have screamed like a girl and fallen out of bed trying to get away from me.

	“Ellie,” he warned. “Don’t.”

	I pulled away and settled myself back in my seat properly as I noticed the host was about to start speaking

	“She’s still watching us,” I told James quietly after I’d taken another cursory glance at Avery.

	He sighed, dropping his arm from around my shoulders.

	“I promise I’ll handle it.”

	I believed him, but her gaze made me uncomfortable. It was a mixture between annoyance and I think, jealousy. I suspected it had nothing to do with her wanting James and everything to do with not appreciating how close he was with me already.

	And I tried not to think about how it made a small part of me feel a little victorious.

	***

	Standing with Liora and Dante near the edge of the dancefloor, I watched James and Avery have a heated conversation in the corner of the room with some trepidation. He promised to handle it, but I hadn’t expected it to be during the gala. I thought he might wait until later. She wasn’t having any of it. She’d pointedly ignored me when she asked to speak to him five minutes ago. To be honest, after what I said, I could hardly blame her.

	“That doesn’t look good,” Liora said, startling me.

	I shook my head. From what James had told me, the two of them rarely argued. It was his other friend, Gertrude, whom he bickered with on a regular basis. Now he was arguing with Avery over me. I was about to respond to Liora when I realised someone had approached us. Looking up, I found it was Avery’s husband, Aiden. His eyes drifted over to James and Avery before landing back on me. I couldn’t read his expression.

	What does he want?

	“Uh… Hi,” I said.

	“They’ll sort their shit out between them.”

	That was the last thing I expected him to say to me. In all honesty, I found him kind of intimidating now I was seeing him close up. He was taller than James and ripped to fuck. His tattoos were covered, but I knew they were lurking underneath his sleeves.

	“I hope so.”

	He had a beer in his hand which he took a long swig of.

	“Trust me, those two are close as fuck. She’s just pissed he didn’t tell her about you sooner.”

	I couldn’t fault her for that. If I’d known, I would’ve made James talk to her long before he did. I always assumed he’d have told his friends about me.

	“Seems he felt weird about it what with everything…”

	I couldn’t finish that sentence. Aiden nodded slowly.

	“I’m going to assume James told you about us and her family.”

	I nodded.

	“I’m sorry, I knew for a long time and I’ve kicked myself so many times for not stopping it all sooner. Things were fucked and then there was her.” He nodded over at his wife. “She changed everything.”

	I saw the way his eyes dragged across her like he couldn’t believe she was his. James was right. Something about the two of them fit when I saw her glance at him and her eyes did a similar thing.

	“The only person I blame is the one who sold me to them in the first place, so don’t worry.”

	I slapped a hand across my mouth the next moment, staring up at his darkened grey eyes. There was something akin to anger simmering in them.

	“Are they in prison with the rest of them?”

	I shook my head. Thinking about my dad had my stomach sinking. I should’ve said yes, but something told me I needed to tell the truth.

	“Well fuck. Some days I wonder if we’re ever going to see the back of this shit.”

	My hand dropped back to my side.

	“One day maybe. Until then, at least you have this to show for it.”

	I waved my hand around the room, indicating the event which by all accounts seemed successful. The auction earlier had banked them a lot of money for their charity.

	“This is Avery’s thing. I just run a tattoo shop now. She calls me her arm candy for these things. You should come see her gallery, that’s her real passion, though she hasn’t painted much since Afie was born.”

	I snorted. That was one way of describing him. Then the other thing he said registered with my brain.

	“She paints?”

	He nodded, pride flashing across his features.

	“Amongst other things. Talented as fuck that girl.”

	Another thing James never told me. I was beginning to see how Avery felt about him being limited in the details he spoke of. Something I’d need to address. He’d been open about many things with me, but he often held himself back. I think it had everything to do with the way he saw himself after his father’s belittling and abuse. James just needed help to open up.

	“So… a tattoo parlour?”

	He smiled.

	“Oh no, I’m not the artist, my best mate, Ben does that shit. He did all my ink and Avery’s too.”

	I’d never thought about getting a tattoo in my life what with all my scarring. It was enough body modification for me if you could call it that.

	I felt an arm around my waist and hot breath on my ear.

	“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

	I looked up at James, his blue eyes were dark and full of sadness. Having no idea what he and Avery talked about and not daring to ask, I leant against him, putting my hand on his around my waist.

	“I take it things didn’t go well,” Aiden said.

	“Not at all,” James replied, his voice cracking on the words.

	Aiden sighed and looked over our shoulders.

	“Well fuck. Now she really won’t get off my fucking case. Excuse me.”

	He strode away, leaving me alone with a sorry looking James.

	“Home?” I asked.

	He gave me a dejected nod. He’d taken care of me for the past month, it was time I returned the favour.

	We said a few quick goodbyes before piling into an Uber. He was silent the whole way back to the flat, his hand resting on my thigh. He rubbed his thumb across it absentmindedly, staring out of the window. I had no idea what to say. I’d never seen him like this. Almost as if the world had caved in on him.

	When we got in, his shoulders had dropped and his expression was heart breaking.

	“Let me fix you something to drink,” I said.

	He simply nodded and walked into the bedroom without a word. I slipped off my heels which were pinching my feet and padded into the kitchen. After boiling the kettle, I made him a herbal tea and poured a glass of water for myself. I brought both into the bedroom, finding his clothes strewn across the floor and him huddled under the covers.

	It was only when I set the mug and glass down, I realised he was silently shaking. Unzipping my dress, I hurried out of my clothes and climbed in next to him. I wrapped myself around his back, holding him to me as the man I loved broke down entirely.

	James… please don’t cry. I’m here and I love you.

	 

	
Chapter Twenty Three

	James

	You never know how good you have it in life until everything you hold dear crashes down around you. The only reason I wasn’t drowning was Ellie being right there, holding onto me like her life depended on it. My sweet Ellie who deserved the world. Who I’d defend and protect with my dying breath. She was my lifeline.

	“I’m here,” she whispered, her breath tickling my back. “I’ve got you.”

	She echoed the words I’d uttered to her so many times. Fuck I felt like a pussy. No sooner had she crawled in next to me and wrapped her arms around me, the hold on my emotions snapped. And now it whirled inside me like a hurricane, tearing me to shreds.

	My best friend just told me she didn’t know who I was any more.

	I didn’t think hearing those words from Avery would cut me so deeply, but they had. If she didn’t know me then who the fuck was I? Avery was the one constant in my life and all I could think was I’d lost her. Lost the person who understood me the most.

	The argument played over and over in my head. The words she’d spewed at me like I was the bad guy, the one at fault.

	***

	“Why didn’t you tell me? Why would you let it go on for years like this? How do you think that makes me feel? Knowing all this time I was hurting you.”

	“I didn’t know how to tell you. You were so happy with Peter then you disappeared and after that, you met Aiden. What was I supposed to do? Ruin your happiness? What good could’ve come out of me telling you back then?”

	“You should’ve just been honest and not lied to me for years. Years, James! What kind of friend does that?”

	“Don’t you start trying to accuse me of being the bad friend here. You disappeared on me!”

	“I didn’t have a fucking choice. You have no idea what I went through.”

	“Now who’s keeping secrets, huh? Do you think I bought your story about why you ran off? I’m not stupid, Avery. I know what he did. It doesn’t take a genius to put two and two together.”

	Her face fell completely and she looked stricken. I’d suspected it for so long but her expression confirmed it. There was a reason no one had ever been prosecuted for her parents’ deaths. She protected him and kept his secrets.

	“Why didn’t you tell anyone if you knew?”

	“Because you love him and I’m the last person to judge his actions.”

	“He didn’t give me a choice. I didn’t mean to fall in love with him, not after what he did.”

	She looked visibly shaken. I wanted to comfort her but knew that would be a bad idea.

	“I know, Ave. Love doesn’t exactly give us a choice in the matter.”

	“No, love clearly fucking doesn’t considering this shit between you and me.”

	I rubbed the back of my neck. This is the last conversation I wanted to have with her in a crowded ballroom.

	“I don’t feel like that now.”

	“It doesn’t matter. I still had a right to know. You lied to me. You didn’t even tell me anything about Ellie and it’s clear as fucking day you’re totally head over heels for her.” She rubbed her arm with her hand. “Why didn’t you say anything about her being one of the girls my family kept before? You blindsided me, James. How is that fair?”

	“I wanted to tell you.”

	“Then why didn’t you?”

	I sighed, raking a hand through my hair.

	“I didn’t think anything would happen between Ellie and me after what she’d been through. I had no idea she liked me, Ave. We were supposed to be friends and then it just happened and before I knew it, I couldn’t live without her. I don’t know why I couldn’t tell you about her. You were the one person I wanted to tell but everything was so messed up between us I didn’t know how.”

	Tears welled in Avery’s eyes at my words. She should’ve been the first person I told. She was my best friend.

	“You’ve kept so many things from me. I don’t even know who you are any more,” she whispered.

	***

	My heart sank at the finality of her words all over again. She’d walked away from me after saying that. I’d held myself together long enough to get back to my girlfriend and for us to leave. But my heart was shattered and all my mistakes weighed heavily on my chest.

	What the hell would I do if Ellie wasn’t here? Her soft and very naked body pressed against mine. Her hand stroking my bare stomach. Her breath skirting across my skin. The sweetest girl in my life who’d told me she loved me tonight.

	She loved me.

	That should’ve been my focus not my messed up friendship with Avery. And yet all I could think about is how I’d ruined my relationship with my best friend. How my actions, or inaction as it happened to be, destroyed us.

	“What can I do?” Ellie whispered. “Please tell me what you need.”

	What had I done to deserve Ellie in my life?

	“You,” I whispered, my voice cracking. “I just need you.”

	She kissed my back and held me tighter.

	“I’m right here. Always.”

	Ellie had no idea just how much that meant to me. That after everything going wrong between us, we’d still managed to find a way to be together. That she was by my side. That she loved me.

	There was more she could do. She could help me forget for a while. She gave me things no one else could. Knew something about me no one else did. And fuck did I need her to take my mind off this shit.

	I twisted in her embrace, meeting her eyes as I faced her. Those sky blue eyes held so much compassion as she reached up and wiped my cheeks with her thumb.

	“I want to watch you touch yourself.”

	Her eyes widened and her cheeks started to stain red.

	“What? I’m not sure that’s a good id—”

	“You asked what I needed.”

	She searched my face for a long moment. Then she released me and her hand brushed along her collarbone. I tugged the covers off us until they were pooled at our waists. Watching her fingers trace a line across her right breast, my mouth watered. I’d asked her to do this once before. She’d been incredibly shy then so I’d guided her with simple commands, but now her movements were more confident.

	She pinched her nipple between her fingers, squeezing gently.

	“Harder.”

	She obliged, hissing a little. I could watch her do this all day. Her hand trailed lower, dancing across her stomach. The urge to touch her was strong, but I resisted. I wanted to see her do it. Watch her find pleasure in her own body. So she’d know what I saw when I looked at her and felt when I was inside her. And I’d slide into her tight heat soon enough.

