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        Much love to you all. I hope this one was worth the wait. Thank you all for your patience while I’ve been unwell. <3

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For my readers,
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      Without you guys I’d have to get a real job and learn to be a functioning adult. Thank you for helping me avoid that, and instead work in my pyjamas everyday. You’re the best.
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        Grit and glamour,

        Bruises and champagne,

        There’s nothing to enamour,

        About the poison in our veins.

      

        

      
        Land and riches,

        Money and gold,

        Freshly repaired with stitches,

        And now already sold.

      

        

      
        Wealth can bring you terrible things.

        And what weighs you down, isn’t all diamond rings.

      

        

      
        Shadowed and rough,

        Lost and without love,

        A hard life makes you tough,

        There’s no room for a white dove.

      

        

      
        Cheap and broken,

        Shattered  and slain,

        Although it remains unspoken,

        Both understand the other’s pain.
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Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Good girls don't hire assassins, luckily I was raised by the worst.

      I stare hard at the brown eyes of my reflection as they look back at me from the dark screen of my laptop. Well, my bought cheap with cash, leave no paper trail, to be destroyed as soon as I finish here, laptop. My real laptop is safely tucked away at home, with no messy search history on ways to get rid of people.

      I swallow past the lump in my throat and switch the laptop on. I've already prepared everything on the device, ready for this moment. All I need to do is go through with it. I have to do this. It's the only way.

      After casting a nervous glance around the busy coffee shop, I pull up the site using the instructions I'd gained from a trusted source. Well, mostly trusted anyway…

      The site loads, flickering to life on my screen. It's clean, really quite professional looking, honestly. Problem solvers they like to call themselves. Efficient, priced high, but they have the team, background, and quality to match it. They’re the best. Or so they claim.

      The kind of people to boast about their skill at killing others are now my only hope for survival. Why did I have to be born into this mess?

      I click to open up an email—the untraceable kind—and slowly type in the message, giving them all the possible information they may need to complete the job. Schedules, when their target would be alone, their car registration number. I make sure to attach photos, too. Luckily, I have access to plenty of those.

      I decide to send the payment using the cryptocurrency first, getting that out of the way, before switching back to the email draft page. The price of a life is lower than I expected, though thank god I'm not trying to take out a political target; the cost on those go so much higher.

      Fuck. Am I really doing this?

      My breathing is hard, and I struggle to keep my composure. I can feel the cold sweat beginning to bead all over my skin, my hands trembling above the keypad in front of me. I have to stop this. I can't show any outward sign of nervousness or cause suspicion; nobody can suspect me. At the mental reminder, I take a few deep breaths and try to calm myself. I hover the mouse over the button and will myself to press send.

      The second I click that button, I won't be able to take this back. Without this information, they can't perform the hit. This is the last chance to back out. My last chance to quit. My thoughts flicker to him, and I know there's no other choice. Freewill in this situation is only an illusion. It’s live or die. Kill or be killed.

      I click the button to hit send and watch as the email whooshes away, and with it, a piece of me that I know I'll never get back.

      And there’s no question it’s worth it.

      For him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            



          

      

    

    







Chapter Two

          

          A few weeks later

        

      

    

    
      “Scarlett?” a small voice calls from the darkness of my bedroom. My eyes open, and I turn my head towards the noise, looking for the speaker. I smile as my gaze finds him, standing at the side of my bed shrouded by darkness.

      “What are you doing in here, Caleb?” I ask my little brother quietly.

      “They’re home early, and they’re shouting at each other,” he whispers, his voice is cold, defeated. The last two weeks, while mum and her boyfriend were off skiing, he’d been so happy. They walk in, and now he’s back to this shadow version of himself. It’s as if our reprieve from hell never happened.

      When it’s just the two of us, everything is better. Safer. Both of us are happy, well, as happy as possible anyway. Now that I’m older it’s gotten even better, there are more things we can do now that I can drive. Sometimes I consider just driving away and not looking back. But then they’d just hunt me down for kidnapping my brother.

      How are they to realise that I’d really be trying to save him?

      “Okay, just let me lock the door, and then you can take my bed. I’ll curl up on the sofa,” I tell him as I slide out from under the covers, once I’ve collected my thoughts. I shiver from the coldness in the air.

      There’s no question my mother’s home. Someone turned down the temperature in the house to freezing, and only she would set it that low. She likes the house as cold as her heart.

      I push across the bolt lock I’d installed on the door of my bedroom. They’d tried taking it away, they’d even removed my door once—but I’m resourceful. I made sure I had a new door by the end of the day. They hadn’t made too much of a fuss. I’m sure they’re happier with the house appearing normal.

      A missing door on the bedroom of a teenager could draw too much unwanted attention. And that’s something they can’t allow.

      I’d put a lock on Caleb’s door, too, not that he ever uses it. Whenever they’re away he doesn’t bother locking it, and whenever they’re home he creeps in here. I can never turn him away when he looks up at me with those big, brown eyes of his and says he’s scared.

      It’s a good thing my room is so big. Big enough for a king-size bed and a large, white sofa sitting at the foot of it. I’ve got a dressing room and an ensuite, too, but I’d trade it all for a dirty one room bedsit on the other side of the world from here. Anything to escape.

      “Why do you think they’re home early, Scar?” Caleb asks me quietly, as he slides under my bed’s covers. I shuffle over to the walk in wardrobe to grab a blanket while I consider it.

      I’d hoped they would have taken care of them by now. It would have gone better for us if they’d done it while they were away, but I understand things like this can take time to plan and execute. If they take much longer to complete it, then I’ll get nervous. There’s every chance some guy in a dark corner of the internet is laughing his way to the bank having scammed me. I let out a breath and try to push the thought from my mind. They’re just taking time to plan.

      After snagging a fluffy white blanket, I stroll back into the room and sit on the sofa, facing Caleb to answer him.

      “I don’t know. Maybe they just got bored? Or maybe it’s a work thing. Let’s just do our best to stay out of their way for now.” I try my best to give him a reassuring smile, but from his reaction, it’s not as effective as I’d hoped.

      “But what about what’s going to happen on your birthday,” he begins, his voice wavering. “You're going to leave me.”

      His words strike me right in my chest, sending shockwaves through me. I can't bear to hear him sounding so lost and abandoned. Not that I would ever even think to leave him behind. I may turn eighteen in two days, and my mother may intend to more or less throw me out, but I’d burn this house to the ground before I’d abandon my little brother.

      “I will never leave you. I promise. We're in this together.” I get up off from the sofa and head over to the bed. I sit down next to him above the covers. “Why are you talking like this? You know I will come and see you as much as possible. You’ll just need to keep your head down and lock your own door for a little while. Just until I can get something sorted.”

      Until the killing of our mother is sorted, anyway.

      “How are you going to sort anything?” he whines. “You can't just take me away, you've told me so yourself.”

      “I'll find a way. I'll get guardianship of you, and then we will get as far away from here as possible,” I answer somewhat honestly. That is the plan… I've just already found the way to make it work. I'll be eighteen in two days, and with our mother dead, I'll be Caleb's closest relative, and the only one who would have him. I can take legal custody of him, and we will finally be free.

      “How are you going to do that? She is never going to sign it over, Scarlett. Maybe we need to just take our chances and run,” he suggests, surprising me at how thoughtful he's being about it. I stare down at him curiously. My brother Caleb is thirteen, and yet he's also somehow both three and thirty in his head.

      My mother described him as broken, but I preferred the term different. His brain may work differently, but he's perfect as he is. I've risked my life to protect him before, and I won’t hesitate to again. I've raised him more than our mother ever has, and protecting him comes second nature to me now.

      “I don't know yet, dude, but I'll figure it out, okay?” I tug up the covers to bring them under his chin.

      “You promise?” he asks, pulling his hand out from the covers and offering his pinky finger. I intertwine mine with his.

      “I promise.”
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Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you fucking stupid?” a harsh, feminine voice wakes me, the yelling from downstairs so loud, I swear our oversized home shudders from the power of it. I spare a glance at Caleb, thankful to see he’s still fast asleep. Over the years he's developed the brilliant ability to sleep through any kind of noise, but he’s quick to wake the second anyone actually gets close to him. Among a few other special quirks of his, this is one of the more useful talents that he's acquired from our unique upbringing.

      “Shut up, Ally. You've got a text message,” a slightly softer, male voice shouts back. A few seconds pass, and then something shatters downstairs. The house falls into silence following the sounds of destruction below. Other than Caleb's gentle snores anyway.

      My nerves ratchet up, the quiet putting me on edge, and I shift into an upright position on the sofa. Licking my lips I try to steel my nerves as I stare intently at my bedroom door. My protection mode comes out, and my defences up after the snippets I heard of their conversation. It sounded like they were arguing over if they trusted what someone else had told them. I'm not sure who it is or what they've told them, but whatever it is, it's worrying. Especially considering my recent actions.

      Hearing footsteps coming up the stairs, I spring off the sofa, leaving the blanket abandoned in a heap on the floor. Without thinking, I dart over to my bed to grab my hockey stick from underneath it. I've never played hockey, but a hockey stick is a lot easier for a seventeen year old girl living in London to explain away than a gun. The stick would have to do for my protection—if it becomes necessary.

      As I stand up, my gaze flickers down to Caleb, now awake from my rustling under the bed. I give him a quick smile, before turning back towards the door, holding the hockey stick with both hands.

      Ominous footsteps make a direct path to my bedroom door, and my grip tightens on the stick. There’s a light knock on my door, followed by an exaggerated sigh, and then a rapid, more insistent, three tap knock. I don’t speak, waiting for her next move.

      “Scarlett, open the damn door. We need to speak with you immediately,” my mother’s voice insists through the door, in a fake, pleasant tone.

      “What do you want?” I call back, trying to sound bored and disinterested, as per usual. I turn back to Caleb and mime for him to go out the window the way we practiced. Luckily, there’s a small balcony on the next room over that’s reachable from my window, and a rather large tree which is good for climbing next to that. My stomach twists at the thought of him scrambling down without me there to spot him, but it’s better than him being stuck in here if they decide to break the door down.

      A loud thump rattles the door, followed by another, and then a grunt, before my mother’s voice starts ordering me around again. “Unlock the door right now, Scarlett. You wouldn’t want to make us unhappy, now would you? We’ve just returned from such a lovely holiday, and I would hate for you to be the cause of our ruined mood, wouldn’t you, sweetheart?”

      Caleb shakes his head at me, pointing instead at the door. He knows the punishment for not doing what you’re told, and so do I. Unfortunately, I think the punishment for hiring an assassin to kill them is a lot, lot worse. I make more frantic gestures at him, before giving up and herding him to the window. I lean down and kiss his forehead, before tilting to whisper in his ear. “Go to the safe place. I’ll come and find you. I just need to know you’re clear before I leave, to make sure you get enough of a head start, okay?”

      Something thumps into the door again, more forceful this time. I cringe at the sound of the wood beginning to buck and crack underneath the assault. “Hurry!” I urge Caleb, pushing him towards the window as he pulls on his hoodie. He always keeps an extra in here, same with shoes. He grabs his spare pair and shoves his feet into them, tying the laces haphazardly. I’d moan at him for it, if it wasn’t for the continued smashing into my bedroom door.

      “Promise you’ll be there?” Caleb asks me, as he stands frozen by the window. A small part of the door cracks and splinters open.

      “I promise that I’ll do everything I can to get back to you. I promise that I’ll never abandon you. Ever. I promise you that I will always have your back and keep you safe, okay? Now move your ass before I push it out of the window, damn it!” I snap at my brother quietly. He grabs me in an unexpected, awkward, one-armed hug, and my heart melts. He despises hugs.

      “I love you, Scar,” he mumbles, before stepping back and moving to the window. Too shocked from his actions, I just stare after him as he climbs out and onto the balcony. I lean my head out of the window and watch him scrambling onto the tree. He does this cute little combination of a climb, shimmy, and shuffle down, and thankfully sticks the landing on the ground. He takes off running without pause, and pride rushes through me at his determination.

      Another crash against the door busts it. It caves in and breaks away from the frame, allowing my mother and her boyfriend to enter the room. Her eyes survey the room, taking in the fact both the bed and the sofa have been slept on, before looking towards the open window, and then back over to me. She gives me a forced, saccharine smile

      “What did you do, Scarlett?” she asks, stepping towards me. I grip my hockey stick tightly and bring it up to torso level, ready to strike. She doesn’t bat an eyelash, paying it no mind. “Tell me what you did, honey,” she requests again.

      “Nothing. I didn’t do anything.”

      “Then why did you lock your door?” she presses through gritted teeth, her left eye twitching slightly.

      “Because I don’t trust you,” I answer. My locked door is nothing new.

      “Why are you brandishing that stick, waving it around?” she continues her line of questioning.

      “What part of I don’t trust you don’t you understand?” I question back, narrowing my eyes on her.

      “Do you even play hockey, darling? I’ve never seen you take an interest in any sport in your life,” she comments dully, as if it matters at all.

      “You don’t pay attention to my life enough to know that about me, mother,” I tell her.

      “Call me Ally, darling. You know I told you that terms like mother just age a woman. It’s empowering to just use my name,” she drones.

      “Mother, are you done?” I ask, still holding the stick ready. Is this really all she has? Can I talk my way out of this?

      “No, Scarlett. I am not done.” She pauses and runs her eyes over me. “Pity, you could have done so much with that had you not been so utterly and completely useless. I gave you all that, and you waste it.” She pauses again, sparing a glance at her boyfriend before turning back to me. “I could have made you into something brilliant, but you just had to be you and ruin it at every step for me. Every plan I made for my family, destroyed by the fact I had two worthless, broken children. One ruined by an insufferable personality and attitude that nothing seems capable of breaking. And the other’s so broken he can’t even attend a normal school. Who will inherit my empire, Scarlett? Because it surely won’t be either of you.”

      “Shut the hell up about Caleb, you fucking monster,” I snap, my fury now chasing away all sense.

      “Monster? I’m not a monster. I just gave birth to two. I should have known with your father. Such a beautiful man, but with an ugly, wretched soul. I should have aborted you. Had your grandmother not advised me to keep you, I most certainly would have.” She shows no emotion at all as she tells me that she wishes I’d never been born, and I make sure to hide mine in return. I refuse to give her the satisfaction.

      “Are you done now?” I ask again, proud when my voice doesn’t break. She can’t break me apart with her words anymore. Not since my seventeenth birthday.

      Everything changed that day, and she lost her power to hurt me fully in that way ever again. Even though the cost was great, I’m grateful for that at least. Anything I feel now is dulled, blanketed under layers of denial, repressed memories, and sheer emptiness.

      “Not even close,” she sneers. I lurch back as her boyfriend steps towards me. I think this one’s name is Jared… but she goes through them so quickly I could easily be wrong. One thing they all have in common is the fact that they’re all happy to turn a blind eye to what my mother does to Caleb and me.

      But the worst ones? They join in.

      Jared darts towards me, and I bring my hockey stick up, smashing it into his face without hesitation. Pausing for guilt or shame would only end in pain for me instead. A lesson I’ve learned well. I wince from the loud crack that rings through the air as the stick makes contact with the side of his face and nose. That definitely hurt.

      He lunges at me as I strike again and again, swinging the stick around like an insane person. I manage to get a hard knock on his head when he comes barrelling towards me, sending him swiftly to the ground with a hard thud. Before I can enjoy my victory, a fist slams into my face, sending pain racing through me. I stumble back, my hockey stick dropping to the floor as my hands instinctively go to my face. A moan of pain escapes me.

      Mum doesn’t pull her punches, but then again, I’m not so little anymore. She can’t just whack me over the head with her over-sized bag a few times and expect me to cower on the floor.

      She spares a glance at her boyfriend, and I seize the opportunity to escape. I lunge for the window, basically throwing myself out of it. I catch onto the ledge and hold myself there for just a second, before twisting and jumping onto the balcony. My mother’s face appears at the window as I walk across the low wall on the balcony towards the tree.

      “Get your ass back in here right now, Scarlett!” she screams after me, beginning to try and follow. She’s shakier and more unsteady as she leans out of the window and stretches towards the balcony than I am. I turn away, afraid to waste any more time watching her instead of escaping.

      I jump for the tree, grabbing onto the same branch I always do, then do my own mixture of shimmying and climbing down. Seeing my mother, standing on the wall of the balcony, considering jumping onto the tree, I take off running in the direction which Caleb had fled only minutes before. Biting my lip, I think of a plan.

      I’ll make a turn up ahead, taking a different route from him, and lead her in the wrong direction, before doubling back to him at our meeting place. That’s if she actually follows me?

      I spare a glance over my shoulder but don’t see anybody pursuing me. Still, paranoid that she’ll catch up to me, I keep looking back as I continue to run, my legs aching in protest. Cuts cover my bare feet and bits of debris dig in, sticking to the bottom of them. I want to stop, to find something to put on them, but I know I need to keep moving.

      Nervously, I look over my shoulder again and see a car driving up the road after me in the distance. It’s creeping along, getting closer, almost too slowly. Like it’s taking its time watching me. It’s not a car I recognise, but she could easily have brought home a new one. I pick up my pace, only slowing when I get a better look at the age of the car. She’d never drive anything that old, even if it was once a more expensive Mercedes. Its prime has come and gone, and the layer of dirt covering the lower half of the car shows that the owner knows it too. This isn’t a car that’s kept pristine and taken care of. It’s definitely not one of my mother’s.

      I breathe a sigh of relief and slow to a jog. Curious, I spare another glance at the car, wondering why they seem to be trying to approach me. It comes to a stop beside me, and I step back.

      “Maybe they just want directions,” I mutter to myself, and then I look down at my attire. Or maybe they’re worried about the crazy girl running around without shoes or a jacket at god only knows what time in the morning. I probably have a red mark on my face by now too from that punch… No wonder they’re following me.

      The window begins a gradual slide down, in an unhurried manner that must be deliberate. I stare at the small gap as it gets bigger, waiting for a face to appear, but it never does. A hand smacks over my mouth from behind, then two more grab my own hands and hold them behind my back.

      The hand covering my mouth is removed for just a second, only to be replaced by a cloth pressing down on my mouth and nose. I kick out and thrash, trying to break free from their hold. A masked man steps into my view, and I shoot him a hateful glare as I continue to attempt an escape from their clutches.

      I did not just escape all of that just to get kidnapped by some assholes!

      “Sleep tight, Princess,” a voice in my ear whispers sarcastically, just as my vision begins to blur.

      Princess?

      It occurs to me I’m not wriggling anymore, making no attempts to break free, and then I stop noticing anything at all, as blackness fills my vision and steals me away.
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Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “She’s coming to, I think. Put your mask back on,” a firm, authoritative voice commands. I stir at his words, feeling dizzy as blood rushes to my head. My eyes open, and I blink as I slowly take in my surroundings in a daze. My head throbs, but I push through the grogginess and begin to try to make sense of what’s happening.

      I’m in a small room, with just four metal chairs for furniture, one of which I’m tied too. No windows, one door, and the blandest shade of oatmeal paint on the walls. Oh, and two masked, extremely terrifying-looking men. Fantastic.

      Through the ski masks, all I can see are their eyes. The taller of the two has green eyes, and the shorter one kneeling closer to me has brown. The shade is one not dissimilar to mine and my brother’s, though mine are tinged with a little green near the centres. There’s a coldness in both of their gazes that has me sitting upright and wishing more than anything that I could get free.

      “Scarlett Carrington?” the taller one asks, confirming him as the authoritative speaker from before.

