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CHAPTER 1

 


The countdown to the next job was on. Six
weeks. In six weeks, a hoard of gems was coming to the city, and
not one but two groups had their crews assembling and planning.
There were gems for the taking, and both sides intended to take
them. Neither group knew of the other. Each assumed they'd be the
only ones making a play to earn a great score.

On one side were the Stonewardens. They were
well experienced in high-class heists. They were military precise
in their planning, research, strategizing, and delivery of
everything they did. The job wouldn't be the most complex they'd
done - not by a long shot.

In another part of town were the
Leadbetters. Freshly having had a change in leadership, the person
in charge now was violent and had no hesitation killing when people
got in his way. Like most Leadbetters, Pete Leadbetter had always
gotten away with what he'd done, no matter the depth of destruction
he'd delivered. It was the way with the whole Leadbetter gang. Some
were minor criminals who acted out of duty but with reluctance.
Others were extreme criminals who acted with relish. The one thing
they all had in common? An uncanny knack of hardly ever being
charged with anything at all.

It was rare that the two groups took notice
of the same target. Stonewardens aimed high. Leadbetters grabbed
what they could. Each side knew there was someone out there who
also wanted the same thing, but neither side was completely sure
they knew who the other side was. In reality, if they ever came
face to face, none of them would even know it.


CHAPTER 2

 


Sasha Leadbetter was a young woman with a
long history of minor violence. She was the kid at school who hit
and called others names. She was the teenager who initiated punch
up scenes in the local park or mall. To anyone who met her, she
oozed one feeling - anger. Sometimes it was mild anger. Sometimes
it was extreme anger. The degree didn't matter. When someone came
face to face with Sasha Leadbetter, they couldn't help but feel
intimidated. At 24, her fast reflexes had caused many a person to
experience a knife to their chest after simply asking an innocent
question. No-one knew why Sasha Leadbetter was so angry. They just
knew she was.

Through an unselfish act of heroism in
earlier months, Sasha had finally found a friend. Nicky was just a
kid. She was a ten-year-old kid who had been saved along with her
mother after someone had attacked them in a nearby park. For weeks
as Sasha had recovered in hospital, a cop had been stationed at her
hospital room door. She'd been the suspected attacker. Not being
able to remember what had happened hadn't helped her case.
Fortunately, Nicky's mother had taken notice of what her rescuer
looked like and had tracked her down to thank her and set the
record straight about Sasha's involvement in the stabbing. From
that, a special friendship had formed.

Anyone who'd ever met Sasha would never have
guessed she could relate to anyone the way that she was relaxing
around young Nicky. For the first time ever, it was becoming more
and more frequent that people were starting to see Sasha Leadbetter
smile.

"Can we walk down to the mall and get ice
cream?" the young voice asked excitedly as its owner jumped up and
down.

"Sure can, Nicky-kid," Sasha replied, still
getting used to the strange feeling of her face moving and changing
into a smile. "I even got enough moolah to get you your favorite
caramel rocky road cookie."

"Yay!" Nicky said happily.

She, too, had always had issues making
friends. She wasn't angry. She wasn't mean. There was no such
reason that others wouldn't magnate toward her. She did, however,
have an extreme lack of self-esteem. With Nicky, it was simply her
constant thinking that they wouldn't want to that resulted
in her emanating that she wasn't approachable. They were grown-up
feelings for a ten-year-old. It had worried her mother Susan for
years. Both were happy the anti-social young woman who'd saved them
was giving them both a chance.

When Susan watched the two of them, she had
to believe in fate or something like that. They were the two most
unlikely pals she could imagine, and yet they fed off each other.
They'd seemed to find a balance that let them both relax and just
be themselves without having to worry about what anyone else
thought.

Sasha led the young girl down the road. It
had become almost a weekly thing now, the two of them spending time
together. Despite the way people talked about Sasha, Susan hadn't
felt any concern at letting her daughter spend time with the young
woman. Sasha Leadbetter spending a couple of hours each week with
Nicky was opening up the ten-year-old in a way no-one else had been
able to. According to Sasha's brother, the same was happening to
Sasha.