	Her fingers disappeared beneath the covers and I almost growled. Gripping the duvet, I pulled it lower, exposing the rest of her. She shivered and I stared with rapt attention as her fingers disappeared between her thighs.

	“Lay back and show me properly.”

	Ellie rolled onto her back, letting her legs fall open. I shifted up onto my elbow so I could get a better view. Her fingers brushed across her clit as her other hand cupped her breast. A small moan left her lips, her hips bucking a little as she stroked herself. She really had no idea how fucking sexy she looked at that moment. Her eyes were closed and her bottom lip was gripped between her teeth.

	“Does that feel good, sweetheart?”

	“Yes,” she breathed.

	I couldn’t help palming my aching cock, through my boxers. My patience was hanging by a thread as she tugged at her nipple and fingered herself. I could help her along if I wanted but watching her like this was fucking magical. I needed to see her come apart.

	She opened her eyes and looked at me.

	“I want you,” she whispered.

	“Make yourself come and you’ll have me.”

	My words seemed to spur her on as her fingers worked faster, her chest rising and falling rapidly. A sheen of sweat appeared across her brow. She hadn’t managed without my help last time. Would she beg me again or would she let go? It wasn’t all for my benefit at the end of the day. She’d never had the confidence to explore her own body before.

	“I can’t,” she whimpered.

	“You can, Ellie. Do it for me.”

	I shoved the covers off me and tugged my boxers down. I’d give her something to focus on. Moving between her legs, I sat up on my knees and stroked myself. Her eyes fell on my cock and her tongue ran across her bottom lip.

	“See what you do to me, sweetheart? How much I want you?”

	She nodded.

	“Use your words.”

	“I can see. I want to touch you so much.”

	I smiled. She wasn’t allowed that quite yet.

	“Come, then I can fuck you nice and deep, just the way you like it.”

	She shivered, her body arching towards me. Ellie had lost all her embarrassment and shame about her body when it came to me. I’d kissed every scar and blemish, touched her in ways she’d never experienced. I’d made her mine and mine alone.

	“James,” she moaned.

	“That’s it, sweetheart, let yourself go.”

	I don’t know if it was because I gave her permission or she was too turned on by all of this, but she did let go. Her cries of pleasure echoed around my skull. Her body tensing and releasing before my eyes. And fuck did she look so free.

	Opening her eyes, she stared up at me, her chest still flushed and her pupils dilated. I lowered myself over her until our breath mingled and our bodies were inches apart.

	“You’re such a good girl for me,” I whispered.

	“I’d do anything for you.”

	And she would. Ellie and I were perfectly matched in this respect. She needed to please me. I needed her to obey. It was so simple. This past month everything between us was easy despite me needing to nurse her back to health. I wanted to take care of her, protect her from all the shit she was going through.

	“And I you, sweetheart.”

	I kissed her, allowing my desire for this girl to take over. She moaned in my mouth when I gripped my cock and guided myself inside her. There was nothing gentle about the way I handled her. I thrust deep and hard, taking her without mercy or restraint. Her fingers curled around my back, nails digging into my skin.

	Pulling back, I watched her taking my brutal pounding. One of my hands rested beside her head whilst I used the other to grip her leg and shove it up towards her chest. Ellie stared back at me, her blue eyes dark with lust and potent desire.

	I couldn’t get enough of her tight, wet heat. The deeper I fucked her, the louder her little pants and mewls got. Her pussy was my heaven and I intended to spend as much time as possible taking pleasure from being inside her.

	For once, neither of us seemed inclined to speak. Our eyes did the talking for us. Hers radiated love and affection whilst I’m sure mine echoed that and my awe of her beauty.

	I pulled back further, sitting up on my knees with Ellie still wrapped around my cock. I gripped one of her hips as an anchor whilst I pinched her nipple with the other. Her chest rose and fell, her resulting moan echoing around the room.

	“James, please.”

	“Play with your clit, make yourself come all over my cock.”

	Her hand snaked across her stomach and lower. She stroked herself for me whilst I continued to fuck her, and hell if the sight of it didn’t make me harder. I had both hands on her hips now, taking her deep and hard like a fucking man possessed. I was so close but I wanted her to come again. Needed to feel her clenching around my cock before I erupted inside her.

	“Fuck,” she cried out, her body starting to spasm.

	My name spilt from her lips over and over like a prayer. She gripped me so tightly, I had no choice but to let go. The heat of her and the gush of her arousal flooding all over my cock was the sweetest damn feeling in the world.

	My strangled cry of “Shit, Ellie,” was the only warning as the first wave hit. It pulsed across my skin in time with each spurt of my release. Everything but her and I faded away. Just me and my sweet girl locked together in ecstasy and bliss.

	My chest rose and fell with heavy breaths as my hands fell from her hips. Ellie looked utterly dishevelled with her hair falling out of her bun at all angles and her makeup slightly streaked across her face.

	Pulling out of her sweet heat, I flopped down next to her with my arm slung across my face. I still felt the tingles racing across my skin from the intensity of our own personal brand of fucking. Her lips pressed a kiss to my bicep before the bed shifted and I listened to her footsteps across the hardwood floor.

	Lowering my arm, I stared up at the ceiling. Guilt flooded my veins all over again. It was my fault I was in this mess with Avery. My fault for letting it get this far. My heart burnt and the happiness I’d felt at being close to Ellie faded.

	I sat up, rubbing my face and grabbed the tissues from the bedside table to clean myself up. Just as I threw them in the bin, Ellie came back fresh-faced with her dark hair spilling down around her shoulders. She sat next to me on the bed and took my hand, kissing my fingertips.

	“What happened?”

	I shook my head. Repeating my conversation with Avery would kill me.

	“James, please don’t shut me out.” She reached out and placed her palm on my chest. “You keep everything locked up inside. It’s hard for me to watch you suffer like this.”

	My head snapped up to hers. Her blue eyes were filled with tears and her expression almost cleaved me in two. Letting go of my hand, she moved closer and gripped my face with both hands.

	“Don’t you understand? You have me. I’ll be the balm to your suffering. I’ll fight by your side. I’ll listen and comfort you. I’ll be here no matter what. I. Am. Yours. You can fuck me as many times as you need but eventually, you’re going to have to talk to me. I need you, James. I can’t do all of this without you so I need you here and whole and right now, you aren’t. So let me in, please. Let me be the one you turn to when the world is falling down around you.”

	Tears slipped down her cheeks.

	“I didn’t know I loved you until I said it, but I do. I love you so much. Please let me be here for you.”

	I couldn’t stand it. Her words broke through all my resolve and willpower. The words came tumbling out. All my heartache and pain bubbled up to the surface and every word Avery and I had uttered to each other tonight echoed around my skull.

	Ellie’s hands dropped from my face to clutch at my fingers. She listened without interruption as I explained what happened tonight. Told her I knew what Aiden had done to Avery’s parents and Avery herself. How keeping all these secrets for so long had broken something inside me. Once I started talking, I couldn’t stop and there were so many things I’d locked away, having never been able to articulate my feelings properly.

	“I told you about my dad, but not everything.” I pointed at the deep scar on my chest. The one she’d looked at but never asked about. “He was in such a rage, ranting about how I was a waste of space and he wished I’d never been born. That my mother had ruined his life and forced ungrateful children on him. We were in the kitchen at the time and without warning, he ripped the biggest knife out of the block and stormed over to me. He held it against my chest, looked me dead in the eye and told me he was going to watch the life drain from my eyes whilst I bled to death. Then he pressed it deep, ripping through my t-shirt as he dragged it across my chest. The pain… fuck, it hurt so much.”

	Ellie was full on crying and I didn’t care that I was too. My scar itched. The memory burnt through my chest and the phantom pain hit me all over again.

	“I was a fucking adult, Ellie. He did this to me not long after Avery disappeared. He only stopped when Jen walked in and pulled him off me. She was dropping something off for him. She did her best to stitch me up because we couldn’t go to the police or hospital. It never healed quite right though. Only Jen and Dad know what happened that day.”

	“Your own father tried to kill you.”

	I nodded, words failing me all of a sudden. My own father thought I wasn’t worth the effort. He would rather see me dead than have me as his son. It was something I was too ashamed to tell anyone. It’s why his letters were so confusing. For the longest time, he’d hated the sight of me so why the fuck did he want to see me now? Why couldn’t he just leave me in peace?

	Ellie crawled into my lap and wrapped her arms around me, stroking my back with the softest of touches.

	“Did he ever try again after that?” she asked.

	“No, but his outbursts got worse. Fuck knows why. Maybe because I was the only one who still cowered away from him. He liked to assert his dominance… control. Have those beneath him at his mercy.”

	And hell did he make me feel like I was utterly worthless. Your parents are supposed to raise you up and love you, not beat you down until you’re nothing. An empty shell of who you once were.

	“I hate him. I hate him so fucking much that sometimes it’s all-consuming. I want him to rot away in his cell. I never want to see or speak to him again. He’s a monster.”

	Ellie just held me, her tears soaking my shoulder. I wrapped my arms around her and let go all over again. Who knew how long we stayed like that. Just having her right there soothed me. The ache in my chest dulled.

	“You’re all I need,” I whispered.

	Everyone else could disappear and it would hurt but as long as I had this girl right here, I’d survive.

	Ellie was mine.

	My person.

	My one.

	I gently pulled her off me and laid her back against the pillows. Getting a tissue, I wiped away her tears and cleaned my own face up. I propped myself up on my elbow, reaching over to brush her hair back from her face with my free hand.

	Fuck she was beautiful. Even though her eyes were bloodshot and face a little blotchy from crying, she was always stunning to me.

	This was the real deal between us.

	So it didn’t scare me when I opened my mouth and told her what I knew to be true deep down in my soul.

	“I love you too.”

	Now and forever, Ellie.

	 

	
Chapter Twenty Four

	Ellie

	After spending the weekend in a sex-fuelled haze, James made me come into the office with him to get me out of the flat. He seemed to be putting on a brave face after the fallout with Avery. I knew he was hurting. I tried my best to be there for him. We spent a lot of the weekend without clothes on. Not that I was complaining because sex with him was blissful. I just couldn’t help wondering if he was using it as a way of avoiding dealing with his emotions. Whilst he’d opened up to me about his feelings and the things his father had done, there was still so much I knew he was keeping locked up. Given how many secrets he’d had to keep throughout his life, it hardly surprised me.

	The one thing which had taken me aback was his reciprocation of my feelings. It wasn’t that I thought James would never be able to love me, I just didn’t expect it so soon. The sincerity in his voice and expression when he said those words made it easy for me to believe he was telling the truth.

	He’d left me alone to go to a meeting with his siblings. I was sat at his desk, reading on my phone via my Kindle app. The sun was streaming in through the windows. Basking in it a little, I curled my legs up under me and made myself comfortable. It wasn’t so much I didn’t want to work, but until we found my father and made sure he didn’t come after me again, I didn’t feel safe.