      “Who’s asking?” I retaliate, trying to wrap my head around what the hell is going on. As I speak I feel a sting in my left cheek under my eye and flinch. Fuck that hurt. Thanks, Mum.

      “Me. I’m asking. And you? You’re going to tell me everything I want to know, or this is going to become a much more unpleasant experience for us both,” he threatens in a low tone.

      I weigh up my options before deciding to answer, “I’m Scarlett.”

      “Great. Now tell me, why did you set us up?” he demands, not giving me a second.

      “I’m sorry, but what?” I sputter, my brain spinning, trying to keep up with the insanity unfolding around me. The throb in my head still hasn’t subsided, and I can’t help but think it’s not helping my cognitive abilities.

      “Why did you set us up? Did someone pay you? Who contacted you?” he rapid fires the questions at me, pushing me for a response.

      “I didn’t set you up, nobody paid me. Who are you?” I question, looking between the two masked men in confusion. “What the hell is going on here?” I ask again when nobody answers me.

      “We’re the ones asking questions, sweetheart, so relax your lips unless they’re answering me.” He crosses the room as he speaks, stopping in front of where I’m trapped. He towers over me as he looks down into my eyes. “Why did you set us up?”

      “I didn’t, damnit!” I repeat, my voice raising from frustration.

      “You hired a team to take out Allyana Carrington, correct?” he questions, and something clicks in my brain.

      “Holy fuck, you’re the assassins!” I blurt out. The one kneeling chuckles, silencing only when the taller man throws a glare his way.

      “Now you remember,” he drawls in a sarcastic tone. “Since your brain is clearly functioning again, please tell me who the fuck paid you to set us up?”

      “Nobody!” I shout quickly, alarm rushing through me. Everything in my body is demanding I leap up and run, but the ties that bind me to this chair won’t allow it. “I swear, nobody paid me, or asked me to do anything. I ordered the hit on her of my own accord, and I have no idea what went wrong. Maybe you could tell me, actually. Seeing as I’m the customer here, and you’re the one that didn’t deliver,” I add, my confidence beginning to return as my head clears.

      “We haven’t delivered? We. Haven’t. Delivered? Did she really just fucking say that to me?” the taller man asks his associate, his voice riddled with disbelief.

      “She’s must be kidding you. I mean, she’s the one that selected the hit as a civilian target. That woman is dark and dirty in ways that should never see the light of day, it’s obvious she was up a few tiers on the price scale,” the other man responds. His voice is softer, a little smoother compared to the edge in the taller man’s voice. He also has a very light accent, not that I can place it. Whatever accent it is, it’s clear he’s trying to hide it.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. She’s just my mother,” I tell them honestly. Sure, my mother is evil, but she isn’t a crime lord or anything. Our family’s money comes from a legitimate business and property empire. A successful empire that she runs all by herself, even with the two bratty children she was burdened with, as she likes to constantly remind me.

      “Why would a pretty, rich girl like you want to kill her mommy? Did she not buy you the Porsche you wanted for your birthday?” he taunts in a derisive tone.

      “It’s none of your business why I want her dead, all you had to do was do your job and just get it done. Now she’s going to kill me instead!” I snap back, fury swirling in my gut.

      The door bursts open, and my eyes immediately look towards it for the entrant, praying for a chance at escape. A man with brown eyes and a lightly-tanned face enters the room. He’s quickly forgotten as my gaze latches onto what is in his arms—rather who is in his arms.

      “Caleb!” I shout, jerking and trying desperately to break free from the confines of the chair. It rattles loudly as I try to jump up from the ground with the chair to get to him. He wriggles in the man’s hold, but his hands are tied and there’s a blindfold over his face. Seeing him put in such a stressful situation sends sparks of panic through me. “Caleb!” I yell again, trying even harder to break free. My wrists hurt like hell from where I tug on them in an attempt to get out of the rope’s grasp.

      “Put your fucking mask on,” the taller man growls at the guy walking in, ignoring my pleas. I look back in the direction of the entrant, watching as he pulls a ski-mask on over his head in a rush. “You! Look at me,” the taller man demands loudly, and I comply without thinking. The commanding tone lures my panicked mind into following. His attention however has already diverted back to the newcomer. “Are you a fucking amateur?”

      “Obviously not. I found this one, didn’t I?” he argues, releasing my brother from his grip as he does to make his point.

      “It’s okay, Caleb. Don’t panic!” I call over to him, cringing as he stumbles to get his footing. The man grabs hold of his shoulder, steadying Caleb on his feet.

      “Oh, you captured a child? Excuse me while I go find your fucking participation trophy,” the taller man snaps.

      “Fucking cool it, man. He made a mistake,” the man on his knees says, before gesturing to me, “She probably didn’t see anything anyway.”

      I nod my head in agreement. Nothing but a three-second glimpse of his face before noticing my brother. “I didn’t see his face,” I lie. “All I saw was my brother, honestly.”

      “She’s lying.” The taller man sighs, sounding exhausted all of a sudden. The newcomer seems to hover awkwardly, thrown off balance by the taller man’s snappiness. He turns his now-masked face towards mine.

      “Fuck,” he mutters, only just loud enough for me to catch.

      “What?” I ask, feeling paranoid.

      “Nothing,” he says dismissively. I turn towards Caleb and see the pain in his eyes at seeing me.

      “What’s wrong with me?” I demand, turning back to the newcomer. “Tell me now, or I won’t be answering any questions.”

      He turns to the taller man, as if silently asking for permission, at a nod from him, he focuses back on me. “You’ve just got a nasty bruise on your face. Can’t you feel it? It’s turned all kinds of purple since I last looked.”

      “Oh, just the bruise? Yeah I can feel it.” I sigh. “I don’t pay too much attention to pain after noticing it, I guess I forgot it was there. Sucks that it’s on my face though. I don’t suppose any of you have any concealer handy?” The sarcasm slips out without so much as a thought.

      “Enough of this, tie the boy to the chair next to her,” the taller man issues the command to the newcomer of the three in a thundering tone.

      “His name is Caleb!” I snap, fuelled by anger and irritation, rather than sense, as I speak out.

      “We don’t name our chickens, sweetheart.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I demand, guessing that it isn’t anything complimentary.

      “I certainly don’t answer the chicken’s stupid questions either.” He turns to the newcomer. “Is he secured?”

      “Yeah. No way he’s getting out of those ropes.”

      “You also said no way anyone followed us.” The taller man points at the one kneeling. “You, go check his work.”

      “So, what, you’re the big boss here then I suppose?” I ask him, trying to get a hold on the situation.

      “We’re all equal partners,” he replies in a cocky drawl. I can almost hear the smirk in his voice, and I’d bet all the money I have stashed away that he’s grinning like the Cheshire Cat underneath that ski-mask.

      “That didn’t sound very equal to me,” I mutter.

      “I’m sorry, are you here to run team-building exercises for us or something? Shut the hell up unless you’re spoken to!” he shouts at me in a thundering tone. The effect of it even seems to stun his own men into silence, as we’re all thrust into a long, awkward one that drags on. It’s fitting he’s the one to finally shatter the quiet as he’s the one that caused it. “We have to kill her.” He sounds resigned. His voice is hollow, though almost a little sad. Nothing like I’d expect when hearing those words from him.

      “Wait, what?” I screech, feeling my heart thrash wildly against my chest. My eyes dart to Caleb in panic, before switching back to our captors.

      “You can’t be serious,” the newcomer says, shaking his head. Even without being able to see his expression, I can tell he’s a little uneasy. The least professional of the bunch, but he’s built like the real deal at least. Tall, though not as obscenely huge as the leader. His shoulders are broad, and his muscled, fit body is dressed all in black.

      “I’m with him. We kill assholes for money, not kids for silence,” the one that was kneeling on the floor before agrees. Now that he’s standing, I notice he’s the exact same height as the newcomer. Their voices even sound similar, with the same underlying accent.

      “I’m not a child,” I hiss, embarrassment flushing my cheeks.

      “How old are you, sweetheart?” the tall one presses.

      “I’ll be eighteen in—

      “How old are you?” he asks again, cutting me off.

      “I said, I’ll be—

      “How fucking old are you?”

      “Seventeen, damn it. But I’ll be eighteen in two days.”

      “One day,” he corrects absently, before continuing, “Seventeen. You’re a child. Now shut up and be grateful for that fact.”

      “We don’t kill kids. It says so right on our website,” the newcomer points out, and I can’t help but remember seeing it on their site—No celebrities, no minors, and no top-level politicians. What an odd set of requirements.

      “We may not take hits on kids, but we do always clean up our messes. She saw your face; it’s too risky to just let her go now,” the taller one says resolutely.

      “What about the boy?” the one who was originally kneeling asks.

      “He found us once. He could find us again,” the other points out.

      “Stop it! Stop talking about us like we’re not right here. I didn’t see your stupid face, so relax already. I didn’t try to trick you or set you up or whatever you think I did, and I really don’t know what you think my mum is involved in, but you’re wrong. She’s evil, but she’s behind-closed-doors-evil, not the running the mafia kind.”

      “Behind closed doors evil?” one of them echoes slowly, and I’m not even sure which one anymore.

      “Yes. I had to get rid of her to protect my little brother, so I hired you—that’s all I know,” I plead, praying that by some miracle they’ll believe me and set us free.

      “He doesn’t look that little. Why does he need his older sister to protect him from a tiny, rich woman?” the tall one with the firm voice asks.

      I feel defensiveness rush through me, and a million words want to pour from my mouth to defend my bother. I swallow them, now isn’t the time to be a smart-ass. I need to concentrate on getting us out of here alive. Appealing a little to whatever humanity these men may have can’t hurt.

      “Have you noticed he hasn’t said anything? Not even so much as a shout or scream?” I ask. Not waiting for an answer, I continue, “Caleb doesn’t really talk much around strangers, especially in difficult or stressful situations. He’s shy, okay? And he needs me.” I pause, taking a few deep breaths to try and calm my nerves. “Whoever screwed you guys by ruining the hit or whatever, they screwed me too. They screwed me and my brother out of any chance of a happy escape from this mess. We’re not your enemy here. I hired you guys to kill my mother, for fucks sake! I’m not looking to have you arrested or identify you. Hell, I’d just get arrested right alongside you.”

      I pause after my outburst, staring at each of the masked faces as they seem to deliberate in silence amongst themselves. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice one of them making covert hand signals, hiding his hand behind his leg. Not that seeing it does me much good, I could make more sense out of ancient Latin than I did that.

      “We let them live for now, and then we’ll discuss this in the morning when we’re all thinking straight,” the leader, despite whatever he claims, announces. “We have a camping bed  that we can set up in a spare room for your brother to sleep on, you’ll have to take the floor though,” he instructs.

      “Fine, but I want to make sure wherever you’re keeping my brother is okay. He needs access to a bathroom, water, a blanket, and some food,” I demand, not afraid to ask for necessities on his behalf.

      “He’ll get whatever he’s given,” he barks back.

      “Please,” I beg, not having any other cards left to play. “I’m not asking for anything for myself, but my brother, I need to make sure he’s okay. He gets stressed out easily.” I spare a glance at my brother, who is sitting deadly still not speaking. He’s gone into what I refer to as vacant mode. If I didn’t know him and his behaviours, I might even be worried he was dead because of how motionless he’s sitting.

      “We’ll make sure he’s okay,” the newcomer says, drawing my attention with the comfort I hear in his voice. I look up, gazing into his brown eyes through the slits in his mask. “We had a sister, she got stressed out from things easily like he does too. We won’t hurt him. He didn’t see any of our faces up close. No matter what happens, I promise we’ll find a way to let him go and get him to safety.”

      “We?” I question, my brain tripping over that little detail. The guy who knelt in front of me before coughs, and my head turns towards him.

      His height, his body-shape, and even the colour of his eyes through the slits on his mask, they’re all identical to the other man. The two of them are twins. I file the little nugget of information away in my brain, just in case it’s useful later.

      “That’s enough questions.” The taller man grunts, while moving closer towards me. It takes everything I have not to flinch away from his touch as he releases me from the chair, taking his time and untying one knot at a time. My hands stay bound however, and I feel oddly restricted as I stand up under his direction.

      The twins lead my brother from the room without another word, leaving me staring after him even after the door closes. After a few seconds, I realise I’m stuck in here. Trapped in this room alone with the taller man. I feel my body tense all over, preparing to defend myself as the awareness rushes through me.

      “Relax,” he mutters, sensing my distress. He places a hand on the small of my back and pushes me forward towards the door. “I’m not that kind of bad guy.”
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Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      The floor is never an ideal place to sleep, but sleeping on the floor while cuffed to the bottom of a bed with an assassin in it? Even less so. I'd tried to plead with him to untie my hands to sleep, but he'd immediately dismissed the idea and accused me of plotting to escape.

      When I'd complained about the ropes chafing me, he'd laughed and offered to switch them out for handcuffs. I'd accepted, only to soon regret it when I realised, one—how cold it is on my wrist. And two—how much noise its clinking makes every time that I move.

      He's worried I'd escape? I snort. The idea is laughable. How would I be able to get both me and my brother out of here with three, highly-trained, professional killers watching us?

      I roll over on the ground again, the cuffs chinking loudly as I move, before leaning towards the bed with my hands resting on the cold floor. I try to keep the cuffed hand steady to avoid the noise, but it's not exactly comfortable to be handcuffed to a bed. A loud sigh comes from the bed.

      “If I let you sleep without the cuffs, you'll have to sleep on the bed. I'm a light sleeper, so if you try to escape or attack, you'll wake me. Don't even try it.”

      “Wait, you're not really suggesting that I share the bed with you? Are you insane?” I blurt out, convinced the masked man has either lost his mind, or he’s planning to try something.

      “How does the floor feel? Getting your full eight hours in?” he asks, his voice dripping in sarcasm.

      “I'm not getting into a bed with an assassin. Hell, I'm not getting into a bed with any strange man, period,” I retort stubbornly, shifting again on the floor and causing another clang to sound. I glare at the cuffs through the darkness as if it's their fault I'm in this predicament and not my own.

      I mean, hiring assassins to kill my own mother doesn't mean I deserve this, right?

      “Suit yourself, but stop making so much fucking noise. I told you, I'm a very light sleeper,” he orders before lapsing back into silence.

      Staring up above me, I try to stay as still and quiet as possible, but no matter how I adjust my body, it proves uncomfortable or awkward with my hand cuffed. I curse quietly in frustration.

      This is impossible.

      I’m never going to sleep. I’ll be here rattling my cuffs and twisting and turning all night...

      I jerk back suddenly as a hand grabs mine. Before I can blink, my wrist has been released from the cuffs and my hand dropped. I stare for a second at my now-freed hand, then look up at my masked captor. “Why did you do that?” I ask softly, feeling unsure of myself and the situation.

      “Because you're making too much noise. I'm sure it's going to be a long day tomorrow, and I'd like to get some rest.” He grabs my arm and yanks me up onto the bed. Once I'm deposited there, he quickly retreats to the other side of the large bed. The bed is more comfortable than I expected given the state of this place, and I can't help but relax a little into the mattress and sigh from relief.

      “You try to escape, you get cuffed. You move, you get cuffed. You try and touch me or remove my mask, you get cuffed. Do you understand me?” he commands.

      “If I try to touch you?” I echo indignantly. “You're dreaming.”

      “I'd be dreaming if you stopped making so much fucking noise. You get to sleep on a mattress, and I get to sleep. It's a win-win, so long as you don't snore,” he responds.

      I dare a look towards him, noting how much space he's left between the two of us, I assume to make me feel more comfortable. He may be a paid killer, but it seems he’s not an abuser of women. A guy that's happy to abuse a woman wouldn't have cared enough for my comfort, and they especially wouldn’t have cared for my personal space. Figures that I managed to hire the assassins with morals.

      I wonder if those same morals may have interfered in the job? Maybe I hired terrible assassins? It's not as if I have much experience in this sort of thing. They could be inept amateurs, and I would never know.

      “I swear I can practically hear your thoughts churning from that stare. Close your damn eyes and go to sleep,” he mutters.

      My eyes slam shut in alarm, and I turn my head away before opening them again, staring at the wall instead. I expect to feel panic, fear, adrenaline, but it's as if the second I'm resting on a comfortable bed, even above the covers, my body calms and begins to relax. All of my turbulent emotions ease, whooshing out like an exhale, and I melt into the mattress, finding myself cuddling my pillow like a life preserver.

      Thoughts of terrible assassins with Stormtrooper-like aim whirl around in my head as I slowly drift off, losing myself to the blackness of sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The warm aroma of bitter coffee tickles my nose, and I wriggle under the covers as I unconsciously turn towards the scent. The smell of coffee, any coffee, seems to soothe my soul; the scent triggering pleasant thoughts and memories for me whenever I breathe it in.

      “Morning, Scarlett. If you get up, I'll give you the coffee,” a strange voice entices me to awaken further. I breathe in the smell and debate the offer. The blankets are warm and soft, but the promise of coffee wins out.

      As I open my eyes, I'm faced with a masked man. A scream catches in my throat, and I choke, staring at him with bug eyes. “You forgot for a minute, huh?” he asks, and I focus in on the only part of his face I can see, his brown eyes through the slits in his mask.

      I wonder which of the twins this is?

      “Yeah, I did,” I grumble, gaining some composure as I sit up. I look down at the covers I’m now underneath of. I must have crawled underneath them, half-asleep, during the night. The taller man has thankfully vacated the bed, leaving me alone with the brown-eyed killer presenting coffee like we’re just two civilised people hanging out.

      I take the offered coffee nervously, as I'm worried refusing will offend him. I stare at it, my scepticism causing an internal debate. Would he really go to the effort of poisoning me when a gun to the head would be much quicker and more efficient?

      “It's okay, it happens,” he remarks.

      The taller man strides into the room, still masked as he approaches. “Why didn't you tell me Scarlett was awake?” he asks, directing the question at his accomplice.

      “She's only just woken up, and it's not like you've made a decision yet anyway,” the brown-eyed one retorts, not seeming overly concerned with the other man's frustration.

      “You called me Scarlett. Both of you.” The realisation hits me a little late. “What happened to not naming your chickens?” I demand, turning to look up and glare directly at the taller man while awaiting his answer, not that an answer actually comes from him.

      “If we don't name our chickens, we certainly don't share a bed with them,” the brown-eyed man answers instead, taking us both by surprise as we turn to him. “Come on, as if you'd be considerate enough to get on the floor and let her have the bed.” He turns in the direction of his cohort. “Please tell me you snuggled?” he asks in a sarcastic tone.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. But you’re right, we’re not killing her—for now, at least.” He turns to me, and even through the mask on his face, I can feel the intensity of his stare. “You get a name, for now.”

      “Thanks,” I mutter sarcastically, not sure what else to say. Although not getting killed sounds pretty great. The ‘for now’ part however I’m going to need to work on.

      “Your brother is still sleeping, so I figured we’d leave him to rest while you and I talk,” the taller man begins. “I want—

      “Is he okay?” I interrupt, not caring what he wants. “I have to see him. I need to make sure… just make sure he’s okay,” I ramble, scrambling up, coffee still in hand. With the news that they’re not planning to kill me still fresh in my mind, I take a sip of the coffee, which thankfully isn’t as bitter as it smells. It could use a shot of vanilla though.

      “He’s perfectly fine. You can see him as soon as we’re done talking,” he counters in a strict tone.

      “I want to see him now,” I insist. He wants something, but what I want from him is far more important to me. Keeping my brother safe is all that matters.

      “Not happening. Not a chance.”