	I was so lost in my own world, I didn’t hear the door open. It was only when I heard someone calling, “Miss Kirkwood,” I realised I wasn’t alone. Turning in the chair and looking around, I found Viola, one of the secretaries standing in the doorway. James had introduced me to her earlier when we’d got into the office.

	“Miss Kirkwood, there’s someone to see you at reception.”

	I put my phone on James’ desk and frowned. No one knew I was here so I had no idea why someone would be looking for me.

	“Did they say who they were?”

	Viola shook her head.

	“If you want to come to my desk, I have the security feed from reception up.”

	I jumped up and followed her out towards the bank of secretary desks. She was the only one in today. Once we got to her desk, she pulled up the security footage and my stomach dropped out from underneath me.

	What the hell is she doing here?

	“Uh, can you have them send her up, please?” I said, deciding it was better I dealt with this up here away from prying eyes.

	“Of course, hold on.”

	James had told Viola to make sure I was looked after whilst he was working. So far, she’d already brought me two mugs of tea and biscuits. I figured she did this for all the siblings.

	She spent a minute talking to the security guard at reception before putting the phone down. I was freaking out, but I tried not to let that show on my face.

	She shouldn’t be here.

	This was the last thing I wanted to deal with. Especially not at James’ place of work. How on earth did she know I was here? And what did she want? If she thought I was going to give her a warm welcome, she had another think coming.

	The lift doors dinged a few minutes later and out walked Beatrice Kirkwood. She looked so put together which surprised me. Her light brown hair was slicked back in a tight ponytail. She had sky high red heels on with a smart white blouse and black pencil skirt. Her light brown eyes assessed me and Viola for a long moment before she stepped forward and opened her mouth.

	“Eleanor.”

	“Hello Mum.”

	She looked nothing like I remembered. Then again, the last time I’d seen my mother, she was crumpled on the floor by the sofa in the dingey two bedroom flat she shared with my father, bruises peppered across her skin.

	I had so many questions, but I wasn’t about to get into my family drama in front of James’ employee.

	“Um, why don’t you come with me?” I said, waving my hand towards the corridor.

	She followed me to James’ office. I shut the door firmly behind us. Mum promptly dropped her stern look and her face brightened. She was an inch taller than me in her heels. She stepped forward and rested her hands on my shoulders.

	“Nellie Noodle, you’re all grown up.”

	I flinched at her words. I hadn’t heard that name in so long and it made my heart fracture in my chest. This was the woman who’d loved me but been too afraid to leave my father. She’d sentenced me to years of abuse instead. Bea might not have been able to stop my dad selling me to the Daniels, but she could’ve taken me away long before he ever got the idea in his head.

	I stepped back from her. Being touched by other people was still an issue for me. Shaking hands was one thing, having someone’s hands on me was another. The only person I allowed that from was James.

	“What are you doing here?”

	Her face fell a little.

	“I’m here to see you, Nellie.”

	I took another step back, putting more distance between us. Seeing my mother brought up all sorts of feelings I wasn’t ready to face.

	“Don’t call me that.”

	She flinched, her face falling further.

	“Aren’t you happy to see me?”

	Is she for real right now?

	“No, Mum, I’m not. You can’t just turn up at my boyfriend’s office unannounced after all these years and expect me to be overjoyed to see you. How can I be? You let Dad sell me.”

	I paced away, hating her guilty expression. I hadn’t meant it to come out like that, but it was the truth. She was just as responsible for what happened to me as my father was.

	“How did you know I’d even be here?” I asked when she said nothing.

	“Your father has been keeping track of your whereabouts.”

	I should’ve known. Of course he had. And that meant she was still with him which made me feel sick. I didn’t want her here. My scars itched painfully on my back. Even rolling my shoulders didn’t ease the feeling like it normally did.

	I rounded on her, irritation rising up inside me. They couldn’t walk back into my life now when I was doing so much better. Especially not now I had James who didn’t deserve to get dragged into my family drama.

	“What the hell do you two want from me? If you think I’m going to do anything for you or him, you’re sorely fucking mistaken.” I pointed a finger at her. “You and him might have straightened out your lives, but that doesn’t make you my parents. You lost that right the moment you sold me to those monsters. Do you have any idea what I’ve suffered through? Do you?”

	Her eyes were wide and she shook her head.

	“I didn’t think so. Well, Mum, I was beaten, raped, abused and tortured for six long years. You let that happen to me. And you’re still with him. He beat you for years. Why the hell would you stay with a man like that? Why are you really here?”

	I didn’t care I was practically shouting at her. She didn’t deserve anything less. Both of them could go to hell for what they did to me. Before she could answer, the door to the office swung open and James stepped in, brow furrowed as he took in the scene.

	“Ellie?” he asked, his eyes searching mine.

	Mum turned to look at him. You wouldn’t know she was my mother unless you looked closely and especially not now her face was caked in makeup and she was wearing dressy clothes. Here I was in black skinny jeans, ballet flats and a plain burgundy t-shirt. My boyfriend, on the other hand, looked gorgeous. His navy slim fit trousers hugged him in all the right places. His black shirt was unbuttoned at the top, sleeves rolled up and his signature mussed dark hair was messier than usual.

	“Hello, I’m Beatrice, Ellie’s mother,” she said, putting her hand out.

	He took her hand and shook it, but his eyes remained on me as if he was gauging my reaction to this whole thing.

	“James, Ellie’s boyfriend.”

	I noticed her take him in properly then. She looked back at me when he dropped her hand, eyebrow raised, almost as if she couldn’t believe I could attract a man like James. That made my blood boil further. I might have scars all over my back and find it difficult to be around people at times, but I wasn’t unattractive. She didn’t even know those things about me and here she was judging. What happened to the mother I knew?

	“Are you going to answer my questions, Mum?” I asked.

	“That’s really a conversation we should have alone,” she replied, indicating James with her head.

	“You think he doesn’t know what you and Dad did?”

	She flinched. No, neither of them thought I would tell James about how they’d sold me. Hell, they probably didn’t think I’d told him how Dad wanted me to go after the Benson’s money. They’d sorely underestimated me.

	James walked around my mum and stopped in front of me. He cupped my face with one hand and turned it up towards him. His eyes were full of concern and it almost broke me. I was still so angry with my mother for turning up here that I couldn’t bring myself to smile at him.

	“Do you want me to go?” he asked quietly.

	I shook my head. If anything, I needed him here to get through this. He was my rock. My anchor. I loved him more than I could put into words.

	He took my hand and moved to stand beside me, levelling his gaze on my mother, who sighed deeply.

	“Your father and I… I’m sorry, Ellie. I never wanted you to go through any of that. I wasn’t a good mother to you all those years ago when I allowed him to hurt us. He doesn’t do that any longer. I swear to you, he’s changed.”

	The outrage I felt at her words made my whole body shake.

	“You’ve got to be kidding me. Do you know what Dad did when he found me? He beat the shit out of me because I wouldn’t do what he wanted.”

	“He did what?”

	The abject horror on her face told me Richard Kirkwood had been lying to his wife. That didn’t come as a surprise to me at all.

	“You don’t know, do you? You don’t know what he wanted me to do.”

	“He told me he went to see you to make amends.”

	The ridiculousness of her statement made me laugh. I couldn’t help it. My father trying to make amends. What a fucking joke. James squeezed my hand and my mother just looked confused.

	“He doesn’t want to make amends. He wanted money and for me to con the only person who cares about me.”

	“What do you mean?”

	I shook my head. Didn’t she get it?

	“He wants all of this.” I waved around the room. “To take James’ family for all their worth. And when I refused, he beat the shit out of me.”

	She took a step back as if she’d been slapped in the face.

	“He… Oh my god.”

	After all this time, my mother was still stupid enough to believe every word my father said. I should be disgusted with her. I felt sorry instead. Sorry that she was blind to his bullshit.

	“I thought he was getting better… He’s off the drugs, Ellie, I swear. I thought he wanted to reconcile with you, not… not ask you… I’m so sorry.” She looked at James. “She told you he asked her to do that?”

	“Yeah, before we were even together,” he said.

	“And you still wanted to be with her? Even after her father threatened her and your family?”

	“I love your daughter.”

	He said it like it was simple. Like love was the only reason he needed to be with me.

	“Ellie has been through so much and she deserves happiness,” he continued. “She’s kind, caring, respectful, not to mention beautiful and I count myself lucky she wants to be with me.”

	My mother looked between us, her expression telling me everything I needed to know. She saw what was between us.

	“You know where he is, don’t you, Mum?” I asked.

	“Yes.”

	What I was going to ask her to do next would determine our relationship with each other for the rest of our lives, but I had to. It was the only way James and I would be free of my father. I’d protect him from my family just as he’d protected me.

	“I want you to turn him in.”

	“Wh…What?”

	“I have evidence of what he did to me and I’m going to the police. You need to turn him in.”

	I felt James stiffen next to me. He’d been the one to make sure we documented my injuries whilst I hadn’t wanted to. Now, I was grateful he’d insisted. I was officially done with my father. It might not stick, but I had to do something. I had to make sure he understood I meant business and I wasn’t going to let him walk all over me.

	“Ellie… I…”

	“You what? You can’t? You can’t turn in that monster? He beat you for years, Mum. Years. How can you stand there and tell me you were okay with that? Why did you even come here?”

	She wrung her hands out in front of her.

	“I wanted to see you. He only just told me where you were.”

	“He told me I would only see you if I agreed to what he wanted. He’s manipulating you and trying to do it to me, don’t you see that? He’s not changed one bit. I don’t care if he doesn’t hit you anymore, he’s still controlling you.”

	At this point, I didn’t care what she did. I was still going to the police with the evidence we had. I was going to tell them about his involvement with the Daniels, something I’d refused to do before because I thought he was dead. I thought wrong. My parasitic father latched onto life by the balls and he wasn’t letting go for anything. So I had to do the right thing. I had to stop him. Make him pay.

	“I need to think about it,” she said after a long moment of silence.

	I wanted to be angry, but instead, I was resigned. She hadn’t left him after he sold me. Why did I think it would be any different all these years later? The conflict in her expression was clear. She might love me, but she still loved my father more. She always had.

	She put her arms up as if asking me to embrace her. I shrank back into James’ side. He looked down at me, his expression making my heart thump. His ocean blue eyes spoke of his understanding and love for me. How did I get so lucky? James wasn’t perfect, but he was it for me. As long as I had him by my side, I could face anything.

	“She struggles with physical contact,” he said, looking back at my mother.

	Her expression fell and she put her arms down.

	“She seems just fine with you.”

	Her tone was icy, but I knew she was hurt that I wouldn’t hug her.

	“She trusts me.”

	Her gaze levelled on me instead.

	“You let your boyfriend hold you but not your own mother?”

	How dare she say that!

	I stepped away from James, letting go of his hand.

	“You don’t get to stand there and say shit like that to me, you have no idea what I went through.”

	She looked stricken.

	“Ellie, I—”

	“No, Mum, what I do and don’t do with my boyfriend is quite frankly none of your business. He is the only person I feel safe with after everything the Daniels and Dad put me through.”

	I’d had enough of her and her attitude already. She thought she could waltz back into my life and everything would be okay. Grabbing the bottom of my t-shirt, I ripped it off and turned around. My mum’s gasp echoed in my ears. And when I looked up at James, his eyes were full of compassion. He knew how difficult it was for me to show anyone my scars, particularly the ones marring the skin on my back.

	After a moment, I pulled my t-shirt back on and turned to her again. Tears welled in my mother’s eyes but the sight of them didn’t make me feel anything. If that made me heartless, I didn’t care.

	“I didn’t even know if you were alive. All those years I was kept by the Daniels and I thought Dad might have finally gone too far. How could my own mother abandon me in my time of need if she was still alive? But you did and I don’t think I can forgive you for it. Just like I’ll never forgive Dad for selling me to the Daniels in the first place. So you do what you want, Mum, but don’t come back here. Not if you’re going to continue to take his side.”

	We stood for the longest time, no one saying anything as tears slipped down my mother’s face. I still felt nothing. All my sympathy towards her had dried up years ago. It hurt. Her taking my father’s side over me, but if I let that pain fester inside me, I’d never be free. I was damned if I was going to let anyone make me feel like shit after the world had eaten me up and spat me back out again. I deserved better parents than the ones I’d been granted.

	“I’m so sorry, Ellie,” she said finally before she turned and left.

	When the door shut behind her, I felt James’ hands on my shoulders, squeezing them gently as he rested his chin on top of my head.

	“Are you okay, sweetheart?”

	“No, but I will be.”

	I leant back against him, needing his warmth and support. He wrapped his arms around me before dropping his head so it was level with mine and pressed his cheek to my face. I gripped his arms with my hands, feeling his muscles tense and relax under my fingertips.

	“Do you really want to turn your father in?”

	“Yes. I don’t want him threatening you or your family and I don’t want him in my life. The only way I can keep us both safe is by reporting him.”

	He clutched me tighter. James kept me grounded and I would do anything to protect him, just like he would do for me.

	“Okay, but I’m coming with you to the station.”

	I smiled. As if I would prevent him from doing so. I needed him there with me.

	“I’m so proud of you,” he whispered.

	“You are?”

	His hum vibrated across my back.

	“Yes, you’re standing up for yourself. You’re so fucking brave and fearless, some days I’m in awe of you, sweetheart.”

	I turned in his embrace so I could face him. I planted both hands on his chest as our eyes met.

	“I’m only this brave because I have your support.”

	He smiled, reaching up to tuck my hair behind my ear.

	“You make me want to stand up for myself. To do the right thing.”

	I waited for him to elaborate, knowing that wasn’t the end of it.

	“I’m going to end this bullshit with my Dad once and for all too.”

	Seeing the determination in his face made my heart soar. This was my man and I was so damn proud of him too. Seeing how far we’d come in such a short period of time. Both of us ready to face our demons. That was something else.

	“You do?”

	He nodded, stroking my cheek.

	“I love you so much, sweetheart. You make me want to be better.”

	The shit with my mother might not have made me well up, but this did. James made me feel so many things. He was my balm. The person who supported me no matter what. I knew he’d always be there for me, just as I was there for him.

	I rose up on my tiptoes, my hands curling around his neck.

	“You’re already pretty amazing as it is.” I kissed him softly. “I love you too.”

	And together, we can do anything we set our minds to.

	 

	
Chapter Twenty Five

	James

	“What the fuck is this, James?” Dante said as he stormed in and slammed his tablet down on my desk.

	I eyed him warily for a moment before looking down at the article open on the tablet.

	A manhunt has been launched after police issued a public appeal for information on the whereabouts of Richard Kirkwood who has been implicated in the sex trafficking scandal which rocked the country three years ago. Kirkwood disappeared along with his wife after police issued a warrant for his arrest. Few details have been released, but we gather that Kirkwood sold his own daughter to the Daniels when she was only a teenager.

	The Daniels aren’t the only family to hit the headlines in recent years. Kirkwood’s daughter was publicly linked to the youngest of the Benson siblings after photographs surfaced of them attending the charity gala for the Lizzie Lockhart Foundation together. The Bensons were embroiled in their own scandal after the very public arrest of their father, the fashion mogul, Zachary Benson who was found guilty of murdering his wife and abusing his children.

	It went onto talk about how this latest revelation could see us embroiled in further difficulties after what happened with Dad. I sat back, shaking my head.

	“What do you want me to do about it? All Ellie did was go to the police, it’s not our fault her father ran.”

	Dante shook his head as he paced away.

	“We don’t need this shit. The company has had enough bad press.”

	So that’s what it was about. The company’s image. Not that Ellie protected us from her father. It wasn’t that Dante didn’t like Ellie, he’d become so obsessed with the company’s success since we took over. It was his drive and determination which turned things around after it all went south with Dad’s arrest.

	“And we really didn’t need to be linked to the Daniels. We had enough of that shit because you’re friends with Avery.”

	I stiffened at the mention of her name. Avery and I still weren’t on speaking terms and I had no idea how to fix it. I knew he didn’t really blame me for any of this. He was just frustrated. We’d worked tirelessly to get the company to where it was now and bad press was the last thing we needed.

	“What do you want me to do, Dante?”

	He threw his hands up.

	“I don’t fucking know.” He dragged a hand through his hair. “I know it’s not your fault or Ellie’s. She did the right thing, but fuck, we’re in the middle of launching the new collection.”

	When we’d taken over, the four of us decided to have a more hands on approach to Bensons. We were involved in every aspect of the business, from design to end product and distribution, the latter being my speciality.

	“I know the timing wasn’t ideal, but after her mother came to see us, we weren’t sure what her father would do next.”

	He threw himself into the chair in front of my desk and tapped his fingers on the arm.

	“How is she?”

	“Ellie? Okay, I guess. I think she’s bored being at the flat all the time, but she still doesn’t feel safe going out on her own.”

	He nodded slowly.

	“Does she know what she wants to do when this is all over?”

	I shrugged, rubbing my chin.

	“I asked, but she doesn’t know. She liked working in the hotel, but I doubt it’s what she wants to do forever. It’s hard for her, you know, she was kept captive for so long. She feels like big aspirations are beyond her reach.”

	I wished I could do more to help her. She still struggled with being close to people and I could hardly blame her for that. She’d only just started to get comfortable with my family.

	“Well, she does make pretty damn fucking good cocktails.”

	When we’d been around Dante and Liora’s for dinner one night, Ellie had made us all cocktails after dinner. She told me afterwards she felt like part of the family because of how much they’d all appreciated it. Mixing drinks was something she excelled at and enjoyed.

	Thinking about that had me remembering something I’d seen a couple of weeks ago. I turned to my laptop and did a quick search, making sure what I had in mind was still viable.

	“What’s that look for?” Dante asked, leaning forward in his chair.

	“I think I have an idea of what I could do for her, but I’d need your help.”

	He raised an eyebrow and I proceeded to explain what I wanted to do. After five minutes, he grinned and told me he’d look into it. This might be absolutely crazy, but for Ellie, I’d do just about anything. Besides, Dante wasn’t the only one Mum left money to. I only used some of it to put the deposit down for my flat.

	“You think she’ll be happy?” Dante asked.

	I was worried she wouldn’t accept it when I told her, but sometimes you had to take risks.

	“I hope so. She deserves it even if she might think she doesn’t. It’s hard giving her stuff because she doesn’t want to feel like she’s taking advantage of me.”

	He smiled, shaking his head. I wanted to do this for Ellie and her birthday was coming up so I hoped I could have it all arranged before then.

	“She sounds like Liora. Last week she told me if I brought home any more clothes for her, she’d donate my entire wardrobe to charity. Apparently, I’m overly generous and she doesn’t wear half of it.”

	I snorted. That sounded like something Liora would do. As much as I knew their relationship was based on dominance and submission, she wasn’t afraid to speak her own mind. She certainly liked to keep Dante on his toes. He probably needed that anyway. Someone to call him out on his bullshit. Brent and Liora didn’t pull any punches with him.

	“First world problems.”

	That had us both laughing. I didn’t want to ruin the mood, but there was something else I needed to talk to him about. When we’d both calmed down, I levelled my eyes on him.

	“Dante…”

	“Hmm?”

	“I’m going to see Dad.”

	He was silent for a long moment. I shifted in my seat, my nerves prickling.

	“Why the fuck would you do that?”

	I knew he wasn’t going to like this, but I was fed up with my father writing me letters. Honestly, I was just fed up with Zach full stop. Everything he’d done to me and my siblings was unforgivable and it was time he got the message. I wasn’t going to allow him to have any type of control over me any longer. If Ellie could say a big ‘fuck you’ to her parents after what they did, then I sure as hell could tell my father to go fuck himself.

	“He’s right. We need a conversation, but it’s just not one he will be expecting.”

	“What do you mean?”

	I’d admitted to Ellie about his attempt on my life. It was time I told Dante the truth too.

	“You remember when Avery disappeared, well during that time Dad threatened my life. If Jen hadn’t walked in, I think he would’ve actually killed me.”

	Dante looked incensed, but I continued before he could say anything.

	“I don’t want to live my life feeling worthless and like the world’s biggest disappointment because my own father didn’t think me worthy of being his son. I’m going to see him to tell him straight. He’s not going to be my monster under the bed any longer. I’m done.”

	He jumped out of his chair and paced away.

	“Why the fuck didn’t you tell me?”

	“We weren’t exactly on speaking terms back then in case you’d forgotten.”

	He shook his head, turning back to me. I could see the guilt in his eyes. He’d done it to protect me and the twins, but I knew he hated the whole thing. Dante had apologised several times for the way he’d acted. I’d long since forgiven him.

	“He actually tried to kill you.”

	I nodded.

	“Fuck. Just when I thought Zach couldn’t sink any fucking lower.” He ran a hand through his hair. “You’re not worthless, you know that, right? Hell, James, I’m proud to be your brother. You’re the least dysfunctional one out of the four of us.”

	I snorted again. I was still pretty dysfunctional, just better at hiding it. But Dante had never told me he was proud of me before. That made my heart feel tight.

	“Well… thank you.”

	“I mean it. Mum would be so proud of you too.”

	I coughed a little, feeling my emotions get the better of me. It wasn’t like I hadn’t cried in front of Dante before. He knew what it meant to me to hear him say that. His eyes were so full of compassion and understanding.

	“Anyway… enough of this mushy shit. Are you going to see Zach alone?” he asked when I didn’t respond.

	“No, Ellie’s coming with me.”

	She’d insisted and to be honest, I wanted her there. She was my rock just as I was hers. I couldn’t live without her and I didn’t want to.

	“Good. Well… you let me know how it goes, hmm?”

	“Yeah, will do.”

	He gave me a nod before picking up his tablet from my desk and striding out of my office. We were still technically supposed to be working and this collection wasn’t going to launch itself. It was time to get back to it.

	***

	Sitting in the prison visiting room made me antsy. Ellie put a hand on my leg to stop me bouncing my foot impatiently.