      “Well, either that happens, or you’re going to be listening to a whole lot of silence, so why don’t you decide,” I snap.

      “You can lose your name just as easily as you got it, Scarlett.” He pauses before adding, “Please don’t make that the last time I use it.”

      We stare at each other, both determined to stick to our guns. The absolute resolution in his gaze makes me want to look away, but I’ve stared down worse than this man and lived. True evil hides in homes, and my home is where evil loves to throw its most lavish affairs.

      “What if,” begins the brown-eyed man, who’d remained oddly quiet until now. “If we’re not done in an hour, you can check in on your brother before we continue. He’s sleeping right now anyway. Give him an extra hour to rest, answer our questions, and then you’ll get to see your well-rested brother soon.”

      I pause, thinking over his suggestion as I watch for the taller man’s reaction to his accomplice’s intervention into our discussion. His reaction is a little underwhelming, considering if he has any, he doesn’t show it outwardly. Smart. It’s probably best not to let your captive know if there is disagreement amongst you all.

      “Do you agree to that?” I ask the taller man, raising a sceptical eyebrow in his direction as I try to bait a reaction out of him.

      “Of course,” he answers evenly, not biting.

      “Well, I want something else as well,” I demand on a whim.

      “What do you want now?” he questions through gritted teeth.

      “Names. Three of them, one for each of you. I don’t care if they’re real or not, but I need something to call you all, as Killer A, B, and C, just doesn’t sound right,” I answer, straight faced as ever.

      “Names,” he echoes in utter disbelief.

      “Names,” I agree with what I hope to be a truly annoying smile.

      “One, Two, and Three work better than ABC,” the brown-eyed man interrupts again.

      “You want me to call you Killer One, Two, and Three?” I give him a quizzical look.

      “No, I want you to call us One, Two, and Three,” he corrects me, as if that should have been obvious.

      “You want me to call you numbers?”

      “Why not? You said you didn’t care if they were real names or not.” He shrugs, and I can’t help but think this isn’t how is a kidnapping is supposed to go.

      Just who the hell did I hire to kill my mother?

      “Fine, what number do you want to be?” I mock him, smirking before adding, “You can’t all be number one.”

      “Screw number one. I want to be Three,” he announces.

      “Three?”

      “That’s my name, don’t wear it out,” he teases sarcastically. I roll my eyes. I guess they’ve done what I asked. Albeit in the most ridiculous way possible.

      “So what do you want to know?” I ask, turning my focus back to One.

      “Who knew about the hit on your end? Who did you tell, Scarlett? I know you must have slipped up somewhere.” He begins his interrogation at once, firing off questions at me.

      “Nobody knew. Maybe it was someone on your end, One,” I retort, sitting back down on the edge of the bed.

      “One?” he questions.

      “Yeah. You’re the first ‘One’ I saw after all,” I mutter, feeling oddly self-conscious at him questioning my choice.

      “I was the third as well,” Three cuts in, his voice sounding a little amused.

      “Perfect.” I wonder if it’s possible for my eyes to roll right around in my head?

      “Can we please focus? The mistake is not on our end. You are the inexperienced little girl here. Now, think about it for a second, and tell me who the hell fucked us over and why?” One insists rudely.

      I grit my teeth over the little girl comment, taking a few deep breaths as I consider what he’s saying. Who knew what I was doing? Nobody. Nobody knows anything except from…

      “Theo,” I whisper, his name escaping from my lips before I can stop it.

      “Theo? Who’s he… a boyfriend? I didn’t see any guys around your house during our surveillance,” One presses.

      “Theo is a friend, sort of. Well, he’s actually, sort of…” I trail off into unintelligible grumbles.

      “I’m sorry, love. I didn’t quite catch that,” One prompts me to repeat myself.

      “He’s...he’s my sixth-form’s preferred drug dealer,” I finally push out. Not that he does much of the actual dealing himself these days, but before he left school, he was the guy for anything like that people needed.

      My friendship with Theo is a weird and somewhat distant one, with moments of intense connection, mixed with ignoring each other for months, or even years at a time. I don’t think he’s capable of real friendships, and honestly neither am I, which is probably why ours works. In whatever distant form it takes. He’s older than me by a few years, but mentally he’s even older than that after what happened with his father.

      “You have a drug dealer?”

      “The idiots at my sixth-form have a drug dealer,” I correct. It’s not like he needs to know about the three times I’d bought stuff from him. An angel, I’m not, but I’d rather not listen to judgement on my actions from a freaking assassin. Talk about hypocrisy.

      “How do you know him then?” he asks.

      “He’s around at parties, and we went to the same secondary school. He was three years above me, I think?” I muse aloud. “Maybe it was four.”

      “I don’t care how old he is, what does he know?”

      “Nothing much, he just… he had to help me with the laptop I used to pay you guys. I wouldn’t have known how to even get onto that side of the internet without him. Even then it was a mess trying to find you, filtering through ads promising to kill my fish. Kill my fish? Really?” I ramble incredulously.

      The internet is a mystical place. You can order pretty much any drug, and it shows up in something as ridiculous as a DVD case if you know what you’re doing. There’s pages and pages of all kinds of fucked up things even someone looking to hire an assassin doesn’t want to see.

      “You considered hiring the kill your fish guys?” Three asks, and a hysterical little giggle escapes me as I remember some of the other quirky lines on their page. Apparently, your fish is as good as dead, and there was something about a good place to put your problems being a grave.

      “Maybe,” I answer. “Their lines were super catchy.”

      “Why did you pick us?” One asks.

      “I could only get hold of so much money without drawing suspicion, and you were the cheaper option,” I answer honestly, before taking a long gulp of my now lukewarm coffee.

      How long have I been up already? Time feels so out of focus in here...

      “Does he know you were using it for a hit?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so,” I respond hesitantly, looking away from One as I answer him, my coffee cup suddenly becoming much more interesting.

      “Does he know?” he asks again.

      “Maybe he suspects. I don’t know. There are a million things people want to do that’s untraceable on the internet, right? He was the only person I knew that I could ask for help. I couldn’t exactly Google it and have it forever stained on my freaking search history, could I?” I exclaim, defending my decision to involve Theo in a small part of my plan. All he’d done was help me get a laptop with everything installed that I needed to get into the darker corners of the internet untraced. “Who knows what he thinks I’m doing?”

      “Well, he knows you’re not buying drugs. And I don’t peg you as the type looking for some of the more disgusting stuff out there, and I doubt your Theo would either if he’s spent any time at all with you. So killing someone is a pretty good guess. And who else would a pretty little rich girl like you want to kill? Another dumb rich girl at school? Too far for petty things. No, it would be something personal. What did you think he would do when your mother dropped dead?”

      “Nothing. He’d have done nothing,” I declare with conviction. I know that even if he knew, he wouldn’t have done shit. He’s so tangled up in crime himself, he’s not about to report someone else’s. We’re friendly enough in our close moments that I’d trust him not to blackmail me either. Maybe that’s naïve, but I guess if it had come to that, I’d would have had access to my dead mother’s money to pay him off.

      “Ridiculous,” he mutters, before adding in a louder, more commanding tone, “We need to pay this Theo a visit.”

      “Not until I see my brother,” I insist, and he laughs.

      “You’re not coming.”

      “The hell I’m not!” I argue. “You’re not getting anywhere near Theo without me there. I won’t tell you his last name or where to find him, so you might as well take me along for the ride.” I wasn’t going to send three killers to my friend’s doorstep. Somehow I’ll find a way to fix this mess, but I have to be there in order to do that.

      “You really think we need either of those things to find him with all the information you just shared with us?” he asks in an amused tone.

      “I think that you’ll want to go there as soon as possible, because you’re worried someone is trying to fuck with you other than me, or because of any mistake I’ve made. You have to check this out, cross it off your list of possibilities,” I throw the theory out there, letting it just sit in the air for a moment when he doesn’t respond. “It will take time find out who he is and where he lives. Longer than it will take to just let me see my brother and clean myself up a little. You know that I’m right.”

      “You have an hour to do both, or you’re telling us the address, and we’re leaving without you.” After I nod in agreement, he continues, “Two snuck into your house last night and grabbed some of you and your brother’s stuff. He found two backpacks already packed and ready to go hidden away in your wardrobe, do you know anything about that?” One asks, seeming genuine in his curiosity.

      “Our go-bags,” I mutter, my jaw dropping a little as I realise I’d completely forgotten about them. I kept escape bags ready for both me and Caleb. One set in the wardrobe, one set in the boot of my car, and one set in my locker at sixth-form. “It can never hurt to be prepared.” I shrug, wishing they’d both stop staring at me like I’m insane. Even through the ski masks I can feel their disbelief.

      “Smart thinking,” One admits quietly, taking me by surprise. “Your brother is down the hall, to the left, the last door you see. It locks on the outside, so you can let yourself in. Your stuff is in there, and there’s a toilet and sink in a room off from his. Don’t try anything stupid, Scarlett. There’s no way out of here if we don’t want you to leave yet.”

      I nod my head in acceptance and dart off in the direction he indicated, eager to leave their intense stares behind me. As I walk down the hallway I feel as if they’re watching every step I take, despite nobody following me out of the room, a thought occurs to me. It may prove quite difficult for us to go to Theo’s together without me seeing their faces. I internalise a groan as I slide open the only lock engaged of the six that adorn the big door.

      What the hell have I gotten myself into now?
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Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Caleb?” I call as I step into an empty room. He darts out from behind a door I hadn't noticed, one I assume leads to the bathroom they mentioned, and walks towards me.

      “You're here,” he exhales in relief, giving me a small smile. I resist my urge to rush over and give him a hug, knowing how much he dislikes them. I stop a pace or so away from him, close enough to reassure myself that he appears fine, but still giving him his space.

      “I'm here.” I pause as I run my gaze over him, looking for even the slightest signs of harm, but other than his clothes being ruffled from sleep, I find none. “Have they treated you okay?” I question him gently, not wanting to set him off.

      “I'm fine. They just shut me in here and told me to wait until you could come and speak to me. They said I should sleep, so I did. Was that the wrong thing to do?” he asks me, in an almost bored voice. Only Caleb could get bored while held captive by assassins.

      “I'm glad you're okay.” I reach out a hand and rest it on his shoulder, needing to feel the warmth under my fingers to convince myself that he's real. He's alive, and he's actually okay. He doesn't even look distressed. Maybe we can get out of this without him becoming traumatised? I have to do everything I can to make that happen. “We're going to be okay,” I tell him, trying to sound reassuring. “You just have to stay here for a little while I help these guys out with something. And then, you and I are going to get out this place. Maybe we'll even travel across Europe? I know you've always wanted to go back to Rome.”

      “How are we gonna do that, Scar?” he asks me quietly, his brown eyes filling with worries no child should bear.

      “I don't know all the answers right now, but I swear I will make it work. You're never going back there, Caleb.” I stare back into his eyes, hoping that mine show the sincerity and conviction in my promise that I feel. He will never go back there. I don't care if I have to kill the witch myself, she won’t ever lay a hand on him.

      “Thanks, Scar,” he responds, sounding a little more upbeat and giving me a cheerful smile.

      “Are you going to be okay here while I go with them?” I ask him, not wanting to bring him down again, but still needing to be sure. He takes me by surprise by smiling wider.

      “I'll make it work.”

      “You're wise beyond your years, Caleb.” I step back just one pace and already begin to feel anxious about leaving him here. “I'll be back soon,” I inform him, trying to sound confident.

      “Okay, I'll be waiting here.” He pauses with his mouth half open, looking extremely thoughtful for a moment. “Can you ask if they have any food before you leave though?”

      “Of course I can. I need to get cleaned up before we leave anyway. Do you need anything else?” I ask, and he shakes his head, his messy hair flying everywhere as he does. “Good.” I try to walk out, but I stop myself halfway and turn back, heading straight for my brother. “Can I please hug you? I promise to be fast,” I request, my anxiety at leaving him here demanding I do. Instead of answering, he just gives me a hug instead. Grateful, I return the hug, giving him a quick squeeze before releasing him. “When I'm gone, please stay safe. Be polite, stay quiet, and keep to yourself. I'll make sure they feed you, and I fucking swear to you I'll come back as soon as possible and then we'll leave. Okay?” I promise again.

      “I know you will,” he says, not sounding concerned as he pulls away.

      “How do you sound so sure?” I wonder aloud, the words just slipping out from my lips. How can he be so sure of me, when I'm this anxious?

      “Because you've never broken a promise,” he tells me with conviction, as he goes to take a seat on the camping bed they put up for him.

      “Thanks for believing in me, Caleb,” I tell him, before turning away and heading back for the door. I walk straight back to where I left One and Three. I walk into the room and freeze as I see the back of a head. A head that’s not covered by a ski-mask anymore.

      “Caleb needs something to eat,” I announce, as my eyes dart around everywhere but the uncovered head. Of course, they then latch onto the other person, Three, who stands facing me. He’s also without his mask again. He smiles, and I just stare in silence.

      His face is too pretty for a killer. A friendly smile and brown eyes shining with life. He's nothing like I expected. Nobody would blink twice at this man on the street. Well, other than to check him out, that is. I grimace as I realise just how attractive he really is. Why are the bad ones always so good looking? I shake my head in dismay at the thought.

      “I'll get him something now,” Three offers, already moving. He pushes past me and leaves the room, shutting the door behind him. I start inching towards the door myself, forcing myself to move slowly and not run like fleeing prey.

      “Where are you going?” One asks me in a low voice.

      I freeze, feeling goose bumps break out all over my skin as I glance at the back of his head, waiting for him to turn around. When he doesn't turn, I answer him. “Just going to clean myself up.”

      He finally turns around and walks towards me, stopping just inches away. He looks down at me, and I stare up at his face, taking it all in. Fair-skinned, green eyes, dark-blond hair, and I spot the edge of a tattoo inching out down his neck from behind his left ear. His expression is cold and his eyes cunning. Again, he's more attractive than I'd like to think of a killer being, but he's rougher. I notice a few things I didn't at first glance. The scar on his neck that leads down under his shirt, the dark shadows under his eyes, and the general frostiness that he has about him. His intensity is only furthered by seeing his face.

      “You've seen my face now.” He speaks the words simply, just a statement of fact. His next words are spoke in the same manner. “You tell anyone what any of us look like, and I'll kill you. Maybe I'll shoot you, maybe I'll take my time, but that doesn't matter. What does matter is that you'll be dead. Do you understand me?”

      “I understand,” I respond, proud of the fact my voice doesn't shake. I clasp my hands behind my back, trying to hide that they're shaking.

      “If you were dead, no one will be there to care for your brother—

      “Are you threatening my brother?” I cut him off, fury churning in my gut. He smiles and holds his hands up in a mockery of a surrender.

      “I'm not,” he says, just as calmly as before. “I'm only stating a fact. Without you, he has no one. Stay alive for him, Scarlett. Keep your pretty mouth shut.”

      “I won't tell a soul. Not a single thing about you or your friends, if you'll let us go. I'll take Caleb, and we’ll both disappear. You'll never hear from us again. I swear.”

      “That's the plan?” he asks, and I hesitate but confirm with a nod of my head. “Good. You'd never be safe out in the open, even with your mother dead.”

      “Why wouldn't we be safe with her dead?” I ask, unable to stop myself due to the burning curiosity.

      “People like her have friends. Associates. People who will notice she's gone and likely know where to point the finger of blame. You'll need to get new identities, money, and help if you can find it. Just be careful of who you trust,” he advises. I lick my lips nervously, feeling my heart start to pound in my chest as he speaks.

      “Thank you,” I utter, just about getting the words out. Even held together, my hands continue to tremble at my back.

      “Get ready. We're leaving soon. I want this sorted and done with today,” he instructs in an icy tone, before walking out and leaving me standing in stunned silence, as I watch out the door after him as he goes. I let out a long sigh of relief when he's finally far enough away. My shoulders sag a little, I feel an exhaustion deep within my body that I know sleep won't fix.

      “Just get cleaned up, see Theo, and then come back so you can get Caleb and leave forever,” I tell myself aloud, hoping that hearing the words will make it sound easier somehow. Make it sound like a real plan instead of wishful thinking.

      If only things were ever really that simple.
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Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “Your friend lives there?” One asks me, sounding surprised when I lean forward between their seats and point towards a posh-looking building up ahead.

      “Yeah, there’s valet parking too,” I mutter glumly, turning head towards the car window to my left, choosing to stare at the grey sky instead of him.

      “We’re not using it.” He pauses for a moment before adding, “Three, pull up outside the front and let us out. Park as close as you can without drawing attention to yourself, then message me for further instruction.”

      “Got it,” Three answers simply.

      “Is there security?” One demands.

      “What do you think?” I bite out with a roll of my eyes, unable to stop my sarcastic reply.

      “They won’t be a problem. They’ve seen me here before, and they’re only downstairs anyway. Theo doesn’t like people milling around upstairs near his place,” I add, hoping the information will relax them a little.

      The trip here had been frustrating to say the least. They blindfolded me, and then they drove me around in circles, taking twists and turns for only god knows how long. Every second Three wasted taking another unnecessary turn at One's request, my fury grew at their ridiculous tactic for keeping me unaware of their hideout’s location. But I know they’re doing it because neither of them trust me not to run and report them. It's also a guarantee I won't just try and run for my own safety too, rather than to report them, as I wouldn't be able to get my brother back without their help.

      The lecture they gave me was unwarranted, as I’m already aware of all that, and regardless, I have zero intentions of turning anyone in. It's not like it's an option, even if it was something I’d considered doing. There isn't anyone influential in this city that my mother hasn’t either fooled with her act or paid off. Including the police. I tried that once and learnt my lesson the hard way about that. Nobody believes the bratty little rich girl over the successful, smart, business woman.

      “You better not be thinking of fucking with us, Scarlett,” One calls from the passenger seat up front. He'd switched from sitting in the back with me to moving up front about twenty minutes ago, once he'd come to the astute conclusion I had no hidden desire to jump out of a moving vehicle. Idiot.

      “Not at all. I'm just nervous to see Theo,” the lie slips from my tongue without thought or effort. I hate lying, but my life and circumstances forced me to become one of the best at it. Now it's as easy as breathing, and that fact alone catches my breath as I fully realise it. Self-loathing twists in my gut.

      “Why are you nervous, I thought he wasn't your boyfriend?” One mocks, looking back at me as Three brings the car to a stop outside of the building. I feel trapped by his green eyes, pinned to the backseat of the older Mercedes.

      “I'm not worried about my romantic entanglements,” I answer bluntly.

      “Well, what are you worried about?” he asks, the corners of his lips twisting up as if he already knows the answer.

      “Screw you,” I mutter, folding my arms and sitting back. “You can either shut up, and we can go do this and get it over with, or you can have fun getting into that building without me.” I jerk my head in the direction of the bulky doorman. “There's more security inside the building. Cameras. A desk. You two don't exactly fit in. You need me if you don’t want to draw attention to yourselves.”

      “Neither do you,” One retorts. I frown, my confusion bringing the furrow to my brow.

      He leans towards me and brushes a finger lightly across the top of my cheek. I flinch from the light touch and the sudden reminder about the dark, purple-blue bruise on my face.

      “You'd be surprised. Your clothes will draw more attention than the bruise on my face. At least I'm dressed right,” I reply, pressing my lips together as I run my eyes over his attire. Dark, ragged jeans, and a tight black t-shirt. His clothes look worn, and not in a distressed jeans fashion statement kind of way.

      “Whatever you say, Princess,” he taunts, before sliding out of the car without another word.