	“I’m sure he’ll be here in a minute.”

	I tapped my hand on the table and she sighed. She knew how nervous I was about seeing him. This whole thing made me feel queasy. It’d been two years since I’d last seen my father. None of us had visited him in prison except for Liora.

	“Why did I think this was a good idea?” I muttered.

	“We can go if you’re not ready.”

	I shook my head. This was something I had to do no matter what. If I didn’t, then it would haunt me for the rest of my life. My father was my demon and I needed to exorcise him.

	When he walked in, I froze in place. His hair was greyer, but his eyes were still sharp and the exact same shade as mine. He strode towards the table with confident steps. He was wearing smart grey trousers and a plain white shirt. It didn’t surprise me he’d still managed to look like he’d walked off a runway even in prison. Dad had always only ever worn the best.

	“Son,” he said as he reached the table.

	“Hello Dad.”

	His eyes flicked over to Ellie, appraising her steadily.

	“And who is this lovely lady?”

	Ellie looked at me, but I kept my gaze on my father.

	“My girlfriend, Ellie.”

	Dad didn’t put his hand out to her. Instead, he gave her a nod and took a seat opposite us. My skin prickled and my stomach dropped, but I was determined not to let him affect me in the same way he had before.

	“You got my letters then.”

	“I did.”

	He rested his elbows on the table and leant forward a little.

	“You came here to talk then, just like I asked.”

	I took a breath. It was now or never. Ellie’s hand on my thigh kept me grounded. Having her here, supporting me, was my incentive to be the best version of myself. The one who wouldn’t let the man in front of him make him feel like shit any longer.

	“No, Dad. I came here to tell you something.”

	He leant back in his chair, his eyes roaming over my face.

	“Go on then.”

	The words I wanted to say whirled around in my brain. So many times I’d wished I could tell him how I really felt. How much I hated him. How he’d ruined me. But there was no point in saying those things. What I could do was make sure he understood he wasn’t in control of us any longer.

	“You need to stop writing to me. In fact, you need to stop trying to contact any of us full stop. Did you forget we all helped put you here? None of us are interested in having you in our lives. Not after what you did to Mum. Not after what you did to Dante and the twins and especially not after what you’ve done to me.”

	Ellie squeezed my thigh, knowing how difficult it was for me to say these things to my father.

	“I don’t really care what you have to say. We’re fine without you. The company is fine without you. We don’t need you in our lives.”

	The silence which followed my words weighed heavily on my chest. Dad just looked at me and his gaze penetrated through all my walls as usual. I felt like the small boy who was terrified of his father all over again. The one who hid when he heard arguing and shouting between his parents. Who saw all the bruises on his mother and brother no matter how hard they tried to hide them. That little boy was scared shitless the same thing would happen to him. And it had.

	But that little boy wasn’t me any longer. I was a grown man. I had a future to build with the woman beside me and my father wasn’t going to get in the way of that.

	“Did your brother put you up to this?”

	I frowned. Why would he think Dante sent me?

	“No. Dante didn’t want me visiting you.”

	My dad shook his head, his eyes hardening.

	“Do you think your little speech has me cowering in my shoes?”

	I resisted the urge to flinch. I was stronger than this. His words weren’t going to bring me down.

	“No. I’m asking you to leave us alone because it’s the right thing to do. Not that you even know what the right thing is. The only good thing you ever did was plead guilty.”

	He scoffed, rolling his eyes.

	“Well, your brother’s little girlfriend gave me something in exchange.”

	“You mean his wife.”

	Dad raised his eyebrow, surprise flittering across his features.

	“He married the Stewart girl?”

	“Yes, Dad. He loves her.”

	And she gave him what he needed in return. Someone who accepted him just the way he was. Who loved him fiercely and would do anything to protect him. Even visit the man who haunted his entire existence and ask him to plead guilty to save his children the pain of a trial. The man who’d put her in Dante’s path in the first place and threatened her at every turn. I couldn’t ask for a better woman for my brother. One so giving and always tried to see the best in those around her. Liora was all that and more.

	Dad would never understand that though. He’d never see what Liora had done for Dante.

	“And none of you thought to inform me that my eldest son was getting married?”

	Is he for real?

	“You lost the right to know anything about our lives. You took Mum away from us, ruined the twins’ lives, blackmailed Dante and almost killed me. Do you really think you deserve anything from us?”

	His eyes narrowed to slits, but for once, it didn’t fill me with terror. He couldn’t do anything to me in here. There were prison guards watching us and even if there weren’t, I wouldn’t let him do anything to me or Ellie. I’d sworn to protect her with my life if it came down to it.

	“You are still my children.”

	“You might have had a hand in creating us but you’re not our father. A real father wouldn’t abuse his kids. A real father would treat his children with the respect they deserve and not talk down to them or make them feel worthless.”

	He was about to open his mouth again but I put my hand up. If he thought I was going to sit here and listen to any more of his bullshit, he had another think coming.

	“I’m not finished. My whole life I tried so hard to please you even though you constantly told me how disappointed you were in me. Well, Dad, guess what? I don’t give a shit if you’re disappointed in me or not. Your opinion doesn’t matter. Your approval is meaningless. The only reason I’m here is so you get it in your head. I do not need anything from you.”

	I stood up abruptly, pushing my chair back and stepping away from the table. I put my hand out to Ellie and she jumped up, taking it and holding it tightly.

	“If anything, Dad, you should be fucking honoured to have me, Dante and the twins as your children. It’s a shame you don’t get to see how far we’ve come and the wonderful people we have in our lives. Your daughter in law has made Dante into a better man and this girl right here, she’s the light of my life. She taught me how to stand up for myself. I hope you’re happy in here because all you’ve got is a lifetime of regrets to dwell on.”

	Even though he looked thunderous, I didn’t care. I had Ellie by my side. My relationship with Dante was back on track and even my sisters and I had gotten that much closer.

	“Goodbye Dad. This is the last time you’ll ever see me.”

	I didn’t give him a chance to speak. I turned away, pulling Ellie with me.

	“James, don’t walk away from me,” I heard his voice behind us but I ignored him.

	Ellie’s hand tightened in mine. I glanced at her. She was smiling and in that moment, I knew I’d done the right thing coming here and telling him those things.

	“James!”

	I heard something crashing behind us, but we were almost at the door by that time.

	“Benson, you need to settle down,” came another voice.

	“He can’t just leave like that,” my father shouted.

	“I won’t tell you again, Benson. Settle down.”

	Ellie and I walked out of the visitor room and the voices were drowned out as the door shut behind us. Neither of us spoke as we went through the necessary procedures to leave the prison. I was smiling to myself the whole time. I’d never walked away from my father before. The freedom I felt warmed me from the inside out. Being weighed down by the burden that was my father had kept me from truly being able to move on.

	When we were both sat in my car, Ellie turned to me, putting her hand on my arm.

	“I’m so proud of you. I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to come here, but I see now you needed this.”

	I didn’t say anything, merely wrapped my hand around her neck and dragged her closer, pressing my lips to hers. The kiss wasn’t remotely gentle. It was all lips, tongues and hands grasping each other. An all-consuming kiss which felt like it went on forever until we both drew apart, breathing heavily.

	“What was that for?” she whispered, putting her fingers to her swollen lips.

	“For being there when I needed you the most. Fuck, Ellie, I can’t believe I just did that. I said all those things to him and he got so mad, but I just walked away. I actually walked away.”

	She smiled, cupping my cheek.

	“You did… and it was really, really hot,” she told me, whispering the last part.

	I raised an eyebrow.

	“It was?”

	She nodded vigorously. The look in her eye told me I needed to get her back to the flat as soon as possible. And fuck if it didn’t make my cock harden immediately.

	“Yeah, I’ve never seen you quite that assertive before. It shouldn’t have turned me on because of where we were, but it did.”

	Fuck me.

	“Hold that thought, sweetheart.”

	We could discuss what just happened with my father later. What I wanted right now was to get my girlfriend naked and in bed, although I wouldn’t mind having her on the sofa or any other available surface. But I wasn’t about to fuck her in my Mini in a prison carpark.

	You just wait, Ellie. I’ll show you just how assertive I can be.

	 

	
Chapter Twenty Six

	Ellie

	As soon as we got in the door, James was on me. His mouth crashed against mine, his hands sliding into my coat and shoving it off my shoulders. I found myself pinned against the wall by the front door, his hands roaming down my sides as he devoured my mouth from the inside out. My heart was racing at a hundred miles an hour. I needed him so badly, it hurt.

	I hadn’t been lying when I said he was hot when he gave his father a piece of his mind. Honestly, I’d tried not to find it a turn on, but I did. When James took control, it got me all worked up. He’d shown me so much when it came to sex. Taught me how pleasurable it could be when you wanted the other person. And hell did I want James with a desperation which threatened to overtake me completely.

	He gripped my thighs and hoisted me up on his hips. Tugging me away from the wall, he walked towards the bedroom. I was forced to hold onto his shoulders to stay upright as he continued to kiss me. Next thing I knew, I was thrown onto the bed and he was staring down at me, his ocean blue eyes dark with desire. The intensity in them scorched my skin.

	“Strip. Now.”

	Those two words shouldn’t make me shiver with anticipation, but they did. My hands went to my t-shirt, dragging it off my head before I slipped my trainers off along with my socks. He watched me, not making a move to take his own clothes off. My jeans came next and soon I was lying there, completely bare for him.

	“On your knees.”

	I crawled off the bed and knelt in front of him, staring up at the man who completely consumed me. James had my heart and soul in the palm of his hand. I’d do anything for him.

	“Take my cock out, sweetheart. I want your lips wrapped around it.”

	I ran my hands up his thighs before I stroked one across his cock. He jerked and growled. I flicked open the button of his trousers and unzipped them. Dragging down both his trousers and boxers so they sat on his thighs, I stroked my fingers down his length. His eyes darkened further when I looked up at him. My submission turned him on. He liked telling me what to do and having me obey. It was usually only this way in the bedroom between us, although it had spilt outside into our normal lives once or twice. I found I didn’t mind it so much then anyway. This was James, the man I loved.

	I gripped his cock and circled the crown with my tongue. His fingers curled into my hair and the low moan escaping from his lips spurred me on.

	He liked me on my knees. Said it was his ultimate fantasy when it came to me. We’d played it out multiple times. Just like this. But today was different. There was a heady cocktail of need pulsing between us which hadn’t been there before. At least not quite this potent. It wasn’t just that. James was different. Freer. As if the burdens of his past were no longer haunting him and he’d allowed himself to embrace this side of him which he’d hated for so long.

	Instead of taking him in my mouth, I trailed my tongue down his length, watching his expression intently. His hand in my hair tightened. His cock pulsed against my tongue.

	“Ellie,” he growled, his voice full of warning.

	I wasn’t scared of him like I had been with my masters. He’d never harm me. So I continued my path, making sure to lavish his cock completely with my tongue, getting him worked up further which I knew would do nothing to help the dark turn his mood had taken. The thing is I wanted that darkness. I wanted him.

	When I finally did what he wanted and wrapped my lips around him, his mouth twitched and his other hand curled around my jaw. I froze for a moment, judging whether he’d let me do this myself or if he wanted me to open my mouth wider so he could fuck me without restraint. When he didn’t move, I took him deeper, my tongue running along the underside of his smooth skin.

	“Fuck,” he grunted.

	Next thing I knew, he’d thrust his hips forward and was hitting the back of my mouth. I tried not to gag since he’d taken me by surprise. I kept my jaw slack and let him take me the way he wanted to. He leant his head back as he closed his eyes. I knew in those moments this wasn’t going to be long and drawn out. I placed my other hand on his thigh to steady myself against the onslaught of his cock driving in and out of my mouth.

	“Fuck me, sweetheart,” he practically shouted before he came violently, his cum coating my mouth in hot, sticky streams. His hands dug further into my scalp and my jaw but I didn’t protest.

	He almost slumped forward when his cock stopped twitching, but he righted himself and pulled out of my mouth, letting go of my face. I swallowed, making sure it didn’t dribble out of my mouth. He was coated in my saliva and cum, so I leant forward and cleaned him up with my tongue. I sat back on my knees when I was done, staring up at him. Waiting for his next command. He smiled at me, his whole face lighting up. Some of the darkness in his expression had faded, but there was a feral undertone to the way he was looking at me.

	“Lay back on the bed, leave your legs over the edge.”

	I shifted, doing exactly as he asked. I was about to have my world blown apart by the most damn attractive man I’d ever laid eyes on. James unbuttoned his shirt and discarded the rest of his clothes. We’d gone straight to the prison after he’d finished work earlier so he was still dressed for the office. He knelt between my legs and ran his fingers up my inner thighs. Leaning down, he replaced his fingers with his lips, kissing his way up until he’d almost reached my pussy. I sucked in a breath, watching him with my hands curled up by my sides.

	“I love you, sweetheart,” he told me, his hot breath dusting over my clit and making my insides clench. “I’m going to make you come on my tongue over and over again. I love the way you taste and seeing you moaning and panting for me. You’re so fucking sexy, especially like this, spread wide open… just for me.”

	Being with James made me less self-conscious about the way I looked. About my scars. He told me every day without fail how beautiful I was. And the way he worshipped my body during sex? Well, that was something else.

	He’d kissed away my fears.

	He’d restored my confidence.

	He was the balm to my bruised and aching soul.

	The man I never knew I needed.

	He healed me and in return, I’d mended him too.

	I sat up, needing to be closer to him. He looked up at me, confusion flittering across his face as I ran my hand up the back of his neck and curled it into his hair. I leant down, brushing my nose against his.

	“You are my world,” I whispered. “I appreciate everything you do for me. I love you, James, so, so, so much.”

	The sexual tension was still there between us, potent and unyielding, but there was something else too. Love and understanding bled from our pores, permeating the air. So when he kissed me, I melted into his touch, kissing him back with as much fervour and passion.

	When we pulled apart, he put his hand on my shoulder and pressed me back down on the bed, his expression wicked. My back had barely hit the mattress when his tongue met my clit. My hips bucked and a loud moan tumbled out of my mouth.

	He made good on his promise. Within minutes, I was crying out his name and practically riding his face whilst he kept my thighs open with both hands clamped down on them. He didn’t stop there. I’d barely come down from my high when his fingers were inside me and his tongue was latched back onto my clit. The intensity almost blinded me. I gripped his hair, trying to pry him off me, but it was fruitless. His ocean blue eyes were almost pools of black as he brought me to a second and third climax in quick succession.

	Just when I thought I was utterly spent after he’d ravaged my pussy with his tongue, he sat up on his knees and thrust inside me. I cried out, gripping the sheets as his cock filled me up to the hilt.

	“Fuck, James!”

	It didn’t hurt. He just took me by surprise. There was no let up as he slammed into me over and over again, his grip on my hips almost bruising. I wrapped both my legs around his waist, my feet digging into his back. The darkness in his eyes set my body on fire. He was hitting all the right spots, causing me to tremble and shake below him as I held on for dear life.

	He leant over me and captured a nipple in his mouth, biting down hard. My fingers tangled in his hair, arching into him because it felt so damn good. I cried out his name over and over because he was all I saw and felt. Right here. Right now. It was just me and him. Nothing else mattered.

	When he kissed me, drowning out my cries, it was bruising. He held onto my face and kept me in place whilst he continued to almost punish me with his cock. Except it wasn’t much of a punishment when it felt this amazing. I didn’t think I’d be able to come again after three blissful times on his tongue, but I was wrong. So very wrong. My fingers dug into his hair as the waves crashed over me. The intensity was unlike anything else. I turned away from his face because I couldn’t hold back any longer.

	“James, oh my god, fuck, James,” I almost screamed, clenching and releasing around him.

	His ruthless pounding drew it out until I was a panting mess below him, completely unable to move. He thrust once, twice more and then he was grunting and moaning my name in my ear, his cock spurting inside me again and again.

	He leant his head against my chest when he was spent. I stroked my fingers through his hair, ignoring how sweaty we both were. That had been out of this world and I wasn’t going to ruin the moment for a second. He let out a low hum of contentment, the sound vibrating through me where his chest was pressed against me.

	“You’re perfect,” he whispered.

	“Because I let you do whatever you want to me in the bedroom?”

	He chuckled.

	“No… though I appreciate that more than you know.”

	He kissed my skin and it made me shiver.

	“Mmm, then why am I perfect to you?”

	He raised his head, resting his chin on my chest so he could look in my eyes.

	“You’re beautiful, sexy, smart, kind, strong, brave, inspiring and… well… I love you.”

	My heart felt as though it was so full it might burst. His eyes twinkled as he said those words, radiating love and affection. I could never doubt his feelings for me when he looked at me like that. Showing me just how much I meant to him without words.

	“Come here and kiss me,” I whispered.

	His smile as he shifted higher and obliged made my heart thump. When he pulled away entirely, I felt a little bereft of his presence but I shouldn’t have because he picked me up off the bed when he stood and carried me into the bathroom. He set me down on the side of the bath before flipping the taps and letting the water run.

	“Is this for me or you?”

	His eyes twinkled as he dumped in bubble bath and proceeded to start lighting the candles around the bath. He’d got them after I told him I missed having a bath in my flat and it was romantic to bathe by candlelight. The topic of my flat and whether I’d move back in hadn’t really been brought up by either of us… yet.

	“Both of us.”

	I’d had multiple showers with James, some of which involved rather vigorous sex with me shoved up against the tiles, but we’d never had a bath together. He disappeared before I could say anything else. A few minutes later, after I’d cleaned myself up, he returned with a bottle of wine, two glasses and both our phones. He set them down on the sink counter and put Spotify on, some chilled classical music spilling out of the speaker.

	When the water was high enough, he flipped off the taps and we got in. I lay back against him, revelling in his arms wrapped around me. I was right, having a candlelit bath was romantic, especially with the wine and music. As much as I didn’t want to ruin the mood, I did want to have this conversation with him.

	“James…”

	“Hmm?”

	“I want to give notice on my flat to the landlord.”

	I ran my fingers across his forearm as I waited for him to speak. He didn’t seem to want me to leave, but then again, I didn’t know if he would be okay with me officially moving in with him either. This was fast by normal standards, but we’d been living together since the day my dad had beaten me up so I didn’t think it would be an issue.

	“Is this your way of asking me if I want you to move in?”

	“I already basically live with you.”

	He nuzzled my neck, planting a soft kiss just below my ear. His fingers trailed over my stomach, sending tingles down my spine.

	“Mmm, yes you do and I was hoping it would stay that way.”

	“Is that a yes then?”

	I wanted to be certain.

	“Yes to you officially living with me?”

	“Yeah…”

	His kisses on my neck grew more insistent. I squirmed, wishing he’d stop stalling and answer my question. Apparently, James was determined to make me sweat a little.

	“Yes, sweetheart,” he whispered, his fingers dipping below the water and brushing across my thighs. “I want you here where I can touch you, taste you, kiss you and fuck you to my heart’s content.”

	I sat up and turned in his arms so I could look at him. The devious expression he wore made my heart thump, but I ignored it.

	“Are you sure? I mean I don’t have a job and I don’t want to be a burden on you or anything.”

	He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, he was shaking his head and gave me a look which had me regretting my words.

	“You could never be a burden. I’ve told you I’ll take care of you no matter what. You can get a job when you’ve decided what you want to do and until then, I don’t want you to worry.”

	“But won’t your family think I’m taking advantage of you?”

	I bit my lip when his expression darkened.

	“No, they won’t. They love you, Ellie. Jen told me not to fuck it up because she likes you and Liora keeps pestering me to bring you around for dinner again. Even if they didn’t, what matters is I love you and I want you here.”

	Tears welled in my eyes. His family loved me. All I’d ever wanted was a family who cared about me. Who wanted me there. That’s exactly what I’d found in James’ family and I literally couldn’t be happier that they’d accepted me.

	“Hey, what are those tears for?” he asked, wiping away the stray one which slipped down my cheek.

	“Happy tears,” I whispered.

	He wrapped a hand around the back of my head and pulled me closer.

	“Good,” he told me before he kissed me.

	I turned around properly so I was straddling him. Our kiss became more heated and I was practically grinding on his cock, so close to moving so he could slip inside me when my phone started ringing.

	“Fuck,” James grumbled as I pulled away.

	“I should check who it is.”

	I hopped up on the side of the bath, drying my hands on a towel on the sink counter before grabbing my phone.

	“It’s the detective.”

	James’ brow furrowed. It was six at night so I wondered why he was calling me, but maybe he had news about what was happening regarding my dad who was still on the run. I turned off the music before answering.

	“Hello?”

	“Miss Kirkwood, it’s Detective Evans.”

	“Hi, yes… what can I do for you?”

	I put the phone on speaker so James could hear what the detective had to say.

	“It’s about your father. He was taken into custody this afternoon by Manchester police.”

	I didn’t even stop to think why my dad would’ve gone to Manchester. All I heard was he was in custody.

	“Oh, that’s… great.”

	“He’ll be transferred here as soon as the paperwork goes through, but I thought you’d like to know as I’m aware you were worried about him coming after you.”

	The weight on my shoulders was suddenly lifted. I’d been tense ever since my dad had arrived at the hotel that day. The knowledge he could get to me was always in the back of my mind, but now he’d been arrested.

	“Thank you… and Mum?”

	“She was with him when the officers arrested him.”

	Just as I thought she would be. She wasn’t going to change and I’d resigned myself to that fact. Beatrice Kirkwood would always choose Richard over me. That was okay. I had James now and his family. I didn’t need her or my dad.

	“Well, thank you for letting me know. I really appreciate it.”

	“You’re welcome. I’ll let you know when we have further information.”

	“Thank you, Detective.”

	We said the necessary goodbyes and I dropped the phone back on the counter. I immediately slipped back into the water and wrapped myself around James, resting my head in the crook of his neck. He put his arms around me and stroked my back.