      “Are you going with him or not?” Three asks, turning back to look at me. I look up at the building and frown. I can't let Theo talk to this psycho alone. I'll go in, clear Theo's name, then I’m grabbing my brother, and we’re getting out of here. We’ll finally escape this horror show that is our lives once and for all.

      “Yeah, I am,” I answer, placing my hand over the door handle before adding, “He's not going to kill Theo, is he?”

      “Not if he's innocent,” Three answers plainly.

      “You make it sound so black and white, so simple,” I reply, nervously darting my gaze to where One is waiting for me outside of the car.

      “Sometimes it is.” He turns back around, not saying anything more. Taking my cue, I get out of the car and walk over to One, hearing the car immediately pull away behind me.

      “Are you ready for this?” One asks me as I reach him. I keep walking, and he falls into pace with me as we head towards the main entrance to the building.

      “Of course I am,” I answer. Another lie. I offer the security guard a bright smile as we approach, and even that feels like yet another. One leans down, and I fight all my instincts telling me to pull away, for fear of drawing unwanted attention to ourselves when we're this close to the guard.

      “You're a beautiful liar, Scarlett. But you're not nearly as good as you think,” he whispers softly, and then he straightens back up and looks ahead as if he'd never spoken at all.
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      One stares at the back of my head as we rise in one of the building's four lifts. I watch him watching me in the reflection on the shiny, metallic doors. The floors tick by as we stand in complete silence. Tension crackles in the air between us, and it only gets worse the higher we go.

      The lift dings, and the doors slide open, revealing the flat that takes up the entire top floor of the building. I glance idly over the place. There's no real character, but I must admit it's pretty modern and sleek. The decor is almost exclusively all black, white, or chrome, and the furniture itself is all block-like shapes and sharp corners. Whoever decorated this place, and I’m almost certain that person wasn’t Theo, clearly took the idea of modern, funky, and minimalistic and ran with it. It also looks as if nobody thought to tell them when to stop either.

      When we’d first stepped into the lift and One saw the keypad for the code required to access Theo’s floor, several colourful curses flew from his mouth. Luckily, I still remembered the code to get up here from my last visit, and I'd tapped it in before One could complain further. It's probably a good thing I remembered it, otherwise I would have had to call Theo to request he let us up. For some reason, I doubt the assassins would be too thrilled with that plan.

      “Who is it?” Theo's voice calls from somewhere in the large, well large for London, dwelling.

      “It's me,” I call back, before One can answer or stop me from doing so. I turn to stare out of the huge window that takes up the entire wall in this part of the home, other than the set of glass doors leading out onto the balcony anyway. The view from which I know is beautiful at night. “Scarlett,” I add in a shout when he doesn’t respond, just in case he didn’t recognise my voice.

      “Scar?” he yells back in a bewildered tone. “How the hell did you get up here?”

      “I’ve been here before, remember!” I reply, matching his volume and looking around, trying to discern just where his voice is coming from. I don't have to look for long, as Theo steps out from a door at the end of the corridor that sits to the side of the large, open-planned living area. Down that hall I know are at least two bathrooms, and I assume some bedrooms—not that I’ve been in them. There's a shorter corridor to the other side of the living area too, which I know leads to an office and another bathroom.

      I smile nervously as he approaches, my eyes running over him in appreciation. He'd strolled into the room without a shirt, and it's a sight few would complain about seeing. Dark skin, darker hair, and the bluest damned eyes I've ever seen. Tattoos are scattered across his skin, and I notice a new one on his left forearm. A dragon. I grin as I recognise it. Some things never change.

      “What the fuck happened to your face?” Theo growls. I jerk from surprise, my hands flying to my face unconsciously. “Did you do this to her?” Theo demands, rounding on One, whom I think he’s only just noticed standing beside me. Shit.

      “What if I did?” One counters, his tone calm and brow raised. He straightens up and somehow manages to tower over a guy that’s just under six foot. Theo, however, doesn’t balk at the challenge.

      “Did you fucking do that to her?” Theo repeats, his tone strained from fury. I notice his hands balling into fists at his side.

      “He didn’t do it, Theo,” I interject, but he ignores me.

      “Okay, listen up. You’re going to stop fucking smirking at me, man, or I am going to knock it right off your face. You understand me?” Theo continues as if I hadn’t spoken. “Now tell me, did you hit her? Because if she’s too scared to speak the truth to me because of you, I’ll make sure you regret it.”

      “If I ever decided to hurt her, you’d never see her again in order for her to tell you.” One’s response is deliberate and meant to bait a reaction. He doesn’t move as Theo lunges forward, fists flying. I stand there, staring in shocked silence as Theo’s right fist connects with the palm of One’s suddenly open and waiting hand.

      He grabs Theo’s arm and twists it, pulling it behind his back as he does so. A groan of pain escapes Theo, but stupidly, he decides the best thing to do is to make things worse. He pulls out a knife from god only knows where with his free left hand and slashes it in One’s general direction.

      “Theo!” I snap, grabbing his attention only for a second, before One decides to chuckle. The sound of his laughter seems to enrage Theo further, and he turns back to him.

      “One! Cut it out, let go of his arm, and stop goading him. You said you wanted answers, not to come and fuck with my friend just because your ass is so sore after getting fucked by one of your so-called friends.”

      “The issue with our transaction was on your end, Scarlett. Not mine.” One glares at me, almost challenging me to keep arguing with him over it. I choose not to and turn my focus back on Theo.

      He seems to have calmed down, apparently no longer concerned I have somehow become a poor, abused girlfriend or something to some asshole since we last saw each other. He is, however, looking confused and more than a little embarrassed.

      “What’s going on here?” he asks, looking between me and One as he dusts himself off and stands back up. My eyes flick to the knife he still holds at his side, pressing close to his leg, as if he’s trying not to draw attention to the fact he still has it.

      “I’m the one asking the questions,” One responds with a smirk.

      “I think not,” Theo says, waving the knife about. It appears he’s somehow managed to block out the fact he just got his ass handed to him. But I’m sure his right arm is hurting way too much for that to be the case.

      “How about I ask the questions?” I intercede, trying to stave off another altercation and praying One will just roll with it. For the sake of us all making it out of here without killing each other, at least.

      “Fine,” One concedes. “Ask him what he knows about the laptop.”

      “The laptop?” Theo echoes, his eyes meeting mine in a panicked exchange. He definitely remembers the unusual favour I’d asked for. He may be a drug dealer, but Theo’s interests and talents have always been with computers. He was the only person I trusted enough to ask for help, and he had, without question. “I don’t know anything about a laptop,” Theo lies, misreading the worry in my eyes as fear of my secret being found out.

      “The laptop I asked you to get for me,” I encourage, nodding my head. “It’s okay. I need you to tell One everything you know about the laptop.”

      “Are you sure, Scar?” he asks, giving a dubious look at One.

      “I’m sure,” I confirm.

      “Well, you asked me for a laptop, and I got you one. What more is there to tell?” He shrugs, still clearly unsure about divulging information to this stranger with me.

      “What was the laptop for?” One demands, finished with allowing me to pretend to be the questioner. Theo looks at me again, and I sigh.

      “Just tell him everything, Theo. Please,” I plead. He nods and turns back to One.

      “I don’t know what the laptop was for, she didn’t tell me. She wanted to be able to get onto certain parts of the internet untraced. I figured it was sketchy, but she’s not a bad person, so I did it. End of story.”

      “Not quite. See, just because Scarlett here didn’t tell you what she was planning to do, doesn’t mean that you’re too stupid to figure it out. I’m not insinuating that you’re a cunning detective by any means, but if you’re close, surely you had an idea of what she might use it for?” One questions.

      “Suspicions. Nothing concrete. Why do you care so much?” Theo asks. I notice his grip tightening on the knife in his hand and press my lips together to keep from speaking out. He’s not likely to put the knife down because I asked him too.

      “Scarlett hired me to fix a problem. I’m sure you already figured that out though, or you wouldn’t still be holding onto the knife after it was established that I didn’t leave the mark on her face.” One steps towards Theo, the knife in question not much of a deterrent.

      “And I’m sure I’m not her problem, so what are you doing here?” Theo asks in a confident tone. However, when One takes another step closer, his body jerks as if he started to take a step back, but he catches himself.

      “Who did you tell about the laptop—about Scarlett’s plan?” One asks in an icy tone.

      “Nobody. Why would I grass on my friend for no reason? I wouldn’t.” He turns to me. “Scar, I didn’t tell anyone, anything. You believe me, right?”

      “Of course,” I answer without hesitation. “But it’s him that needs convincing.”

      “Why—what happened? I don’t understand why you’d ever even have to meet this guy in person?” Theo asks, sounding more confused the longer he thinks about it.

      “She’s still alive. They were set up. They think you did it—probably for money,” I explain, hoping to speed things along by doing so. The sooner One sees how clueless Theo is about all this, the sooner I can get my brother and bail on this shit-show of a life and start a new one somewhere else. Somewhere she’ll never find us.

      “I would never betray Scarlett like that,” Theo snarls at One, sounding insulted.

      “Why should I believe that?” One asks, the question sounding oddly genuine.

      “What would I have to gain from it? Look around you, man. Does it look like I need the money? Am I that desperate for the cash I’d betray one of the very few people in the world I trust?” Theo shoots back, affronted.

      One looks between the two of us and curses. “Fuck.”

      “What’s wrong now?” Theo complains, making a semi-threatening gesture with his knife in One’s direction.

      “He believes you, but he doesn’t want to,” I answer before One can. He gives me an icy look that only confirms my theory.

      “He could still be lying. He might be an even better liar than you are, Princess,” he responds in snarky tone.

      “Well, can you decide whether I’m lying or not without me present? I’ve got work to do,” Theo announces.

      “You’re not going anywhere. Have someone else handle it. A place like this, I’m sure you have plenty of people capable of handling your shit for you.”

      “This customer is extra special, I need to do it personally.”

      “Not going to happen.” One crosses his arms across his chest and looks down at Theo like he’s a misbehaving child.

      “If I don’t bring this shit over to BM’s personally by two o’clock, he’ll have me shot. He’s the kind of man that’s easily insulted, if you know what I mean. So I don’t give a flying fuck what you say is going to happen, I’m putting on a shirt, and then I’m leaving.” As if to make his point, he turns away from One and takes a few steps.

      “You can’t drive with your arm like that even if you want to,” One comments offhandedly, and Theo pauses and slams the knife down onto a side table he was passing.

      “I got another hand left. I’ll survive,” Theo mutters, stalking off back to the door he’d originally come out of.

      “He sounded serious about the guy shooting him,” I point out, turning to face One.

      “That’s hardly my problem,” One deflects, stepping towards the window and looking out of it at the city sprawled out around us.

      “It is if you’re still insisting Theo knows something,” I retort.

      “If we took him back with us, this ‘BM’ person would never find him. Nobody will ever find him again if that’s what I want.” He pulls out his phone and responds to a text message, before locking the screen again. He keeps the old, clunky-looking phone in his hand though, as if he’s expecting a quick response.

      “What if we go with him? He can’t drive anyway, like you said. We go, I’ll drive, he sells the drugs, we leave, and then you can take longer to decide whether he’s innocent or not if that’s really what you need to do,” I offer, widening my eyes and looking at him imploringly.

      Above puppy eyes and pouting, I am not. Though I am sceptical of its general effectiveness against an assassin. Though, thus far, sarcasm and snappiness hadn’t gotten me far. Perhaps it is time to try another approach, sugar rather than vinegar. I could be sweet. Maybe... “Please. He’s not to blame, One. I know you’re smart enough to already realise that, but if you need more time to be certain, take it. Just don’t let an innocent guy get shot up by some asshole with a dumb name like BM because of it.”

      He smirks, and then presses his lips together, as if smothering the smile. Like it escaped without permission and he’d quenched it the second he’d realised. I grin. Victory tastes sweet.

      “I have strong doubts that your drug dealing friend is an innocent man, but I’ll roll with it. A dead man can’t talk, and besides, holding three of you in the safe house would be a pain,” One agrees finally.

      “Roll with what?” Theo asks.

      “We’re coming with you. To keep an eye on you while he decides if you’re innocent,” I answer quickly, not giving One a chance to change his mind.

      “You’re not coming,” Theo exclaims, sounding alarmed.

      “Either we’re coming, or you’re not going,” One extends the ultimatum without affording him an inch of room for debate. Theo glances between us and sighs.

      “Right then, we’re taking my car.”

      “I’m driving!” I cut in, earning a curious look from One. I shrug. When he sees the car, whichever one it is we’re using, he’ll understand why I opted to drive. Theo has great taste.

      “Text the address of our destination to this contact,” One says, holding out a cheap-looking phone to Theo, with the messages already open on a draft to a contact titled J. Theo takes the phone and taps in an address.

      “I’ve just got one more question before we leave,” Theo begins as he hands the phone back to One. “I just need to know this one thing,” he states, with a serious expression on his face. When nobody objects, he continues, “What the hell kind of name is One?”
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Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      An annoying, standard-set ringtone blares out from the car’s speakers. I cast a glance at Theo in the review mirror and notice that he’s looking particularly glum about being shoved into the back of his own car. Thankfully, he’d been smart enough not to argue when One had slid into the front passenger seat, though.

      “Your phone’s ringing,” I inform him when he doesn’t answer it, as if he could have missed it. The annoying tone is simply too loud and too irritating for anyone to overlook. It would make the perfect tone for an alarm clock.

      “It’s BM,” Theo says, as if that alone explains everything.

      “Shouldn’t you answer that if that’s where we’re going—what if it’s important?” One asks, though he doesn’t turn to look at either of us, just continues staring out of the window while I drive. Not that there’s much of a view, thanks to the rain and grey skies. This area of London doesn’t look so hot either.

      “He’s a bit much to handle,” Theo defends, sounding disgruntled.

      “Answer the phone, or I’ll have to assume you’re hiding something from me. And keep the Bluetooth connected, I want to hear both sides of the conversation,” One commands. The man seems happy to issue orders to absolutely anyone at any time.

      “I warned you,” Theo mutters, and then clicks to answer the call.

      “Alright, mate?” a loud male voice greets through the phone.

      “Hey, what’s up?” Theo returns, and I can’t help but notice an uncertainty in his voice.

      “How far away are you? I’ve got bare heads coming tonight, and I need that shit,” BM answers, an urgency ringing in his tone as he mentions what he needs. I roll my eyes and try to turn my focus back to the road as we come up to a turn. I spare a look down at the satnav to check if we need to take it and then glance back up.

      One turns as I do, catching my attention, so I glance at him. He sees me looking and mouths, ‘Bare heads?’ at me. I smother a laugh, not wanting to annoy Theo while he’s on the phone. Maybe the killer has a sense of humour at least.

      “Nearly there, man. I got you,” Theo grinds out, I look in the mirror again. He seems pissed as hell. I lick my lips, trying to settle my nerves, and turn back to the road as I indicate and then take the left turn per the satnav’s instructions.

      “Wicked, man. I’ll see you.” BM hangs up the call.

      “Wicked?” I parrot, trying not to cringe.

      “Shut up, Scar. Not everyone talks like the twats we went to school with. Correction, the twats you still go to school with.”

      “Only two weeks left of sixth-form,” I remind Theo, ignoring his comment about shutting up. Not that I intend to show up for those last two weeks anymore.

      “This is cute and all, but any chance we could keep this professional until I decide whether to kill you or not?” One asks casually.

      “Professional?!” Theo exclaims, incredulity ringing in his voice. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” he mutters under his breath a moment later, before releasing an annoyed huff.

      I drive the rest of the way in silence, deciding that arguing with One is pointless, a waste of time and energy.  Whatever he wants to do or say won’t matter once I leave this place for good. I just have to deal and make it through this for now.

      Theo’s muteness, however, doesn’t last the rest of the journey. I tune Theo and One out as I drive, repeating times tables and street names in my head. It’s a handy trick I picked up a long time ago; it helps me ignore what people around me are doing or saying, while still focusing on a boring task like driving.

      As we approach a tower block of flats, the satnav indicates we’ve reached our destination. I can’t help but think that maybe I took a wrong turn somewhere and confused the device somehow, but when Theo says nothing, I park the car on the road across from the ugly building.

      “Wait in the car,” One barks, as he jumps out before either of us can argue. I look behind us and notice Three parking the old, silver Mercedes as One heads towards him.

      “This isn’t what I was expecting,” I comment quietly to Theo, now that we’re alone and can be as unprofessional as we like.

      “What were you expecting?” he asks.

      “I don’t know, but not this,” I answer, gesturing towards the building.

      “Why not this?” he questions, and I shrug.

      “I guess just because of the fact he’s important enough for you to come out here yourself. I thought you didn’t do any of the actual dealing these days, thought you said you’d come a long way since school?” I turn to look back at him as I ask the questions, curious for his reaction as well as his answers.

      “A few people, like BM, are all about respect,” he begins, pausing for a moment before fully explaining, “I lived in that building, Scarlett. After what happened with my dad, and before I was old enough to do anything about it, this shit hole is the place I called home.”

      “How long did you live here?”

      “Five years. Five fucking miserable years,” he repeats through clenched teeth. “I hated every second of it.”

      “Then why are you giving him special treatment?”

      “BM is used to being the top dog in our dynamic, if I don’t go with the flow, he feels unseated from his position of ‘power’ and lashes out. He’s an unreasonable man, and he would take it as a personal affront. And honestly, if he didn’t spend all his money buying from me, throwing parties, and gambling, he could afford to live somewhere damn better than this dive.”

      “How does he make his money?” I ask, my curiosity getting the better of me.

      “Scams and stolen goods,” Theo answers, shrugging his shoulders and giving me a half-hearted smile.

      “It’s a shame he wastes all of that hard-earned cash,” I comment, returning Theo’s smile with one of my own despite the insanity of our current situation.

      “I’m glad he wastes it, he’s crazy. I don’t want to think what terrible, insane things he’d do if he had better money management skills,” Theo jokes, just as the door next to me is abruptly yanked open.

      “Come on, we haven’t got all day. Don’t forget your merchandise,” One orders us around again.

      “Scarlett waits in the car,” Theo demands. “I’m not taking her in there. No way.”

      “Fine, but I go in with you, and Three waits with her,” One agrees, shutting the door in my face just as I’m about to get out of the car. I gape at him in indignation.

      “You can’t just leave me in here!” I object, reaching for the handle. Three slides into the passenger side, taking the seat next to me. He leans over and snags the car keys, pocketing them for himself.

      “We have your brother, remember?” Three reminds me, and I freeze, before turning around to face him with a stunned expression. He looks at me intensely and adds, “Just stay in here with me, okay?”

      “Whatever,” I mutter, turning away from him. Whatever kindness I thought I’d seen in his eyes earlier, I disregard it. Nobody fucking threatens my brother.

      We sit in silence as One and Theo cross the road, heading into the building. Three tries to strike up a conversation once they’re inside, but I just ignore him and tap my fingers on the wheel. At least I’m stuck waiting in this beautiful car. There are worse places to be trapped with an assassin. At least if he kills me, I’ll die in luxury and comfort.

      After what feels like forever, I hear a phone vibrate. I turn towards Three, considering the fact I haven’t seen my phone since before being captured, I know it’s not mine. He pulls a phone from his pocket, identical to One’s out of date model, and unlocks it. He frowns at the screen, before shoving it back in the pocket from where it came.

      “Wait here,” he instructs, before getting out of the car.

      Not even two seconds later, he returns, opens the door, and throws the phone at me. I fumble with it, barely managing to catch it. “If it rings, answer it. Otherwise, don’t mess around with it. The last thing I need is you locking me out of it because you tried the wrong password ten times.”