	“I can’t believe they found him,” I said after a long moment of silence.

	“Are you okay?”

	It was a strange feeling. Knowing that both of our parents couldn’t get to us any longer. James had finally broken free of his dad’s hold on him and mine was in police custody. I’d have to go through another court case if he was prosecuted for what he’d done to me, but that was okay. I could handle it. I’d handled being a witness at the court cases for my previous masters so I could deal with this.

	“Yeah, I am actually. It feels like I can close that chapter of my life. I’d known he was out there this whole time and it scared me. He can’t hurt me anymore.”

	“You’re safe now, sweetheart,” he said before kissing the top of my head.

	I pulled away and looked up at him. His smile took my breath away. I loved this man so much and he was my home.

	“I’ve always been safe with you.”

	And I always will be.

	 

	
Chapter Twenty Seven

	James

	Ellie clutched my hand tightly as we walked up the path. It was a relatively nice day for late autumn. Red, brown and yellow leaves fluttered by in the wind. When I’d agreed to this, I’d been apprehensive, but it was time. I’d not spoken to her since the night of the charity gala and I missed her.

	The bench up ahead had a single occupant with a pushchair sitting next to it. As we reached them, Aiden turned his head up towards us, giving both Ellie and I a nod. I turned to my girlfriend, taking her face in both my hands.

	“You going to be okay?”

	She nodded, reaching up on her tiptoes and planting a chaste kiss on my lips.

	“You need this,” she told me as she stepped away and sat down next to Aiden. He had Afie on his lap, but he handed her over to Ellie without a second thought. I hadn’t seen her with a kid before and it made my heart ache. One day I wanted that with her, but right now, I needed to fix things with Afie’s mother.

	I gave them one last glance as Ellie and Aiden started to converse in low voices before I turned and walked towards the gravestones. As I neared the gravesite, there was a lone figure standing in front of it, her dark hair blowing in the wind. She was in a black coat, her head bowed as she stared down at the gravestone. I came to a standstill next to her and looked down at it.

	Margo Adrianne Benson

	Beloved Mother to Dante, Fiona, Jennifer and James

	The sight of her gravestone made my heart ache further. I was glad my father had never been included in the inscription. He didn’t deserve that after he’d stolen her from us. He deserved nothing at all but to rot in his prison cell.

	I felt her hand as she entwined my fingers with hers.

	“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

	“I’m sorry too.”

	Avery and I stood together staring down at my mother’s gravestone for the longest time in complete silence. I let go of her hand so I could crouch down and place the wildflowers I’d brought with me. They were Mum’s favourite. She told me she loved the simplicity of them. They weren’t perfect, but they were beautiful and wild, just like her four children.

	When I straightened, Avery turned to me, her eyes wet with unshed tears. The reason we were meeting here was because my mother had been such a huge part of both our lives whilst she was alive. And I hadn’t had time to visit her grave in ages.

	“I feel so stupid,” she said. “I never thought I’d lose you. I never imagined one day you’d disappear on me when you met the right person even though I encouraged you to. And I was so blind to how you were really feeling. How my actions affected you. I just… I’m sorry. I’m sorry for the way I acted when we were teenagers. I’m sorry for overstepping the boundaries of our friendship. I know I forced that on you. It was so wrong. I knew that at the time, but I couldn’t stop…”

	Tears slipped down her cheeks. I wanted to brush them away because I hated seeing Avery so upset, but I didn’t. I stayed where I was, waiting for her to finish.

	“You’re my family and I fucked that up. I changed everything the day I kissed you. I made it impossible for us. Impossible for you. It was selfish and immature. So I’m sorry for putting you through all of that.”

	She put a hand to her chest, almost as if she found it hard to get the next words she wanted to say out because they hurt so much.

	“I miss you, James. I miss you every single day. I’ve been miserable without you even though I have Afie and Aiden. We’re okay by the way… Aiden and me. We’ve sorted things out. I think the stress of being parents got to us and it was made worse because you and I were so distant. Not that I’m blaming you for that because it’s mine and Aiden’s fault. We should’ve just talked to each other rather than arguing all the time over stupid bullshit. I just… I want you back. I want you back in my life where you belong. I can’t do this without you.”

	She sniffed, wiping her face with her sleeve.

	“I need you.”

	My heart was racing at a million miles an hour. There wasn’t much I could say to that so I just opened my arms to her. She hesitated for a long moment before she launched herself at me and cried on my chest, her arms wrapped tightly around my back.

	I’d always love Avery. That was never going to change. The difference now was I wasn’t in love with her. She was my sister. My family. I wasn’t about to ruin our almost twenty year friendship over this.

	“It’s okay, Ave,” I told her. “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”

	“You promise?” she sniffed, her words muffled by my coat.

	“I promise. Best friends forever.”

	She pulled back and looked up at me, her brown eyes shining as she gave me a half smile.

	“I’ve missed you.”

	“Even though I spend half the time being a dick to you?”

	She laughed, slapping me on the chest.

	“Yes, I even miss that.”

	I let her go and she stepped back, wiping her eyes on the back of her sleeve.

	“I’m sorry too, you know… for everything.”

	“I know.”

	I rubbed the back of my neck. There were so many things I needed to tell her, but the words failed me. She’d missed some important moments of my life, but that couldn’t be helped. I knew she’d be proud of me for telling my dad where to go.

	Avery moved towards me again and tucked her arm into mine, encouraging me to walk with her. When we’d gone a few minutes without speaking, she looked up at me.

	“Tell me about her.”

	“Ellie?”

	She nodded. I looked back at where Ellie and Aiden were still on the bench in the distance and smiled.

	“She’s brave as fuck. After everything she’s been through, and she’s been through a hell of a lot, she’s never once given up. All she ever wanted was a normal life and to be happy. I’m trying to give that to her. She deserves it and not just because of her past, she’s just one of the most inspiring people I’ve ever known.”

	Avery’s smile was all I needed to see at that moment.

	“You’d like her, you know. She tends to say the first thing that comes into her head half the time and surprises me on a daily basis. I don’t know what I did to deserve her. Honestly, I don’t fucking care as long as she stays right by my side. She’s everything I never knew I wanted. I’m so fucking lucky she loves me because I love the fuck out of her.”

	She squeezed my arm, her eyes shining, but when she opened her mouth, I scowled.

	“James and Ellie sitting in a tree, k-i-s-s-i-n-g.”

	I rolled my eyes.

	“Ha ha, very funny.”

	“Just getting you back for all the times you wound me up about Aiden.”

	“Whatever, princess.”

	That made her scowl and shove me. We both burst out laughing the next minute and I knew everything was right in the world all over again. When we’d settled down and continued walking, she looked up at me.

	“So you really love her?”

	“Yeah… more than anything. I haven’t told her this, but she’s the one, Ave. The only fucking one. I can’t imagine a world where she doesn’t exist. She makes my heart race. Every morning I wake up and see her there next to me, it’s like everything makes sense. It’s easy. She pushes me to be better. To open up and not keep shit locked inside. Honestly, when you told me one day I’d meet the right person, I didn’t believe you… but it turned out I’d already met the right girl, I just didn’t know it yet.”

	I could see her expression soften and a smile light up her face.

	“I never thought I’d see the day…”

	“Yeah, yeah, okay, don’t rub it in.”

	She shook her head, leaning into me as we walked.

	“I’m happy for you, but don’t keep shit like that from me again, got it?”

	I shook my head, laughing.

	“Yeah, I get it. Don’t worry, Mum, I’ll be a good boy.”

	The resulting relentless tickling I got for that comment was worth it.

	It was worth every moment knowing all was right with Avery and me again.

	***

	I had no idea how long we’d been walking and talking together by the time we made it back to Aiden and Ellie. She looked up at me, a wide smile on her beautiful face and I swear my heart stopped in my chest. It happened far too often with Ellie. She caught me out with one of her smiles, her laughs or the way she looked at me with such intense love and affection. I had to remind myself that was my girl. The one who had my heart and soul for safekeeping.

	“Did you two kiss and make up then?” Aiden asked with a raised eyebrow.

	“There was no kissing involved,” Avery protested, pulling away from me and checking on Afie who was now in her pushchair.

	Aiden stood up from the bench and pulled her into his arms, kissing the top of her head.

	“I know, princess.”

	I put my hand out to Ellie. She was quick to jump up and take it, her sky blue eyes twinkling. She was the one who urged me to do this. I think she knew exactly how much it hurt me to be on the outs with my best friend.

	“Okay, sweetheart?” I asked, stroking her cheek with my free hand.

	“Mmmhmm, we’ve just been talking about Tina and what’s going on with my dad’s trial.”

	The courts hadn’t set a date yet, but he was formally charged not long after he was arrested. With the evidence of what he’d done to Ellie and his flight risk, he was denied bail so was left to languish in prison instead. Ellie was glad of it. She’d washed her hands of her parents and I couldn’t really blame her for it. As much as I wished I could have my mother back, I understood Ellie couldn’t be around the woman who’d allowed her father to sell her into what was essentially sexual slavery.

	I leant down, my nose brushing along the curve of her ear.

	“Have you made a new friend?” I whispered.

	When I pulled away, she was blushing, but she shrugged, well aware that Avery and Aiden were still standing a few feet away from us. They were too busy with each other to notice us though.

	“You two need to get a room,” I said, startling the two of them.

	Avery looked a little sheepish as she pulled away from him, whilst Aiden just had a smug smile on his face. I was glad the two of them had made up, but I really didn’t need to see that shit. Not that it made me feel weird any longer, it was just kind of inappropriate in a cemetery.

	I turned back to Ellie, giving her a smile.

	“Did you want to meet Mum?”

	She glanced at the other two before giving me a nod.

	“We’ll be back in a minute,” I said, tugging on Ellie’s hand.

	We were all going out to lunch and I was fucking starving, but first I wanted my mum to meet the love of my life. At least in the only way she could. A couple of minutes later, we were both stood in front of Mum’s grave and I was trying not to let my emotions run away with me.

	“Mum… this is Ellie. You told me once you hoped I’d find a girl who made my heart sing. Well, I did. She’s one of a kind and you’d have fallen in love with her on sight. I guarantee it.”

	When I looked over at Ellie, she had tears in her eyes, but there was also a determined look on her face too.

	“Hi Margo. Thank you for bringing such a wonderful son into the world. I promise I’ll take care of him and love him the way he deserves. He’s done so much for me. I think you’d be proud of who he is. I know I am… more than words can express.”

	Two tears slipped down her cheeks. I was desperate to reach up and wipe them away, but I didn’t want to interrupt her. The warm feeling I got in my chest that she was talking to my mum was unlike anything else.

	“He means everything to me. I don’t know what I’d do without him. So I can’t begin to tell you how much I appreciate everything you did to help raise him to be the man he is today. He misses you, but he knows you’re watching over him, Dante, Jen and Fi. You’ll always be right here.” She reached up and placed her hand on my heart, her eyes catching mine. “Where you belong.”