      “But what—” I begin to argue, not that it’s any use, because he shuts his car door again and cuts me off. Great. This is just fantastic.

      I sigh deeply and rest my head back against the seat as I give up trying to reason with him for now. I can’t do anything that might risk my brother, and as I’ve been told to do nothing and wait, that’s what I’ll do. I glance at the time displayed on the phone, surprised to see it’s already half past two.

      I shut my eyes for a moment but keep the phone in my hand so it’ll still get my attention if it goes off. I try and tell myself that whatever’s happening inside the building isn’t my problem, hoping that if I repeat it in my head enough, I’ll believe it.

      “It’s not my problem,” I try muttering aloud, needing the message to sink in for my brother’s sake. And for my own. “Not my problem at all,” I continue, keeping my eyes squeezed shut.
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Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “This really isn’t my problem,” I mutter to myself again, as I approach the main door to the building on shaky legs. I’d told myself this multiple times, but it appears little things like fear and good sense aren’t going to stop me.

      As I approach the glass and metal doors, Theo comes sprinting out at full speed, catching me by surprise. His eyes widen in alarm as he sees me out of the car.

      “Get back in the fucking car!” he shouts, grabbing my hand as he rushes past, dragging me back in the direction of the car. I run with him, functioning on pure panic and confusion as we sprint at full speed to it. Loud bangs sound from above us, and I look back over my shoulder at the block of flats as I continue to run.

      “Those weren’t gunshots, were they?” I ask between gasps of breath as we reach the car. Holy shit, please tell me those weren’t gunshots.

      “No time,” he insists, taking a few heaving breaths of his own, bent over. He only allows for a few seconds pause before straightening back up again and throwing me the car keys I thought Three had with him. “Get back in the damn car and drive!” he shouts, before diving into the passenger side. More gunshots ring out in the air, but this time they sound closer. I get into the car.

      “Where are we going?” I ask, as I bring the luxury car purring to life.

      “What the fuck does it matter!?” he exclaims. “Drive!”

      Not needing to be told again, I put it into gear and slam my foot down, screeching out of there. I take a few turns as I drive, speeding way above the limit in this built up area.

      “Take another turn,” Theo demands, as he looks over his shoulder out through the rear window at something. I do as he asks and take the next right. A few moments later he curses, “Fuck.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Someone’s following us,” he bites out.

      “What the hell happened up there?”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” He sighs and takes another look behind us through the rear window. “You need to lose them.”

      “What?” I question in an incredulous tone. He can’t be serious, can he? Who does he think I am, a stunt driver? I’ve only had my damn license for less than year!

      “You need to lose them,” he repeats. “This car can outpace them, no problem.”

      “On a fucking track maybe!” I screech, aware that I’m already driving way too fast. What if someone steps out onto the road? What if there’s a cute dog?

      “Just keep driving,” he snaps. He eyes the phone I’d left sitting on the dash as it goes skidding across on a sharp turn. He grabs it and chucks it out of the window as we speed along.

      “What the hell was that for?” I demand.

      “Do you want the assassins to be able to find us?” he hisses.

      “When they have my brother? Yeah, actually I do!” I snap back, flooring the car when an empty stretch of road comes up ahead of us. Theo leans over and buckles my seat belt as I continue to race forward. “Really?” I demand.

      “Really. You won’t be any good as a driver right now if you go flying through the windscreen the second you have to hit the brakes,” he answers, before doing his own. “They have Caleb?” he pries gently.

      “Is now really the best time to talk about this?”

      “Fine. Later,” he concedes. “Just lose the damned dark blue BMW following us.”

      “The three series?” I question, after a glance in the rear-view mirror.

      “That’s the one.”

      “And what should I tell the police when they eventually pull me over for reckless driving in a car I’m not insured to drive?” I ask, weaving through a few cars to maintain my speed and stay ahead of the BMW. Fuck, I usually hate assholes that drive like this.

      “If we get stopped before we lose them, you’ll be lucky if you get the chance to say anything at all,” he mutters, more to himself than me I suspect. I try not to let his words feed the panic and anxiety already threatening to overwhelm me.

      “I’ve got an idea, but it may be a little insane, and we’re probably about to die.” I tell him, before slamming on the hand brake and jerking the wheel hard to the right. The car’s tires scream against the tarmac, as the car spins around. I release the brake and slam my foot down again, speeding up as I drive along the wrong side of the damn road, attempting to avoid crashing into the fronts of other cars.

      “You’re crazy!” Theo shouts, clutching onto his seat like he’s holding on for his life.

      “Maybe,” I agree, pulling onto another road marked as a one-way street, one that is definitely not the way we’re headed. I speed down the side road, before coming to an intersection and finally turning onto a road where we’re flowing with the traffic. My breathing comes in ragged pants as I slow down to go with the flow of traffic, attempting to blend in. A ridiculous thing to try and do in a car that costs more than a lot of people’s homes.

      “We need to ditch the car somewhere, it draws too much attention.” I glance around at our surroundings and realise where we are and what’s nearby. If anything that One claims is true, maybe I can find evidence of it there, and if not, maybe I can prove all this setup nonsense has nothing to do with me or my mother after all. “I have an idea. Mind if we make a stop?”

      “Why not? It’s not like I have anything better to do today,” Theo jokes, giving me a lazy smile and appearing relaxed when I glance his way. Looking at him, you’d never know we just took part in a high-speed car chase. I let out a long breath.

      “Good, we’re going to check something out. I need some answers, and I think I know where I can get them.” I turn the car onto another road and head towards the outer edges of London, feeling my pulse start to pound at just the thought of what I’m about to do.

      It’s time to pay one of the family businesses a visit.
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Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why did you help me if you figured out what I wanted it for?” I ask Theo in a low voice, as we approach the exit to turn off for one of my mother’s offices.

      She has an entire floor of the building for the business, one of the more boring companies she owns. There’s absolutely nothing exciting about the sale of water coolers. But she does have a personal office in this building, if I’m remembering correctly. One she rarely uses, thanks to her near-constant travels.

      “You’re my friend, and I trusted that you had a damn good reason,” he answers simply, after seeming to give it a little thought.

      “A good reason for killing someone?” I ask, my voice sliding an octave higher from sheer incredulity at our conversation right now.

      “Well, you do, don’t you?” he asks, and I take a minute to really think about it. I mean, I do have a reason, and I believe it’s a good one. My only motivation is to ensure my brother’s safety, and he’ll never be safe with her around.

      What other option did I have?

      “I don’t know if that’s even the point…it’s still murder,” I admit, feeling suffocated by the blanket of guilt weighing me down.

      “You’re not a bad person, Scar. Good people have to do bad things for good reasons sometimes,” he responds after a moment of silence.

      “Is that what you tell yourself?” I ask, not trying to bait him or be a bitch, just genuinely curious. I park the car outside of the building in one of the many, surprisingly-vacant spots as I wait for his answer.

      “I do what I do for a reason. Some are in it for the drugs, the money, or the lifestyle, but not me,” he offers as a vague response, turning to face me as I also move to look at him.

      “If you’re not in it for the drugs, or the money, or even for the popularity—what are you in it for?” I question.

      “My family,” he replies without hesitation. I blink, a little surprised at his answer, considering what little he’s shared about his family with me.

      “Why do you need to do this for your family?” I continue to pry.

      “It’s mostly for my mum and little sister. My mum, after my dad went away, she wasn’t the same.” He pauses, and I can see the strain of his emotions in his expression. “We lost our home and had to move into a fucking two-bedroom council flat in that damn block.”

      “I’m sorry.” I knew it had been hard for him, but he’d stayed in our school the entire time, so I never thought too hard about what happened to them without his father’s money funding their lifestyle anymore. “How did you stay at our school?”

      “One of my dad’s associates paid for me and Lisa to attend. I’m pretty sure my dad must have paid him beforehand, an in case of emergency kind of thing. If only he’d kept an emergency house for us too,” he jokes, a lame attempt at levity, before opening the car door without turning away.

      “At least you got a good education?” I offer hesitantly, pushing open my own door and getting out of the car. I lock it once he’s clear, and we head towards the building side by side.

      “I didn’t. After everything went down, I spent most of my time in school not actually there, because I was busy trying to make money on the council estate. It was only once I turned sixteen that one of dad’s old associates offered to hook me up. And from there on out, things started to get better. It’s only assholes like BM I have to deal with in person. Not anymore, though.” He smiles at that thought.

      He opens the door and ushers me through, following me inside. A cold blast of air shocks me as we step into the building, making me shiver. Someone had clearly not told whoever set the thermostat that it’s freezing cold outside. We approach the main desk, and I try to force a wide, pleasant smile.

      “Hi, how can I help you?” The receptionist greets us cheerily, as we come to a halt in front of her desk.

      “I’m here to get something from my mum’s office, she owns Carrington Water,” I tell her. Her cheery disposition falters.

      “She left something in the office? Are you sure?” she asks.

      Worried she’ll want to check my ID, I take a risk. “Yeah, she wants me to pick up a folder for her that she left here forever ago. She even let me use her car. You can see it out in the front car park from here,” I beam, pointing down at the screen tucked behind the desk that shows a live recording of the entrance from the outside.

      “What car?” she asks curiously, and I grin.

      “Come take a proper look.” I gesture for her to come over with me to the glass door, and I point out Theo’s car. “Totally makes it worth running errands for her. She never lets me drive it otherwise.”

      “Wow,” she comments, her eyes widening.

      “I know, right? So…I really need to get this folder, or she will never let me drive that thing again. It’s okay for you to let me up there, right? I mean, it is my mum’s company…” I request, watching closely for her reaction to everything I say. Any sign that I’m pushing too much, and I’ll have to ease off a little.

      “Well, if you’re sure. It’s up on the seventh floor, but I don’t know if you’ll find what you’re looking for in there,” she explains, still gazing out the window at the shiny, black, luxury vehicle.

      “I’m sure. She said it was in there, so I have to at least look,” I offer with a shrug. As she turns away from the car, her eyes seem to linger on the bruise on my face. They switch to give Theo a pointed stare straight after. She doesn’t say anything, but I can feel the assumption in her gaze. I swallow the biting remarks that threaten to spew from my mouth.

      “Head on up then,” she says with a smile, gesturing towards the lifts. “And take care of yourself,” she adds in a quieter voice, when Theo begins to stride to the lifts ahead of me. My annoyance at her assumption wars with my appreciation of her concern.

      “Thank you. It wasn’t him, but I will,” I murmur, flashing her a small smile, before rushing to catch up with Theo just as the doors to the lift slide open. We step inside, and I hit the button for the seventh floor without pause.

      “What was that about?” Theo asks as we begin our ascent.

      “Nothing, don’t worry about it,” I brush him off.

      The lift dings, and the doors roll open. For a moment, I pause, convinced that we must be on the wrong floor. I glance around the empty, barren space, one that used to house a busy office. The lights aren’t even on, so only the natural afternoon rays shining through the windows aid with visibility. I check the number showing above the door on the lift, and sure enough, it says seven.

      “Did we get the right floor?” Theo asks, placing his hand over the lift door to keep it open.

      “I think so?” I muse, though even I hear the uncertainty in my voice. Cautiously, I step into the open-planned office and look around. There’s not so much as an old, dusty printer left behind, the place is empty. Well, almost.

      I spot a door on the far end of the open-planned space and hurry towards it, forcing a cursing Theo to rush after me. I push open the door, happy to find it unlocked. We step into the large room, well-lit by natural light from the huge window covering one of the walls. Only one piece of furniture remains in the office. A big, mahogany desk. Just the kind my mother likes.

      After exchanging a glance with Theo, I approach the desk and take a good look at it. The top of the desk is bare, but it looks to have two deep drawers. I open them, and I’m disappointed to find them both empty. There’s nothing helpful here at all.

      “This was a colossal waste of time,” I mutter  with a defeated huff, and I turn back to look at Theo. He moves past me and perches up on the desk, pulling out a hand-rolled cigarette and lighting it. He takes a long drag and then sighs, shifting to sit on the desk properly.

      “Smoking’s bad for you,” I scold him as I lean down and snatch it from his hand. I step back before adding, “Plus, you really shouldn’t smoke inside.”

      “I’m stressed, okay? Give a guy a break,” he replies with a smirk. “Plus, I don’t think it matters in here; I don’t think anyone will notice or care.” He gestures around at the barren space surrounding us. Nothing’s in here but the damned desk he’s sitting on.

      He thinks he’s stressed?

      He reaches out as if to take it back from me, but before he can, I step away from him and take a long drag of the cigarette myself. I need the stress relief more than he does.

      As I breathe in, I realise my mistake. I start to cough, mostly from surprise, and Theo starts laughing at me. I sniff the air and groan. How did I not realise?

      “That wasn’t tobacco, was it?” I ask him, despite already knowing the answer from the burn in my lungs and the slightest tinge of the beginning effects.

      “No, it was not,” he answers, before another quick chuckle escapes him. “You just had to go and snatch it.”

      “You’re saying this is my fault?” I question him in disbelief, raising an eyebrow in challenge as I stare him down. He holds his hands up in surrender, but I ignore them and continue. “You can’t really think this is a good time to get high?”

      “Those guys just tried to kill us!” he defends in an exaggerated, dramatic tone. “I legitimately almost died, and you’re going to lecture me, a fucking drug dealer no less, for smoking a little weed?” He gives me a look, like he’s just waiting for the penny to drop. It does.

      “We could have died.” Just saying the words aloud sends a shiver down my spine. An unpleasant chill replaces the buzz I’d started to feel. “Fuck it,” I announce, and I take another drag, holding it in for a few, before letting out a slow, deliberate breath. Theo gives me an incredulous look.

      “I legitimately almost died,” I parrot back at him, voice coated in sarcasm, and take another hit. I take a smaller one this time, and then offer the joint back to him.

      “There’s a lot of that going around today,” he jokes, and I laugh as he brings it to his lips, and I watch the bright orange glow on the end.

      “We’re going to need to find the assassins,” I inform him, growing serious, though I still snatch the joint back from him. I can’t believe I actually just spoke those words aloud.

      “How do you suppose we do that? If they got set up before, maybe it isn’t safe to contact them however you did last time,” Theo muses, snagging it back from me as soon as I’ve taken a hit.

      “I don’t know,” I groan, despite the fact I’m beginning to relax and a calm is settling over me. It’s more of an automatic reaction at this point.

      “We’ll find Caleb and sort this mess out, okay?” Theo promises. “And then I’ll fix my mess, well, probably. Or I’ll buy a nice villa somewhere and disappear, what do you think?”

      “If you choose the villa option, can Caleb and I come with you?” I joke. “We could make a retreat for people hiding out for whatever reason. Although, advertising it may prove problematic.”

      “Problematic?” he chokes on the smoke as he starts to laugh.

      “I mean, just a little,” I pull a face at him, wishing I could pull my phone out and hide behind it like I’d usually do. This much talking, to people other than my brother, is a little draining. Although, it might be the assassins, the kidnapping, and the car chase that have me feeling a little worn down. Not to mention, my feet also still throb from running in bare feet to escape, after climbing out of a window, and shimmying down a damn tree.

      “Say problematic again,” he requests, surprising me.

      “What? Why?” I move to sit on the desk next to him.

      “You say it differently. I smooth my voice out pretty well and try to adjust my accent for whoever I’m with, but the naturalness, the way you say it in that posh voice of yours, Scar, I can’t fake that.”

      “You don’t need to,” I insist, bringing my legs up onto the desk and crossing them, stretched out away from where I lean into Theo.

      “Easy for you to say. Say it again, come on,” he pleads in a light, playful tone. He offers the joint out, holding it to my lips for me as I take a toke. I breathe it out slowly, enjoying the moment.

      “Problematic,” I repeat, trying not to cringe from the full amount of attention he’s paying to me.

      “Problematic,” he echoes, trying to imitate my voice. My jaw drops in fake outrage.

      “I don’t sound like that,” I tell him, deliberately playing up the superior, spoilt rich girl in my voice.

      “Oh, you totally do,” he teases. I suddenly realise how close we’ve gotten and pull back a little. Snagging the joint back from him, I frown when I notice it’s nearly finished. “Are you going to steal my last hit?” he asks me, his turn for fake horror. I flash him a grin, before putting it to my lips. I breathe in, but before I can exhale, Theo’s lips are over mine. My mouth opens a little from shock, and he sucks in, stealing the smoke. He leans back and exhales slowly after a couple of seconds, smirking once he’s done.

      “You little sneak!” I accuse, and he kisses me again.

      I kiss him back without thought, my hands sliding over his arms as he wraps them around me. He moves, standing at the edge of the desk. He tugs me towards him, then leans down to kiss me again. I swear this guy could kiss a woman senseless. We’d kissed once when I was sixteen. But that was before. I didn’t want anything more then, but I most certainly do now. So long as there are no strings attached.

      “This can’t turn into anything more,” I tell him between kisses. He grunts a sound of agreement, silencing my lips again with his. My hands travel down to his jeans, unbuttoning them in a flash. Following my lead, he pulls off my shirt, throwing it across the room without a care for where it lands.

      “It would become too complicated. I’m not sticking around once this mess gets sorted,” I continue, when he steps back to look at me in appreciation. He trails soft fingertips down over my shoulder, going back up to slowly tug down my bra strap on his next descent. He does the same on the other side, before reaching behind my back and unclipping it. I tug it the rest of the way off, dropping the bra onto the floor, to be forgotten along with my shirt.

      “Way too complicated,” he agrees, pulling his own shirt off, and with that, I’m distracted from pesky things like clear thoughts, common sense, or listening to whatever he was saying. I pull him close, bringing his head down to mine so our lips can meet.

      I hold him onto him, wrapping my legs around his waist, and or grinding my body against him through our remaining clothes, making it clear what I’m after. I mean, it is my birthday. I pause for a second, caught off guard.

      It’s my birthday.

      One had told me my birthday was a day away, and I’d slept since then. I’d lost most of a day in the middle of everything, and now I’m officially eighteen

      “What’s wrong?” Theo asks, pausing to see if I’m okay. I smile at him.

      “I was just thinking that it’s my birthday, and despite everything else going on, I really want to some fun on my birthday,” I smirk, reaching up and running my hand over his short, but thick, dark hair, loving the feel of the texture against my skin. “Will you help me have some fun?” I tease, practically batting my lashes. Not that it’s at all needed from what I can feel pressed against me.

      “Even if it wasn’t your birthday, I’d still be happy to oblige.” He smiles again, a wide smile that shows off his perfect, white teeth. One thing Theo’s been blessed with, despite his circumstance, is good looks. As long as I’ve known him, he’s been damned attractive.

      “Such a gentleman,” I joke, resting my thumbs on the edges off his jeans and pushing them downwards. As they hit the floor, I pause, realising we’ve forgotten something. “Have you got anything?” I ask, and he frowns for a second in confusion until it clicks.

      “Uh, shit, no. Do you?” he replies, not bothering to hide the hopefulness in his tone. .

      “When I was kidnapped by assassins, for some reason I didn’t think to grab any.” I laugh, although I feel the tiniest bit bitter at missing out. I start to grab my shirt, when Theo presses his hand on my chest and lightly pushes me back down onto the desk, until I’m flat on my back. He tugs off my shoes, followed by my thick, black leggings. “Did you miss the part where we can’t have sex?” I question him, a little bemused by his efforts to continue to undress me.

      “Maybe not, but I like to think I’m a satisfaction-guaranteed kind of man,” he says in a teasing voice. I’m about to ask what he means, when he moves and presses a kiss to the top of my thigh. With my legs still dangling over the edge of the desk, and only my flimsy underwear covering me, I suddenly feel a little exposed. His fingers trail up the outsides of my legs, up over my thighs and to my hips. As he slides his hands back down again, he tugs off the last of my clothing with them. He places them on the desk, rather than throwing them across the room, and I’m grateful to know I won’t have to wander around naked looking for my damn underwear.

      His hot breath whispers against my skin as he settles between my legs, resting one hand on my waist and the other at my thigh. After a moment that drags, anticipation pooling in my stomach, he moves his hand. His thumb quickly finds its mark, and he brushes it over my flesh, moving it in slow, precise motions. I push up into his touch, a soft moan escaping my lips. His hand moves down, and where his thumb just was, I feel his tongue now. I shudder, almost overwhelmed as he begins to pleasure me.

      “Fuck,” I hiss in a mixture of pleasure and pain when he nips at me with his teeth. Just hard enough to make sure I’d feel it. Pleasant tingles zing through my body. I feel a pressure building, and my hands grip his head, holding him in place as he continues to move his tongue against me. My breath quickens, and I cry out as one of his fingers presses inside of me, soon followed by another.

      He continues his ministrations with his two fingers, steadily picking up the pace, all while he continues his assault on my clit with his tongue. He switches up the motions, testing my reactions, and repeating the ones that generate the best response. I moan, throwing one arm over my face to cover my mouth as I do, the sounds of desire that escape growing louder. The last thing we need is someone on another floor hearing us and coming to investigate.

      The constant, steady pleasure continues to build as his hand tightens on my waist, holding me in place. He puts more pressure behind the flicks of his tongue and moves his fingers faster, putting so much more urgency in his touch. Illicit sounds escape my lips as I feel a wave of pleasure rush through my entire being. I think I may yell his name amidst the jumble of unintelligible sound. He pulls away, leaving me feeling satisfied, if a little cold lying naked on the hard desk.

      Hearing a cough, I turn my head to the side. My eyes widen as I spot the receptionist standing in the doorway, staring at us both in shock. I scramble to grab my clothes and underwear, pulling them on in a dazed rush and notice Theo doing the same. She just stands there, watching us in silence. It’s more than a little creepy if I’m honest. Frowning, I give up on finding my bra. I can’t seem to find it no matter where I look. How the hell do you lose a bra in an empty room?

      Mostly dressed, but panting for breath, I turn back to the woman.

      “Did you find what you were looking for?” she asks, shooting me a very judgemental look.

      “We did, thanks so much,” Theo answers for me, a satisfied smile on his face. He grabs my hand, dragging me out of the room before she can object. We rush to the lift, me on slightly unsteady legs, though the panic from getting caught keeps me moving.

      “How long was she standing there do you think?” I ask, pressing the button for the ground floor and praying the lift doors will close us in before she can join us in here. Thankfully, they do.

      “About the time you started screaming my name, I think,” he answers playfully, pressing me against the side of the lift and trapping me there with his body.

      “At least she got to witness the big finale of the show,” I murmur back. He smiles at my words, before moving to steal another kiss. He keeps his lips over mine the entire way down.
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Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Taking a sip of my strawberry milkshake, I look across the table at Theo, watching him devour his food. As I watch him eat three times as much as I’d ordered, I wonder where he puts it all. It just seems to magically vanish after passing through his mouth, considering there’s not an ounce of fat on his delectable body.

      “Are you going to eat those?” he asks, already pulling the rest of my chicken nuggets towards himself. I’d eaten half of them, but my appetite seems to diminish as my worry for my brother and how I’m going to find him grows.

      “Help yourself,” I offer, after he shoves the first in his mouth. He grins. “What are we going to do now?” I ask.

      “Save some of those nuggets for me,” Three—no—Two says as he sits down next to Theo. I feel someone slide into the booth next to me as I stare across at Two in bewilderment.

      “Hey, One and Two. How’ve you been?” I throw out the sarcastic greeting to cover my apprehension, sure it’s their green-eyed leader sitting beside me without needing to look.

      “Enjoying a nice romantic dinner?” One questions in a similar tone.

      “Yes, it’s delicious,” I quip, before taking another sip of my milkshake. I’d been pleased and surprised that the milkshake machine was working for a change when I wanted one. I don’t come in here often, but whenever I do, the machine never works.

      I’d convinced Theo we should come here because no one would think to look for us here. Little did he know, I’d sort of tricked him into coming here and buying me a milkshake. Thanks to not having access to any of my money right now, I’d actually needed him to do that for once.

      “Why did you drive off?” Two grills me, stealing another chicken nugget. Theo bats his hand away when he immediately tries for a third, drawing the line.

      “Uh, people were shooting at us. Did you not hear the gunshots?” I answer. Surely that’s explanation enough?

      “Yeah, what the fuck was that?” One asks Theo, his left eyebrow raised.

      “A problem for another time, and not one that concerns you,” Theo replies.

      “Fair enough,” I’m surprised to hear One respond. Why does Theo get such an easier time communicating with him than I do?

      “Is my brother okay?” I demand. “Can I speak to him?”

      “He’s fine, and you can see him later,” Two answers with a small smile.

      “How did you find us?” I ask, curious to know how they caught up to us so fast. If I made a mistake, I need to know so that I can ensure I don’t make it again when I leave with Caleb.

      “Tracker in your shoe. We had to lose them first before finding you, but then it was just a simple matter of following the map to you,” Two answers again, his intense stare boring into me. I’m surprised he isn’t looking over at One constantly for approval of everything he says.

      “You put a tracker in my shoe?” My eyes widen in surprise. How the hell did they hide a tracker in my shoe?

      “Just a little one.” Two shrugs.

      “I’m guessing you two haven’t been in here eating this entire time, so where have you been?” One picks up with the questioning. I feel heat creeping into my cheeks, and I hope to hell nobody notices.

      “We stopped by one of my mother’s businesses. I wanted to check it out, see if I could find anything that would prove one of us wrong—

      “—Are you fucking serious?” One interrupts, cutting me off before I can continue.

      “Well, yeah. We—

      “—I don’t care what you thought you were doing. You could have been caught. How can you be this stupid and still be alive?” he demands, as if the possibility of someone like me making it in the world really is that unbelievable.

      “Aw, and I thought you didn’t care,” I reply mockingly, rolling my eyes. Asshole.

      “I don’t,” he answers bluntly. “But you’ve seen my face. You’ve seen the faces of Two and Three. You getting yourself caught puts us at risk too. That I won’t allow.”

      “Is that a threat?” My fists clench underneath the table on reflex.

      “Take it however you want, but you won’t be doing that again.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Did you find anything?” Two interjects, drawing my attention back to him.

      “No, and that in itself is the problem,” I remark, making him frown from confusion. “The entire place had been cleared out, other than her desk. I checked it though, but the drawers were empty too. It was honestly a little freaky. I swear I would have heard if they moved offices, all she talks about at dinner is business, but she’s not said a thing about it.”

      “That is pretty strange,” One admits, before sighing. “I don’t think you or your friend tried to screw with us.”

      “Really? You’ve only just figured that out?” I ask, giving him what I hope is a look that coveys both my fury and my complete judgement at his idiocy at taking so long to come to this conclusion.

      “I had to make sure.” He shrugs, as if his ridiculous actions are all totally justified.

      “Now that you’re sure, can I get my brother and leave?” I plead, somehow knowing that I won’t like his answer, but asking anyway.

      “No. Because while you may not be the one that screwed us, you and your brother are involved in this. Letting you both run off and get caught or killed won’t help me, so I’m not going to do it,” he states without blinking.

      “Well, we don’t care about what helps you,” I retort.

      “It’s a good thing that I don’t care that you don’t then, isn’t it?” he drawls, leaning back in his seat a little, as if trying to feign relaxation.

      “When can my brother and I leave then? How long will it take you to figure this all out?” I demand, my volume increasing with my fury. “It took you long enough to figure out the obvious.”

      “Keep it down, Scar,” Theo says gently, his eyes sweeping over the place in a paranoid manner.

      “Keep it down?!” I snap. “Are you fucking kidding me? Did you not hear him?” Two looks away as I snap at Theo, and then One rests his hand on my shoulder. “Take. Your. Hand. Off. Me.” I bite out.

      “Breathe. We will let you and your brother go once this is taken care of,” he says quietly.

      “I don’t believe you,” I reply, shrugging his hand off as my heart begins to race in my chest, and my head starts to spin. I know that I can’t trust him. I can’t trust anyone.

      “Well, I believe that if I keep your brother safe now, you’ll do the same when we let you go, and you won’t talk. Am I right?” he asks me, in a tone softer than I’d thought him capable of.

      “If you kept my brother safe, I’d do anything,” I answer without a moment’s hesitation. He blinks, probably not expecting that level of conviction in my agreement.

      “That’s what I thought. Now, why wouldn’t we let you go if we thought you weren’t going to pose a threat? Do you honestly think we want to kill a child for no reason?” he asks me seriously, and I look between him and Two. I shake my head despite my reluctance to admit it, if we complied, he wouldn’t need to kill us. “We don’t,” he agrees.

      “Bad people for money, those are the jobs we take,” Two offers in a low voice. I spare a look at Theo who looks super uncomfortable next to Two all of a sudden.

      “What qualifies someone as bad?” I ask.

      “It’s easy to figure out if someone’s bad, Scarlett. What’s harder is determining if someone’s good,” Two answers vaguely.

      “What kind of things make someone bad?” I insist. If these killers profess to have morals, I want to know where their lines are drawn.

      Would they readily shoot Theo because he sells drugs? Or would the fact he does it to provide for his family mean anything?

      “Anyone who hurts kids, criminals of various degrees, and there was this one guy who killed his eighteen-year-old girlfriend. Her parents hired us when he got off on a technicality after an issue with the evidence. Her parents knew bad when they saw it,” he elaborates, casting a look around to make sure nobody is paying us any attention.

      “What about me?” Theo asks my unasked question.

      “Not unless we have to,” One answers, looking him directly in the eye. “Now, sharing time has been fun and all, but we need to get moving.”

      “Why?” I complain, happy to sit here and drink milkshakes all night, especially if it would irritate One, which for some reason, since meeting him, I’ve had a growing urge to do.

      “No,” he deflects.

      “No?” I echo.

      “You don’t get to ask any more questions. That was it. Now come on,” he demands, already standing. Two follows suit. I share a commiserative look with Theo, though we relent, standing to join them.

      “So, where are we going?” I inquire as we walk out, ignoring what One had just said completely. Two barks out a laugh when One curses under his breath.

      “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” Theo hisses to me, as we follow One and Two out of the fast food restaurant.

      “He just gets on my nerves, okay?” I brush Theo off, hoping he’ll drop it. He gives me concerned look, before facing ahead again, continuing to follow after the others. They lead us out, towards a familiar, silver Mercedes.

      After a moment or two of silence, Theo turns to me again, and I pause, letting One and Two get a little further ahead. He runs his eyes over me from head to toe, before meeting my eyes again in a penetrating stare.

      “I think I’m definitely the better liar,” he announces, then spins on his heel to continue walking to the car. He leaves me standing here, staring after him in a mixture of shock and confusion.
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Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      A drug dealer, two assassins, and a blonde walk into a bar… I try not to roll my eyes as we cut through the hotel bar, heading straight for the lifts now that One has returned with the key cards for our rooms. We sound like a tragic excuse for a joke. 

      “What floor are we on?” I ask, as we all cram into the small lift.  

      “Seven,” One answers, hitting the button before I can. 

      “Awesome,” I mumble blandly, turning to stare at the wall of the lift rather than look at them. 

      The lift climbs up in silence as we all continue to ignore each other. We reach our floor without any stops, and file out, following One towards our room. He pauses outside of 716 and pulls a key card from a small envelope, before scanning it on the door. He gestures for me and Theo to step inside, handing Theo his bag as he passes by him. 

      “Shove it under the bed,” One instructs, before shutting the door on us. 

      I sigh, walking over to the bed without giving the room so much as a quick look around, before just flopping down onto it, face first, as Theo completes One’s mundane task. Fuck today.

      “Tired?” Theo questions, sitting down beside me.

      “Exhausted,” I answer. “And I need a shower too.”

      “I could always join you,” Theo offers.

      “In sleeping or showering?” I ask playfully, turning on the bed so that I can face him.

      “If you’re asking me if I’d rather sleep with you, or take a shower with you, my answer is why not both.” He grins.

      “What do you think One and Two are doing?” I ask, going off topic as my mind wanders. Theo’s smile falters. 

      “Braiding each other’s hair? Who gives a shit?” He shrugs, before standing up and beginning to pace.

      “What’s your problem?” I demand.

      “They are. Damn, Scar, they’re fucking assassins,” he whispers in an intense tone.

      “I know that. You think that I don’t?” I snap, annoyed at his insinuation that I don’t get the seriousness of the situation. Theo holds out his hands in front of him in surrender. 

      “I’m sorry, I know that you know. It’s just… they worry me, they’re killers. Fucking murderers for hire,” he grinds out, sounding a mixture of worried and pissed off at once. I bite my lip. Where did all this come from?

      “Look, this isn’t ideal. But I need my brother, and I need my mother dead, and they are the best solution to both of those problems,” I answer after taking a deep breath. 

      “The easiest solution isn’t always the best one, Scar.”

      “You think that this is fucking easy? Fuck you, Theo,” I retort angrily.

      “Easiest doesn’t always mean it’s easy, just easier than the other bad options,” Theo tries to implore me to understand. 

      The door to the hotel room opens and One steps inside, while Two hovers behind him in the doorway. One looks between us curiously, and I feel heat creep into my cheeks.

      Fuck I hope we weren’t speaking louder than I’d thought.

      “You know what, I’m going for a shower. I need some time alone and that looks like the only way I’m going to get it right now,” I announce, striding past all of them into the bathroom, where I’m pleased to find towels waiting on the side by the sink. The shower looks pretty decent too. I slam the door shut behind me and lock it. Feeling a sense of relief at the small barrier between me and all of them. 

      Guilt begins to nag at me as I turn on the shower, and begin to strip off my clothes. How can I take time to enjoy a shower while my brother’s in the care of an assassin. and there’s so much at risk? I shake the feeling off, swallowing the lump in my throat when it forms. I refuse to cry right now. I’d rather do anything than feel useless, unable to do anything but cry about it all.

      I step into the shower and feel the water crash down over my head, soaking my dark blonde hair to my scalp and shoulder. It washes over my face as I tilt my head back from the spray of the shower head, and I feel my worries ease as the hot water sinks into my skin and drenches me completely. 

      Fifteen damn minutes won’t hurt…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Lying on the bed, I stare across the room, watching One as he reads while sitting on the beige carpet near the door. The book’s in another language, though I can’t figure out which one. At first, I thought it might be in German, but I realised I didn’t recognise any of the words at all. After taking two years of it in school, I figured I probably would have known at least a few of them if the book were actually in German.

      “Are you going to stare at me the entire time, while we wait until they get back?” One questions, sounding bored. I sigh and turn over, looking away from him without speaking. It just had to be him that volunteered to stay here with me, while I was unaware the others even planned to depart, since I was in the shower. On the bright side, I’m finally clean and feeling relatively more human than before the hot jets of water did their job.

      “I never said you had to turn around,” he mutters, this time sounding a little put out, but I guess he’s not too bothered as the only other sound I hear is him turning a page in his book.

      “You didn’t have to, you made it clear what you wanted,” I grind out. How long had we been trapped in this room together now? “What time is it?” I ask, wondering how much longer it’ll be until Theo and Two get be back.

      “It’s just gone seven,” One answers.

      “But it was quarter to seven when I came out of the bathroom, that doesn’t make…” I trail off as I realise what I’m saying.

      “Doesn’t make sense,” he supplies for me. “Yeah, it feels like hours to me too.”

      “It’s just too…awkward,” I complain.

      “Awkward?” he questions.

      “Yeah. Between the whole you being a murderer thing, plus the fact you hold control over whether I get to see my brother again or not, yeah, that makes things pretty damn awkward for me,” I answer in an irritated tone.

      A harsh bark of  laughter escapes him, startling me. I roll back over to glare at him. He smirks at the sight of my annoyance. “Sorry, but you trying to take the moral high ground? It’s hilarious.”

      “Oh, fuck you,” I mutter, turning to stare up at the ceiling instead. “You kill people for money. You kidnapped me. And you’d kill my innocent, thirteen-year-old brother if you felt like you could rationalise it as keeping yourself safe.”

      “I’m not planning to kill your brother, Scarlett. I’m not planning to harm either of you, if you just do what you’re told for a little while.” He lets out a long, tired sigh, sounding weighed down by exhaustion.

      “I didn’t ask what you planned to do, I said what you would be willing to do. If the choice was presented to you, and you had to kill him to stop him from talking, or whatever else it is people like you worry about, you’d do it without blinking, no hesitation. I bet you didn’t even blink over kidnapping me. Just grabbed a scared girl off the streets when she was already running for her life,” I rant, still staring up at the ceiling.

      “You know, you did pretty well for your first kidnapping. You could try talking a little less next time, though. Also, don’t give away just how much of a weakness your brother represents for you, it’s safer to keep your cards to yourself,” One responds, taking me by surprise. I glance over at him, and he smiles, as if there’s any humour in what he’s just said.

      “That’s easy to say from the side of the kidnapper,” I scoff.

      “I’ve been taken too,” he says softly. His words send me reeling, and I stare at him, wondering if it’s possible to literally see someone in a new light.

      “When were you kidnapped?” I ask, somewhat sceptical.

      “It’s actually happened a few times. Most were training exercises, though I was never certain of that at the time. In this line of work, it pays to have someone trained to deal with anything, someone that you can trust won’t break under interrogation,” he explains with a shrug. “Joking aside, Scar, you did good. You didn’t crumble, and a lot of people would have under the circumstances. You’re a strong person, and I respect that.”

      I think about everything he’s said for a moment, just staring at my captor, before finally responding, “It may have been my first time being kidnapped, but it wasn’t my first time being held captive.” My words hang in the air for a moment, before my brain clicks on something. “You never denied it.”

      “I did not.”

      “How can you expect me to trust you when you just told me you’d kill an innocent child?” I ask him, not understanding how he could even think this is okay.

      “I wouldn’t want to, and I hope I don’t have to, but everyone has something they’d kill in order to protect. And you should trust me because I chose not to lie to you about it,” he answers plainly. He stands, leaving his book open, pages face down on the floor to save his place. He slowly walks over and sits on the edge of the bed. I try not to show how nervous him being this close to him makes me. “Would you kill Two or Three to save your brother? To protect him from harm?” he asks me finally.

      “It’s not the same,” I answer quickly, not wanting to think about what I’d do, just how far I’d go, to protect my brother.

      “Answer the question,” he demands.

      “Maybe, I don’t know. It’s not the same. Caleb is an innocent kid and, they’re…”

      “Killers?” One supplies in an annoyed tone.

      “Well, yeah,” I answer, shrugging. The two just aren’t comparable.

      “They’re also nineteen, only a year and a half older than you,” he adds, taking me by surprise. I’d thought the guys were at least in their early twenties.

      “And you?” I question, unable to stop myself from asking. Curiosity’s a bitch.

      “How old do you think I am?”

      I look him over, from his face, to his eyes, to his skin, and even over his height and build, trying to figure out some way of discerning his age. He doesn’t look old, but he doesn’t look young either. His green eyes appear too tired, and they look like they’ve seen way too much.