	I placed my hand over hers, giving it a squeeze.

	“Ellie…”

	“She’s always here, James,” she whispered. “And now so am I.”

	Could I love this girl any more than I already did? Today proved to me I could. Now more than ever I hoped what I had planned for her would make her happy. That’s all I wanted. To give her the world and make her happy.

	“I love you so much, sweetheart.”

	“I love you too.”

	Her smile set my whole damn world on fire and I couldn’t help dragging her towards me and kissing her right in front of my mother’s grave. I knew Mum would be okay with it. She knew exactly how I felt about Ellie. I’d go to the ends of the earth for her.

	When I pulled away, Ellie was smiling, her blue eyes shining with happiness. I cupped her cheek, brushing away the tears which had fallen.

	“I promise, sweetheart, no matter what the world throws at us in the future, we’ll face it together.”

	I don’t know why I needed to tell her that. I just did. I’d make a thousand promises to Ellie if it meant we could stay like this. The two of us at one with each other.

	I’m going to love you forever, Ellie.

	I promise.

	 

	
Chapter Twenty Eight

	Ellie

	If I’d known six months ago I’d end up meeting the love of my life and be living with him in such a short space of time, I probably would’ve laughed because that just sounded like fairy tale bullshit to me. Except it wasn’t a fairy tale at all. Even during my years of captivity, I hadn’t felt this much for another person. I hadn’t experienced heartache and emotional pain quite like the way I had with James. But what surprised me the most is how all of that turmoil was worth it. It was worth the pain because I had him. My handsome, complex, smart, caring and kind boyfriend who would go to the ends of the earth for me. At least he’d said that last week after he’d found me crying in the bathroom. They’d set the date for my dad’s trial and the relief I felt at knowing it was almost over overwhelmed me.

	What I hadn’t expected to be doing was standing outside the bar where we’d first got to know each other mid-morning on my twenty fourth birthday. I hadn’t been to Frankie’s in a while because of everything with James and my parents. I missed the place, but I still had no idea why James wanted to come here. He’d woken me up with toe-curling sex, followed by breakfast in bed before shoving me in the shower and ordering me to get dressed. Not wanting to ruin his good mood, I didn’t complain, but I did wonder what had him looking so nervous now.

	“It’s not even open,” I said, looking up at him.

	He said nothing, merely took my hand and dragged me down the steps with him. He produced a key from his pocket and unlocked the door. This was the first sign I had that James had clearly been up to something I wasn’t meant to know about until now.

	We walked in together and he flipped the lights on. The bar looked exactly as it had the last time I’d been in here except it was empty. I turned to him and I was pretty sure he could see the confusion written all over my face.

	“What did you do?”

	He pointed to the bar. There were papers sitting on the countertop. I eyed them for a moment before glancing up at him again. There was a hint of concern in his eyes, but he quickly masked that with a smile.

	“Go and look, Ellie.”

	I left his side, feeling apprehensive as my palms started to sweat. What the hell had my perfect boyfriend done? I hopped up on one of the stools and dragged the papers towards me, scanning the front page. My stomach dropped out from underneath me, but before I had a chance to say a word, the door to the bar opened and in walked a very smartly dressed man.

	“James,” he said, his voice deep and disarming. “It’s nice to see you and I take it this is the lovely Ellie.”

	“Felix, thank you for coming down,” James replied, giving the man’s hand a shake before the two of them walked over to me.

	The man James had called Felix walked around behind the bar and stood before us.

	“Uh… hi,” I said, completely dumbfounded by this whole thing.

	“I’m Felix Williams, the Benson’s solicitor. Normally I don’t do house calls, but this is a special occasion.”

	I shook his hand on automatic.

	“What’s going on?”

	Felix looked at James who had the decency to look sheepish.

	“You didn’t tell her?”

	“It was meant to be a surprise,” James replied, shrugging.

	Felix turned back to me, shaking his head with a smile on his face.

	“Well your boyfriend here bought this building from the owner who’s retiring and will continue to live in the accommodation above us, but this,” he waved around the room, “this bar will be yours once you sign these papers.”

	I stared at Felix for a long moment unable to comprehend his words. Sitting in front of me were papers that detailed the transference of ownership of Frankie’s which confirmed Felix’s words.

	My boyfriend had bought me a bar for my birthday.

	He was completely insane.

	I turned to James, tears welling in my eyes.

	“Why?” I whispered.

	He took both of my hands, giving them a squeeze.

	“You loved working in the bar at the hotel and I know how much you love this place. When it came up for sale a couple of months ago, I decided then and there I wanted to give you this for your birthday. Felix and Dante helped me rush through the sale. I just want to make you happy, sweetheart. So I’m giving you something you can make your own.”

	I had no words. James was the sweetest man in the whole entire world. There was no way I could thank him adequately for this. So I did the only thing I knew how. I launched myself off the stool and into his arms, kissing him with everything I had. Trying to pour all of my love and appreciation into that single kiss. I wasn’t even mad he’d gone and done this behind my back without asking me.

	“I love you,” I whispered against his lips. “I love you so much.”

	I buried my face in his shoulder when I pulled away, breathing him in because I was a little embarrassed by my over-enthusiastic display of affection.

	“Thank you, James.”

	My words were muffled by his coat, but I knew he’d heard me.

	“You’re welcome, sweetheart.”

	Even though this was the most ridiculously extravagant gift he could give me, I couldn’t refuse it. Not least because the moment I saw what he’d done, it’d filled me with so much joy I could barely contain it. I’d never had huge aspirations in life, but he was right, I had loved working in the bar at the hotel and I really did love this little jazz bar.

	I pulled away and looked up at him. His blue eyes were shining and my heart stopped in my chest. I was the luckiest girl in the world to have this man in my life. To have his love. To have his affection and most of all… his kind and considerate heart.

	“I can’t believe you bought me a bar.”

	“Not just any bar, the one where I first learnt how amazing you are and you gave me an introduction to Amaretto Sours. I blame you for my addiction.”

	I smiled, feeling my cheeks heat up. One of the things he’d bought me was a very expensive cocktail shaker a couple of weeks ago so I could make them at home.

	“Can I sign the papers then?” I asked.

	He let me go, his blue eyes twinkling. I could tell he’d been nervous I wouldn’t accept this, but James knew me better than I knew myself sometimes. I needed this. A project to work on and throw myself into after all the turmoil of my father’s arrest and upcoming trial. I’d been bored at home. And James’ flat really was home now. Last week, we’d moved all of my stuff out of my flat, getting rid of what we didn’t need as my notice period was finally up.

	I sat at the bar and Felix indicated where I needed to sign. It took some time as I had to sign a few copies, but once we were done, he handed me the keys to the bar and left us to it, saying he’d have all the rest of the necessary paperwork delivered to us within the week.

	I turned to James, the hugest smile on my face as I launched myself back into his arms and kissed him again now we were alone. This kiss wasn’t remotely innocent. My hands were under his t-shirt within moments, running across his bare skin as he groaned in my mouth.

	“Lock the door,” I told him as I shrugged my coat off and hung it up on the back of the stool.

	His eyebrow raised, but he soon got the message because he was jogging over to the front door and flipping the lock. The next half an hour was hands, tongues and bodies crashing together in a hot mess all over one of the tables in a booth at the back. Our booth. The one where I’d first revealed something about my past. James knew the whole story now. I’d opened up to him about it further and he’d told me more about his father. We’d promised to lay bare our true selves to each other one night when he’d taken me to dinner. We’d signed it on a napkin as usual and it was stuck on the fridge in our kitchen as a reminder.

	I lay on his chest, running my hand along his stomach. His eyes were closed and his breathing heavy.

	“I should buy you bars more often,” he said.

	“Why?”

	He opened his eyes which were dark with lust.

	“Because that, sweetheart, was hot as fuck.”

	I laughed, shaking my head and kissing his chest.

	“Don’t even think about buying me another bar. I’ll have enough trouble working out how to run this one.”

	“The current manager is very experienced, I’m sure he can help you.”

	“And who would that be?”

	James’ eyes twinkled.

	“Your good friend, Sandro.”

	I groaned, hiding my face in his chest. Sandro the certifiable flirt. At least I knew him a little already so that might go some way to making this an easier transition for me.

	“I bet he was happy when he realised it was you buying the place.”

	“Maybe… I did have to tell him I didn’t bat for the other team.”

	I was shaking with laughter for the next five minutes because I couldn’t get over the thought of James having to have that conversation with Sandro.

	“It wasn’t funny, Ellie. Honestly, I feel like a piece of meat whenever he looks at me.”

	That set me off further and I almost fell off the table. Thankfully, James caught me in time. He was shaking his head at me when I’d calmed down again.

	“He can look but he can’t touch.” I ran a finger down the centre of his chest. “You’re all mine.”

	He raised an eyebrow at me.

	“Is that so?”

	“Mmmhmm, so don’t forget it.”

	“I’d never, sweetheart. You and I belong to each other.”

	I never thought I’d find happiness like this. Not with someone who understood me in ways no one else ever did. James and I were meant to be. I should’ve known that from the day I met him at his brother’s wedding. I’d felt something back then but I hadn’t realised what it was and from what James told me, the feeling was mutual.

	Suddenly realising something, I jumped up and ran over to the bar, grabbing a napkin and a pen, not caring I was completely naked. When I got back to the table, James was sitting up on it running a hand through his hair.

	“What’s this?” he asked, but I’m pretty sure he knew.

	“This, my sweet, kind and incredibly generous boyfriend who has given me the best birthday present in the world, is possibly the most important promise we’ll ever make to each other.”

	I wrote it down and showed it to him. It was so simple and yet it was the only promise I ever wanted to make to him. His smile was radiant as he took the pen from me and signed his name next to mine.

	 

	I promise to love you

	Signed

	Eleanor Kirkwood and James Benson

	 

	
I sincerely hope you enjoyed reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you did, I would greatly appreciate a short review on Amazon or your favourite book website. Reviews are crucial for any author, and even just a line or two can make a huge difference.

	***

	Music is one of my biggest inspirations for when I’m writing my books. If you’re curious about what songs inspired me, have a listen to the playlist.

	Promises Playlist

	 

	Join my Facebook Reader Group for exclusive excerpts & content

	Sarah’s Sinners

	 

	Sign up to my newsletter and receive a free book

	Sign up

	***

	 

	
Prohibit

	 

	I was her therapist. She was my lifeline.

	 

	You think having a one night stand with a woman in a bar would be simple, right?

	She was everything I wanted.

	This little dark haired beauty who let me do exactly as I pleased.

	And gave as good as she got.

	Everything about that one night was perfect.

	Until she walked into my office with her twin sister.

	I tried to stay away and deny what was between us.

	She was too young. Too innocent. Too sweet.

	And worst of all, my client.

	She got under my skin, making it impossible to forget her.

	I’ve had a taste of the forbidden.

	And once was never going to be enough.

	Fiona Benson made me throw caution to the wind.

	I watched the flames crash and burn.

	 

	Coming Soon!
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