      “I’m not good at guessing games,” I finally reply, once I come to the conclusion that I can’t figure it out by looking at him.

      “I’m twenty-five,” he offers, taking me by surprise. I didn’t think he’d actually tell me anything about himself, even if by some miracle I had guessed it right.

      “Your turn, tell me something about you,” he requests, suddenly laying back onto the bed and stretching out across the bottom third of it. I move up closer to the headboard and think for a moment, wondering what to share about myself.

      “What kind of thing do you want to know?” I question, biting my lip nervously. Everything that pops in my head seems either too dumb or too trivial. Foods I like, favourite movies. All of it’s so unremarkable and boring, and for some insane reason, I don’t want One to think I’m either of those things.

      “Where is your favourite place in the world?” he throws out randomly.

      “I don’t have one, not anymore,” I answer with a small shrug.

      “Why not?” he asks, and I can hear the genuine curiosity in his voice.

      “It shut down a few years back. Don’t laugh, but my favourite place in the whole world was this rundown, second-hand bookstore. They made the best coffee upstairs though, and they’d let Caleb roam around their store all day long if he wanted to. He’d spend hours flipping through all the books while I relaxed and drank coffee. The owner was nice to Caleb, so we ended up going in there a lot. It beat going home once school was over.”

      “You read?” he asks, and I nod absently, lost in a memory of Caleb and how confused he’d been when the store just hadn’t been there anymore. I cringe as I remember him breaking in through a window and sitting in the middle of the empty store. I’d looked everywhere for him, and when it had finally occurred to me that he may have gone there, he’d already been sitting around inside an empty shop for hours by himself in the darkness.

      “I’m surprised you do. How do you fit in time for reading around all the kidnapping and murder for hire?” I can’t seem to help reacting to him with scathing sarcasm. He laughs, which I find odd, seeing as I’d expected him to bite back at me instead.

      “Ask me another question,” he offers.

      “What’s your real name?” I inquire, figuring it can’t hurt to try my luck.

      “Ask something else, you know I’m not going to tell you my name.” He gives me a pointed look from where he’s sprawled out, the look on his face seeming to contradict the casualness of his position. Thanks to his towering height, his legs hang off the bed by quite a bit. Speaking of towering height…

      “How tall are you?” I ask.

      “Six-four and a half, you?” he returns, raising an eyebrow as he runs his eyes over me.

      “Five-four,” I answer. “Is there a point to this little question and answer game?”

      “I figured as much. There is, but just wait. What’s your favourite food?” he continues with his inquiry.

      “Either pasta or pizza. Death by carbs sounds like a good way to go if it includes those two things,” I answer, wondering where the hell he’s going with this.

      “Pizza’s my favourite, it’s Two’s as well, but Three won’t eat anything that isn’t 99% sugar. I once saw him eat a chocolate bar, doused in cream, then dipped in melted chocolate, and then covered in sprinkles,” One says, sounding more than a little disgusted at the mention of Three’s odd food choice. A small smile sneaks its way across my face.

      “Are you related to the twins?” I ask. I doubt it from their looks, but he seems to truly care about the two slightly-younger men.

      “Not by blood, but we’re a family now regardless.”

      “The family that slays together, stays together, huh?” I remark.

      “You seem pretty focused on the killing part of our lives,” he comments.

      “You’re assassins, is there another part of your lives?” I ask.

      “That’s what I’m trying to show you.” He sighs, getting up off the bed and heading to the bathroom. “Don’t go anywhere, but I can’t wait a minute longer for a shower,” he calls over his shoulder as he walks in, and I turn back to the ceiling.

      Sure, why not, I’ll just wait in this boring hotel room by myself. It’s not as if I have anywhere else to go… and it’s not like I have anything to do while I wait here. Maybe I should try reading his book, it could be fun attempting to make sense of whatever language it is?

      When the shower comes on, it sounds surprisingly louder than I expected. I glance over, and my eyes widen as I see that he’s left the bathroom door wide open. And he’s already started stripping... I sit frozen, staring open-mouthed for a moment, in what I try and convince myself is shock horror, but if I’m honest, is mostly just me checking him out.

      Regardless of his chosen career path, I must admit, he’s nice to look at. He’s turned away from me as he continues to pull his clothes off, and I get to see a tattoo covering a large portion of his back. I’d need to be closer to see it properly, but whatever it is, it looks damn good. His body is well-toned, muscular, but not ridiculous.

      “I left the door open so that I could keep an eye on you, not the other way around,” he calls over his shoulder as he’s walking into the shower. I know I should look away, but I seem helpless to do so, watching the water crashing over his body as he steps underneath it.

      Despite his words, he makes no move to cover himself as he showers, going so far as to leave the sliding, glass shower door open too, leaving him in my direct line of sight. Not even so much as a little fogged up glass between us.

      What kind of person spies on an assassin in the shower? Spies on anyone in the shower? And why the hell does he seem totally okay with it?

      As he lathers up using the shower gel provided by the hotel, I get comfy and decide that considering he doesn’t seem to care, I won’t let myself either. Apparently, I’m the kind of girl who spies on a hot assassin in the shower, even if he is an asshole. As he rises off the soap and leans his head back into the flow of water, letting it run down his face, I decide that I’m okay with that.
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Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Scarlett?” Caleb’s voice lures me gently from my sleep, but I try and resist, snuggling back underneath the covers. “Scar, get up,” he insists, and I feel a hand shaking my shoulder.

      “Go away,” I grumble, batting my brothers hand away with my own. It takes me a few seconds for the fog of sleep to clear, but the moment it does I bolt upright and pull Caleb into a quick hug.

      “You’re okay!” I exclaim, still feeling half-asleep as I pull back, only realising it’s a stupid thing to say once I’ve said it. I throw off the covers, and look down at myself, still fully dressed other than my shoes.

      After what had happened with One’s personal shower show, I wasn’t going to be taking any chances. And somehow, I’d convinced myself that if I stayed fully dressed, nothing else weird would happen between the two of us. It had somewhat worked, after the shower he’d stepped out, telling me not to leave under any circumstances. I’d stayed up as long as I could take the boredom, but eventually sleep had lulled me into its clutches.

      “Did you think I wasn’t going to be?” he asks, his brown eyes flooding with concern.

      “No, of course not. I just had some weird dreams. What are you doing here?” I ask him quietly, my eyes flickering around the room, noticing that we’re alone.

      “They’re all in the room next door, but they’re getting ready to leave. They found something, but I don’t know what.” He shrugs, clearly not too interested in whatever they’ve found, unfortunately I am.

      “Wait here,” I direct him, before shoving my shoes back on and darting out of the room. It only occurs to me once I step outside that I can’t remember which room it is. Luckily for me, my brother doesn’t listen to my command and follows me out into the long, hotel corridor.

      “It’s that one,” Caleb says, pointing at the door to the right of our room.

      “Is it worth me trying to ask you to stay here again?” I ask him seriously. He shakes his head and shoots me a mischief-filled grin. I roll my eyes. “Fine, but stick close to me.” I knock on the door and wait.

      Theo opens the door a moment later, giving me a slightly sheepish look at having been caught in here with them. “Hey, Scar,” he greets awkwardly, blocking the door.

      “What’s going on?” I demand. He licks his lips nervously, before looking between me and Caleb. He sighs. “They figured out a link.”

      “A link?”

      “Stop talking in the fucking doorway, come in or get out,” One barks from inside. Theo begrudgingly steps out of the way to let me and Caleb in.

      “What’s going on?” I question as soon as Theo shuts the door after us. I’m surprised when Caleb walks straight in and sits down next to Two looking almost happy to see him again. What did he do to my brother?

      “We found a link between us,” Two answers.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, looking between the three of them, not caring who answers as long as someone does it quickly.

      “Our ex-handler. He used to hook up most of our work for us, but there was an incident, and so we started doing everything ourselves,” Three explains.

      “What does your handler have to do with me?”

      “Ex-handler,” One mutters unhelpfully.

      “He met with your mother, and we think they’re meeting again tonight. So we need to go now and deal with this instead of wasting time. If it’s him that’s fucked us, we need to be careful because he won’t stop here.” Two stands up and starts pacing as he speaks, the movement unsettles Caleb who watches his back and forth intently.

      “They’re meeting, and you know where?” I ask, glancing out of the window at the completely black, night sky. She could be with this guy right now, and this could be over tonight. Not tomorrow, or next week, or after even more years of pain and suffering, tonight it could be all over. For real this time. “When do we leave?”

      “You’re not going anywhere, so don’t even try talking your way into it,” Theo announces.

      “And you became the boss of me, when?” I question sarcastically, narrowing my eyes on my friend. He glares back silently.

      “I have to agree with your friend. We’re going. Now. And you’re staying here with your brother and him.” One turns his attention to Two and Three. “I’ll meet you guys in the car, I need to grab something from the other room before we go. Before anyone can argue, he’s moving and out of the room in less than three seconds from when he’s finished speaking.

      Two and Three share a glance, before heading towards the door themselves. Two pauses, before returning back to my brother. He pulls something out from his pocket and hands it to Caleb awkwardly. Is that an old Gameboy? Caleb’s face lights up as he switches it on, not even thinking to say thank you before playing. It’s not that he’s rude, he just honestly forgets.

      “Thank you,” I say to him quietly as Two walks back past me. I don’t know what happened while Caleb was left in his care for the day, but whatever happened, Caleb liked Two. There are definitely better role models for Caleb to be around, but at least he isn’t traumatised from his time in the care of killers.

      “I need to speak to One before he leaves,” I announce, leaving Theo to sit with Caleb as I follow the twins out of the room. I watch them both disappear down the corridor as I knock on the door of the room I’m staying in. I just had to leave my keycard inside.

      An idea comes to me as I’m waiting for him to answer. I bend down, slipping off my trainers and looking at them feeling puzzled, until I notice a small sticker on the inside of the heel. I tug and it comes free. Curious, I run my fingers over it, feeling something hard inside of the sticker.

      Can a sticker really be used as a tracking device?

      I hear movement behind the door and drop my shoes, shoving my feet back into them, just as One pulls the door open. “Hey,” I greet him awkwardly. He steps aside to let me in, and I try and rationalise the plan in my head as I step inside and shut the door behind me.

      “What do you want?” he demands.

      Fuck, it’s now or never.

      Without another word, I step up to him, biting my bottom lip nervously as my hands slowly reach up and rest on his shoulders. He gives me a curious look, but doesn’t pull away. I take a deep breath and try to expel the images of him in the shower from my mind, but it’s no use. I tug on his shoulders, pulling his head down to my level.

      He takes the bait, his hesitance vanishing as he enraptures my lips with his own. I move my hands from his shoulders, running them over his body, feeling the toned muscles I’d seen earlier. I try not to enjoy it, but it’s impossible.

      One backs me up against the wall, pinning me there with his large frame. I should probably be afraid, but I’m not. I sneak the sticker into his back pocket, but continue to kiss him, reasoning that I don’t want to call his attention back to reality the second I’ve slipped the tracker in there.

      Finally, I know I have to pull away. I know either I stop now, and he leaves, or we won’t stop at all. “I just wanted to do that before you left,” I lie, hoping like hell I can fool him this time. I’m a little breathless, but I try to keep my focus. I need one more thing for this to work. For this not to have been pointless.

      “That’s fine,” he responds quietly, looking a little too intensely at me. I turn away, hoping it comes off as me being shy or embarrassed rather than guilty. “I have to go, but we can finish this later, if you’d like,” he offers, his voice low.

      “And here I thought you didn’t like me,” I joke, trying to keep it light. Why the hell is this so hard?

      “I like you too much,” he admits, grabbing my wrist and tugging me back to him. He kisses me again, and then steps away. He snags a large bag from underneath the bed, and heads towards the door. I try not to worry about what exactly is in the bag, but my mind begins to roam regardless.

      “Wait, do you have a phone I can use?” I ask, snapping myself back into focus as his hand touches the door. He pauses, before turning back and pulling one from the front pocket of his jeans and throwing it to me. I just about catch it with the tips of my fingers.

      “The lock code is 5678 because Three set it, and he’s an idiot,” One explains in an exasperated voice.

      “Thanks, I appreciate it,” I respond with a smile. At least I won’t forget the code. He pauses in the doorway, giving me an unreadable look. “What?” I prompt him.

      “Goodbye, Scarlett. Stay safe.”

      I watch feeling a little bewildered from the remark as he leaves, closing the door gently behind him. Unable to waste time dwelling on his strange behaviour, I unlock the phone and look for anything that could be a tracker app.

      I pause over an icon of a cat and dog over a light blue background. They hadn’t mentioned pets. I click it, and a map pops up, with a little moving pinpoint getting further away from here. I grab Theo’s car keys, and head out of the door, creeping as quietly past the other room as I can while moving quickly.

      Now I can find out what’s really going on with my mother,  like hell am I going to wait here while this all happens. She’s a cockroach of a surviver, and I have to make sure they take care of this. If she survives, me and Caleb aren’t safe. We never will be.

      If One, Two, and Three can’t, or won’t, kill my mother, then I will.
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Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve never been car sick before in my life, but I’ve been ready to vomit out of the car window the entire drive here. As I slowly crawl the car past the private drive that leads to the home where the tracker had taken me, I try to take a few calming breaths. There’s something familiar about this place that has set me even more on edge than I’d been on the way here.

      I drive a little further down the road, and ditch the car beside some trees. It’s not exactly well hidden, but they wouldn’t be able to see the car from the house at least. I look around hopelessly for wherever it is that the guys have left their shitty Mercedes, but there’s no sign of the thing out here.

      Biting my lip, I glance down at the phone screen again, making sure that the tracker’s signal is definitely coming from the home that I think it is. The last thing I want to do is break and enter into the wrong damn house.

      Using the cover of trees and bushes that spread across the grounds surrounding the property, I make my way silently towards the house. Only the sound of my own breathing keeps me company. I’m lucky it’s so dark out here. There’s a bleak emptiness in the sky tonight, with all the night’s lights hidden behind thick, dark clouds. Only one faint glow shines behind them, but no moonlight’s being cast from its weak gleam, diminished too much through the clouds.

      Finally, I reach the large, sprawling home, and again, a feeling of deja vu hits me. The nerves are probably just getting to me, it’s no wonder I’m not feeling great… The violent churning of my stomach is a completely normal reaction for someone to have when they’re planning to kill their mother, if the assassins they’d hired fail.

      I creep around the edge of the large house, looking for a way in, surprised when one presents itself so easily in the form of a door left ajar. I shove my phone into my pocket and then ball my hands into fists as I approach the door. The lack of security around this place is terrifying. A home like this should have security, and the fact that it doesn’t, paired with the open door, can’t be a coincidence. After taking a cautious look through the crack for signs of life, I nudge the door open more with my foot and slip inside. I leave the door as I found it, and move quietly into the dark room, listening out for any sounds.

      The sound of a familiar feminine laugh sets me on edge. The sound was faint, and I head towards the direction it came from, exiting the dark room and into a faintly lit entrance hallway, with a large staircase leading up. I stay close to the wall and glance around, attempting to figure out where the laugh came from.

      Muffled voices come through a shut door on the other side of the entrance hallway. I bite my lip and debate approaching, when the door handle begins to turn. Adrenaline rushes through me, and I haul ass towards the stairs, rushing up them as quietly as I can while glancing back over my shoulder a few times.

      Luckily for me, the person opening the door must have paused, as the door only just opens as I reach the top of the stairs, and dart down to hide behind the bannister at the top of them. I peer around the edge to try and spy on them. My mother stands next to a man, and One and Three stand across from them, at an angle to my position, putting me in neither of their direct lines of sight from my position.

      “I don’t understand what the big problem is?” My mother’s voice complains from below.

      “Neither do I,” a familiar voice agrees with her complaints. The rest of the conversation is tuned out as my brain latches onto his voice. I know that voice.

      He turns slightly, and I finally see his face. Air catches in my throat, and I have to fight not to choke and give away my position. The face I’ve tried to forget for the last year, and he’s here. With my mother, and with the guys.

      Why are they just talking to him? Don’t they know he’s a monster, that she is, too?

      Memories flicker through my brain, and suddenly all of the wounds feel fresh. The stitches that had been holding me together have been ripped out, leaving me hiding, huddled on the floor, quietly gasping for breath, all while trying to remain undetected. When I make the mistake of closing my eyes it’s as if I’m there again. I can feel the clammy hands, and smell his breath. I force my eyes open, staring at the floor intently.

      Maybe they’re all monsters. Everyone here.

      I look around, and I can’t believe it took me so long to realise where this is, and whom this house belongs to. I was brought in blindfolded, but I hadn’t been the entire time I was inside. Suddenly I find myself staring around me everywhere, trying to match up the present with my partially repressed memories.

      It’s the memory I refuse to acknowledge on the occasions it attempts to rise up. But somehow it’s the one that drives me in everything I do. It’s reason that I know I have to get Caleb far away from here. Somewhere we’ll both finally be safe.

      The memory of my seventeenth birthday…
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Chapter Seventeen

          

          Scarlett’s Seventeenth Birthday

        

      

    

    
      I stare blankly at the wall, watching as a drop of moisture trails down the bleak, beige wallpaper. I’m paying so much attention to the slow racing trails as they make their way down, that I can barely notice the man fucking me from behind.

      I barely even notice the way his clammy hands grab my hips, moving every so often to smack my ass, maybe even pull my hair unimaginatively. Or how the sweat from his body has brushed off against my skin and is clinging there repulsively.

      Already I’m desperate for another shower, and I’ve only just got out of one. I had been clean and dressed, and was desperate to leave. It was all over, I’d told myself… until he’d demanded I get back onto the bed.

      After roughly tearing off my freshly put on clothes, leaving them discarded over the bed and the floor without care, he’d pushed me down. Knowing what was coming, I’d chosen to turn over and stare at the wall. Anything is better than looking at his face. Seeing his eyes, and his pleasure at my lack of.

      She’d said I just had to do it once. Then it would be over, and Caleb would be safe. She’d leave him alone, she wouldn’t let anyone else hurt him if I just did this one thing, this one time. But the one thing had turned to two things, then three, then photos of the fourth, as if I didn’t feel ruined enough already.

      But then, it was over. Just for a few moments, I really thought it was. Again, I was wrong. Always wrong. I can’t trust anything anymore, or anyone. And never her. She can’t be trusted with Caleb, she wouldn’t blink over trading him off too for the right price, the right favour, the right friendship she wants to cultivate. It doesn’t matter that I’ve kept up my end of the agreement, she’ll just take and take from us until there’s nothing left, because that is all she is capable of.

      His hand moves from my hip, between my legs to try and pleasure me. I quickly swat his hand away, shifting my position to make it more difficult for him to do it again. The idea of him touching me like that makes me feel even more sick than I already do. With his hand back on my hip, I return to the numbness of shutting him out.

      Glancing over at the clock, I see that it’s already nearly midnight, the day almost over. I’d arrived in the morning, stupidly expecting him to wait until night time, hoping against the odds that there would be some chance for an escape or a way to convince him against this. Maybe plead to some kind of morality in him.

      This morning I’d been stupid, naïve even. Not anymore. I’m nothing more than a product to be consumed on demand here, and it’s all thanks to her. She’d sold me, for what, I’ll probably never know. I wonder if it was worth it? What’s the going rate for destroying a person’s soul?

      I glance at the clock again for a distraction, just one more minute of the day left. An entire day of this, and it still isn’t over yet.

      Happy Fucking Seventeenth Birthday.
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        Scarlett’s story continues in book two, Violence & Charm.
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      Tapping my pen absently against the edge of my desk, I stare blankly at the computer screen in front of me. The sounds of the busy, London-based office barely reach my ears as I zone out. A hand waves in front of my face, trying to demand my attention back in reality.

      “Are you even listening to me? Hey! Earth to Kayla!” Lizzy chirps in her usual sing-song voice.

      “Huh?” I turn and look up at her, blinking as I pull myself back into focus.

      “I said, did you get that email about the meeting in the glass room? I’m on my way there now.” She gives a pointed look at the desktop, which is on the locked screen from my lack of use. Oops.

      “When did he send it?” I ask, trying not to yawn as I stretch a little in my seat.

      “I got mine about twenty minutes ago,” she answers absently, picking at the vibrant blue polish on her nails.

      I unlock my computer and check my emails. Sure enough: Team meeting in the glass room @ 2:30 p.m. Received at 2:12 p.m. An organised affair as usual, then. Eighteen minutes was actually a pretty good notice time for my manager, the creep.  Though, as I look around at the desks surrounding me, I’m not sure it will be enough.

      “He’ll be lucky if we’re all able to get there. Some of the guys are on break or stuck on calls. He never plans ahead for these things,” I mutter, leaning back in my seat. I’m not in any rush to be trapped in a room with my manager, awkwardly waiting for everyone else to show up. Even with Lizzy in there too with us too, it’s bound to be awkward.

      Ever since the Christmas party a few weeks ago, I’ve been avoiding the man at all costs. Not that I’d much liked his presence before then, but since I’d spurned his advances directly, he’s been hellish. Before the party, I couldn’t have imagined him being any worse than he was. How naive and optimistic of me, considering how the past few weeks have been.

      “I think he does it on purpose to drag out the meetings, waiting for us so he can avoid Clive.” Lizzy looks pointedly over at him as he leans down over the desk of one of the other team managers. Mindy is staring straight at her screen, her resting bitch face game strong as she listens to whatever Clive is telling her. Knowing him, whatever he’s telling her is completely incorrect, and Mindy is stuck humouring Mr Know-It-All until he goes away and she can finish her work in peace. If only he was as strict on the male managers as he is the females. I roll my eyes in annoyance.

      “Jay doesn’t even need to try to avoid him. Clive just lets Jay, Lee, and Kyle get on with it. They’re all idiots; it’s utter bullshit,” I mutter.

      “Come on, we better get in there anyway. Jay might check our call log, see we weren’t on call, and get pissy at us for being late,” Lizzy says, always the voice of reason. I really don’t want to get stuck alone with him while he tells me off like a child for not being busy working. Considering he spends the day surfing the web and going for near-constant smoke breaks, it’s not like he has room to talk. Hypocritical asshole. Shuddering at the thought of his slimy hands going for my ass, I dart my gaze towards the glass conference room and notice two of the guys from our team heading in.

      “Fine, it should be safe now.” I nod in the direction of Paul and Darren walking through the glass door.

      “Safety in numbers,” Lizzy jokes.

      “Safety with witnesses,” I reply, grinning despite our misery. I drag myself out of my swivel chair and walk silently with Lizzy to the glass room. She pushes the door open, allowing me to go first. I head in, quickly darting for the chair furthest away from our manager. I give Lizzy a smug smile when she drops down into the seat next to mine.

      “Is this it?” our manager, Jay, says loudly in an irritated voice. He looks around the mostly empty board table, while the skinny newbie takes a seat next to Lizzy. I think his name is Rhydian… or maybe Gideon. I squint at him, trying to think.

      As Jay starts talking, I zone out and settle on skinny guy’s name being Gideon. Rhydian sounds far too sexy, not suited to the skinny human. At least, I think he’s human. I concentrate on him, calling on my second sight. Colours swirl around the room, auras shimmering over the bodies of my co-workers. Everything is blurred, and yet, somehow clearer. Gideon’s soul is plain; a murky brown. No magic spilling from him at all. Definitely human.

      I look over at the rest of my co-workers in the room. As my eyes fall on Darren, a tiny pang of sadness hits me in my chest, as it always does. I smother the feeling quickly, focusing instead on his light, or rather, his dark. Darren’s soul is strikingly dark, but it has shimmers that roll over him with the magical current that blows across those of us blessed with being more. His magic is subtle; not particularly powerful, but shifters’ gifts don’t usually lie in magic, more in their physical strength. Paul, a human, sits next to Darren with his dull-coloured hue surrounding him, but Paul knows what sits around the table with him. Paul was raised by a cousin of Darren’s, and he’d been allowed in on the secret of supernatural existence that few humans are permitted to know.

      He is trustworthy, for a human at least. He’d grown up grateful to shifters for saving his life and raising him as one of their own.

      Lizzy’s aura is golden, and her hair always seems to be blown by an invisible wind, tossed about by the current that all magical beings know, but only some can see. Her soul is dazzling, almost blinding, when looking at it with my second sight. I will never understand why she chooses to work in an office when she’s clearly powerful, much more so than myself. She could work using her gifts instead of being stuck in an office with a split population.

      Working for a company that also hires humans sucks sometimes. No magical amenities in the office. No using your gifts on site. The red tape they wrap around us is suffocating, but we have to accommodate the unknowing humans.

      Darren, Paul, and Lizzy are the few people in this office I’d actually go for a drink with, and every Thirsty-Thursday night we do exactly that. I blame the cheap three-for-one drink offer at Rosie’s. How they make a profit on that is beyond me. Our Thursday nights always end with me, Lizzy, and Paul splitting a taxi fare home and dying at work the next day. However, they also always end with Darren pulling some sexy female shifter and taking her… well, wherever it is that shifters go to get it on. Maybe a bed, maybe the woods… who knows? I feel the smirk spreading across my face as I try to hold back the snigger that wants out.

      “Something funny, Kayla?” Jay asks, smacking his hand onto the desk to get my attention. I jump in my seat.

      “No, nothing. Sorry.” I look up at him, biting my tongue on all the things I wish I could say. ‘Yes, sir. Your attempt at pretending to be a real manager is hilarious.’ Or even a basic, but classic, ‘Your face is funny.’ I’m not sure how well that would go over, but it’s probably not worth finding out. Honestly, if anything, his face is kind of scary rather than funny-looking. Not his actual features themselves, but how he looks at people. His eyes are like creepy little beads that watch your every move.

      “Have you even been listening to a word I’ve said?” he asks, and I bite my lip. Fuck, I have no idea what this freaking meeting is about.

      “Of course I have,” I answer with fake confidence, knocking my foot into Lizzy’s leg under the table. Save me. I push the thought into her mind, and instantly I feel a tingle flow over me. My mouth opens, speaking with my voice, but it’s not me controlling the words. “You were just explaining about the new CRM system that is being rolled out next week. And how we need to be trained to use it sometime before then, so you’ll be pulling us out in smaller groups for the two-hour sessions,” my voice explains flawlessly. I feel the tingle fade and shoot a grateful smile at Lizzy. Darren gives me a knowing look, not fooled for a second, but luckily the only one I need to fool is Jay, and Jay is human. His face turns disgruntled, clearly unhappy that his chance to get me in trouble has been ruined somehow. My smile grows wider.

      “Well, that’s everything then,” Jay says, his voice grumbly.

      “Did we really need a meeting for this?” the new guy asks quietly, and everyone turns, wide-eyed, to look at him in alarm. Poor little human. So new, and now he’s already doomed to suffer for eternity, or at least for his tenure here.

      Jay looks at him like a cat that’s just caught a mouse, and I know he wants to play with his kill.

      “What do you mean, Gideon?” he asks. I high-five myself in my head. I knew his name was Gideon!

      “Um, I just meant that, um, wouldn’t an email have… We just have so much backlog at the moment… I don’t…” He finally allows his nervous explanation to trail off. Jay stalks around the table to stand behind him. It’s intimidating as shit to have your obviously pissed-off boss standing right behind you, and Jay knows it.

      “Are you the team manager now, Gideon? Would you like to go sit in my seat over there? Do you want to make the decisions on which directives need to be given in person, and which over the group email? Do you want to make the decision about which new employee isn’t working out? Because I make those fucking decisions,” he shouts, slamming his hand down. All of us cringe in our seats. Other than Darren, that is. He looks pretty relaxed as he leans back, tapping away on his phone, just ignoring the situation completely. Jay wouldn’t dare tell him off for it, though. He’s way too scared of the bulky shifter. The dominance Darren lets off is enough to scare most people, even dumb humans.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

      “I don’t give a rat’s ass about what you meant, newbie. Get the fuck out of here,” Jay says, cutting Gideon off. The new hire looks about ready to sink to the floor in a messy puddle of melted human. Shit, he can’t seriously be telling him to leave-leave, right? Surely he only means out of the glass room... “What are you doing just sitting there? Go pack up your shit and leave,” he adds angrily, and my eyes widen when I realise he’s deadly serious. What a prick. He really can’t stand anyone correcting his bullshit.

      “Don’t you think you’re being a little harsh?” I ask, the words flying out of my mouth before I can crush the fuckers with sense. He turns his glare on me.

      “Everyone except Miss Harlow, get the hell out of the glass room,” he growls, and they all hastily get to their feet. The new guy is the first to the door, in a rush to escape the embarrassment of being sacked in his first week at a company I doubt he even wanted to work for in the first place. “Newbie, go sit by my desk. We’ll discuss this in a minute, once I’m done with Kayla,” he adds. Gideon’s gaze flies to me from the doorway, and he gives me a small nod of appreciation. I gave Jay’s anger a new target—me. He may not get fired today, but I might. I sigh, watching everyone else file out of the room. Lizzy shoots me a worried look over her shoulder as she exits, the last to leave.

      I watch as Jay crosses the room and slowly pulls down all of the blinds, cutting off the rest of the office to give us complete privacy. Once they’re all closed, I hear the deafening turn of the lock on the door and gulp anxiously. This really can’t be good. He strides back across the room, strutting like a fucking peacock, before climbing up and sitting on the table close to me.

      I push my chair back a bit to give myself some more space. I don’t like how he’s looking down at me, so I tug my shirt up a little, paranoid he can see too much.

      Having a curvy frame sucks sometimes. Clothes that cover and look modest on mannequins almost always end up looking a little provocative on me, thanks to my chest, hips, and ass. The rest of the world never lets you forget that when you’re a curvy girl, either.

      “While I’m shouting at the newbie for questioning my management, you decide that that is the opportune moment to do the very same?” he asks, scooting a little closer. Why do men have to sit with their damn legs apart? I am way too close to his crotch for comfort right now.

      “I didn’t mean to question your management, it’s just that he’s new. Can’t you cut him some slack?” I ask, trying to keep my voice even and stay calm. My grandma always said you catch more flies with honey than vinegar, and Jay reminds me so much of a fly. Small, annoying, and pesky, they always fly around when you don’t want them near.

      “And what about you, Harlow? Should I cut you some slack too?” he asks, his voice dropping lower, and I shudder at the sound of it. Creep.

      “Well, I don’t think I deserve to be sacked for sticking up for Gideon. He’s new. He’ll get the memo to keep his mouth shut and fall in line like the rest of the robots that work here,” I respond, cringing at the robot comment, worried I may get in trouble for that one, but he laughs.

      “I’m not going to fire you, Kayla,” he says, and I let out a relieved breath. “I mean, without you and Lizzy here, what else would I beat myself off to when I get home?” he adds, and I suck that breath right back in. He did not just say that. I choke on the air and he laughs, like it’s all just a joke to him. Maybe it is.

      “You really did not just say that,” I whisper in shock. He’s been crude before, but nothing so direct, so blatant. Other than at the work Christmas party, anyway. Jay continues speaking, as if he didn’t hear me.

      “If you really want me to give you a break, we could continue our fun from the Christmas party?” he suggests, and I instantly feel sick to my stomach. I’d assumed he was too drunk to fully remember exactly what happened, other than me turning him down. I’m suddenly right back there, like it’s happening all over again. I can feel his hands grabbing my ass roughly as he tries to shove his slimy tongue into my mouth.  I shove him off the desk, just like I shoved him off me that night. I’d grabbed Lizzy and left straight after, not in the mood to get drunk and be merry after that invasion of space. I look down, seeing his eyes blazing with anger from where he sits on the floor.

      “Screw you, asshole,” I bite out, turning on my heel as I head for the door. His hand grabs my shoulder as I reach for the lock, trying to pull me back. I use my magic to unlock the door and pull it open as I shove him away with my hands. “Keep your fucking hands off me!” I snap, storming out of the room. I realise just how loudly I’d shouted as I walk through the office, and my cheeks flame. Everyone is staring at me as I walk across the busy floor. I make my way to my desk, feeling like I’m doing a damn walk of shame as I grab my leather tote bag and coat.

      “I’m leaving early,” I mumble to Lizzy, feeling my fingers itch, my magic wanting to slip out. I have to get out of here now, before it’s too late to hide it. The trouble I’d get in with the High Coven is much worse than the trouble I’ll get in for leaving work early. So much worse. Lizzy nods her head and goes to say something, but I’m already walking away, heading for the exit.

      Every single pair of eyes watches me as I push the lift call button and wait for the doors to open. I feel a small sense of relief when they finally do. Stepping inside, I keep my eyes down as I push the button for the ground floor. It isn’t until the doors shut, leaving me alone and unwatched, that I look up, catching my own eyes in the mirrored walls of the lift. A couple of stray tears work their way down my cheeks. They’re not from sadness, but from anger. Fuck, I hate being an angry crier; nobody takes you seriously when you start crying. Swallowing thickly, I straighten my shoulders and quickly wipe away those damned tears rolling down my face. I don’t want any weakness to show once those lift doors open again.

      Screw that asshole. I’m done with his shit. I’m a witch, damn it, and I’ll be damned if I let a puny, annoying, creep of a human treat me this way. He won’t get away with this again. It’s every witch for herself now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Trying to answer the phone while stirring both my pasta for dinner and a hair removal potion proves more difficult than anticipated. I drop the spoons onto the kitchen counter, giving up the balancing act, and hit the answer button.

      “What’s up?” I ask, as I put the phone to my ear.

      “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay. You left in such a rush, and you looked so upset,” Lizzy’s voice comes through the line, and I cringe.

      “I’m sorry for storming off like that without an explanation. Jay is an asshole,” I reply, looking down and trying to remember which spoon went in which pot. I feel like avoiding this rookie mistake is something they’d teach you in How to Be a Witch 101: Don’t cook dinner while also cooking up revenge hair removal potions. I’m going to have to grab another spoon. I can’t risk all my hair falling out. It’s a bitch to make a potion that makes it grow back, but the remover potion is basic level stuff. Whoever came up with this crap had a wicked sense of humour.

      “It’s fine, Kay. I just wanted to make sure you were doing alright. What did he do?” she asks, probing for more information. I think about how to respond as I pull open my cutlery drawer in search of a replacement spoon for my pasta.

      “It was a total repeat of the Christmas party,” I finally answer, grabbing a spoon and shoving it into the pasta pan before I can forget which spoon is which again. Which spoon is the witch spoon? I giggle at the thought.

      “He didn’t really try it on again? Are you crying?” she asks, sounding concerned.

      “No, laughing actually. I’m mixing up a nice hair removal potion. I’m gonna add it to the bastard’s coffee.” I take turns stirring the pasta and the potion, making sure to leave the spoons resting against their respective pan. No more rookie mistakes today.

      “Hair loss? Do you really think that’s good enough? His hair line is already receding, you’d only be speeding up the process by a year or so,” Lizzy jokes, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “It’s not like there’s anything else I can actually do. If I try and go above his head, it’s me who will get the sack, not him. They’ll find one reason or another to sack me before I can make any headway with a complaint. And I can’t use anything stronger than a hair loss potion or someone might report me for using magic carelessly in the presence of a human,” I mutter bitterly. Stupid laws. Stupid work. Stupid fucking pervert of a manager.

      “Well, maybe you can’t do anything, but maybe your grandma can?” she suggests.

      “My grandmother’s dead, she died a few months ago. You know that. You helped me move into her old house,” I say hesitantly, not knowing where she is going with this. Grandma’s house has been in the family for years. With housing prices being so insane in the area, no one would let this home leave the family. When she’d given it to me in her will, I’d moved straight out of my tiny apartment and into her old space. The extra room is welcome. Living in a cramped city is killer sometimes.

      “I meant her grimoire,” she says in exasperation, like it should have been obvious, snapping me out of my thoughts.

      “Her grimoire?”

      “Yeah, you did inherit the thing along with everything else, right?”

      “I did, but my grandma was…” I trail off, biting my lip.

      “Powerful? Eccentric? Surely a woman like that would have something worth using in that little black book of hers,” Lizzy continues for me.

      “It’s brown.”

      “Not the point and you know it, Kay.” I can hear her sigh. “You can’t let him get away with this. It’s an affront to women everywhere. Feminism has to start at home, Kayla. If he just keeps getting away with it, who knows how bad he could get? Really, this is the right thing to do. Not just for you and me, but for witches and wo—”

      “Goddess, Lizzy, I get the freaking point. I’ll check the damn grimoire. I don’t know if I’ll find anything in there, though. I mean, whenever I’ve flicked through it, things seemed a little… err… on the dark side.” I bite my lip nervously, before quickly continuing in a rush. “Don’t get me wrong, my grandma wasn’t a black witch or anything, but she liked to study all kinds of magic, even those she wouldn’t practice.”

      I glance down, and my eyes bulge wide as I notice the potion spilling over the edges of the pan, having turned into a sickly, dark-green bubbling mess while I was chatting. “Shit! I’ve got to go, Liz. I’ll update you tomorrow!” I shout, grabbing for a towel, or oven gloves, anything to try and stop this mess.

      “Fine, but promise me this—do something. Don’t let yourself chicken out. Drink some vodka if that helps. Just freaking do something, girl. You can’t let yourself get walked all over by that asshole anymore,” Lizzy demands firmly.

      “Fine!” I snap, finally finding a towel and quickly wrapping it over my free hand before grabbing the panhandle.

      “Promise?” she prods.

      “I promise,” I agree, hanging up the phone before anything else can go wrong. As if tempted by sod’s law, the fire alarm starts singing its anthem. Probably loud enough for the whole street to hear. Ughhhh.

      I drop the pan with the potion into the sink, grabbing the salt I keep beside it and throwing the whole lot over the mixture. I turn around and see the smoke coming off my chicken pasta. My burning chicken pasta. I pull that off the hob too, throwing it into the damn sink as well. I use my magic to cut off the alarm, focusing all of my measly energy there to shut it up.

      I eye the bottle of vodka in my kitchen cabinet longingly, the glass cabinet door giving me the tempting view. Lizzy, your wish is my command. I grab the vodka and a glass, and I head upstairs in search of my grandma’s grimoire.

      No good story starts with pasta anyway.

      
        
        If you enjoyed the sample of Black Spells and Twisted Souls, you can download the full book on Amazon now.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Note Continued

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        As promised in the first note, here are the common possible triggers:  Child Abuse, Drugs, Rape, Kidnap, and Violence.

      

        

      
        Child Abuse: Suffered by both the main character and her bother throughout from their mother.

        Drugs: Mild usage, and one character is a drug dealer.

        Rape: There’s one scene where the main character is raped, it’s a memory, and it’s not hugely graphic in the description of it.

        Kidnap: The main character is kidnapped, but it’s not especially violent.

        Violence: There’s moments of violence and the hint of it throughout.

        If you see something that you think I’ve missed, please don’t hesitate to reach out and let me know. I like to try and ensure my books don’t unnecessarily cause anyone upset.
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