"Did you talk to a new kid at school this
week?" Sasha asked.

She wasn't a sociable person. She'd
never been a sociable person, but knowing the ten-year-old
girl in her company hadn't yet become confident in making friends
bugged her. She wanted to help any way she could to try and stop
Nicky from feeling as alone as she herself had so often felt.

"I did," Nicky replied as she looked up into
Sasha's eyes. "At playtime, I said hi to Tracy. We didn't play, but
she did say hi back."

"Well, that's a great start, Nicky-kid,"
Sasha said, smiling. "Keep saying hi. Don't worry about whether
they say hi back or not. Just keep practicing. It's scary, right? I
get that, but you'll get there. You're awesome to hang out with. It
won't take long, and other people will see that too."

Nicky smiled but said nothing. She liked
Sasha. She was a grown-up, but she was cool. When she said words,
they actually made sense. She didn't talk in little kid language
like other grown-ups did. It had easily become the highlight of
Nicky's week when she got to hang out with Sasha Leadbetter.

They walked on, equally as happy in silence
as in chat. They were comfortable together. That was easier for
both of them than spending time with other people had ever
been.

When they reached the mall, Sasha bought
their ice cream and they settled at a table. Sitting off to the
side, they both liked to face inwards and watch the hoards of
people. It wouldn't have been exciting to anyone else, but it sure
was enjoyable to the two of them.

~~~~~

James Stonewarden wandered through the mall.
He hated shops, but he liked to always look and smell good. He had
a plan he always adhered to when he had to go to the shop that sold
his favorite men's facial moisturizer: get in, buy the product, and
then get the hell out. He was far from oblivious to how his looks
attracted women. On most days of the year, he loved that. When
there was a job coming up, he was a professional in maintaining
focus. Not even a woman could upset that.

When he passed through the food court level,
he was surprised to see a familiar face. He still didn't know her
name. Every time he'd asked for it, she'd refused to give it.
Still, for the moment, at least, he had to keep calling her his
name for her: 'Sassy Girl'.

After first seeing her, he halted in his
steps, surprised that she was in his view. He was further frozen in
place when he noticed the child next to her. That stunned him.
Sassy Girl was a mother? No. She couldn't be. She looked like she
was only his age. If she had a child that age, she must have been a
really young teen mother. Either that or she was much older
than she looked. Was it possible?

For a moment, he wasn't sure what to do.
Should he approach her and say hello? She hadn't been friendly when
he'd tried it before. Was he in the mood for another rejection? It
was a rare thing for him. Women always fell at his feet, eager to
please him. Not Sassy Girl, though. She was different.
Really different.

Committed to living every day in a 'what the
hell' way, he resolved to at least try and say hello to her. He
walked toward her. When he was a couple of meters away from their
table, he saw her eyes focus on him.

Sasha saw that guy coming toward her.
'Seriously?' she asked herself in the peace of her mind. It felt
like he kept turning up everywhere.

"Hey, hey, Sassy Girl," she heard him say as
he continued to get closer.

Straight away, Sasha heard Nicky giggle.

"Sassy Girl? Why's he calling you that?" she
asked.

Sasha turned to Nicky and put on the best
smile she could.

"He's just a real a funny guy, Nicky."

James saw the interaction and felt slightly
uncomfortable. Was he interrupting some mother and daughter moment?
He quickly brushed the discomfort aside.

"Am I just? A funny guy?" he asked,
making the child laugh even more. "Well, Sassy, how about you tell
me your real name?"

Nicky began to speak.

"Her name's…"

Sasha laughed as she brought her finger to
her mouth.

"Shhh, Nicky. It's a secret I'm keeping from
him."

Nicky smiled and nodded, silently promising
to not reveal the secret.

James looked on. It was the first time he'd
seen happiness on the face of the woman before him. He'd only
previously seen her real angry and a little angry. Perhaps
motherhood was the one thing that could make her smile.

"I can give you a clue," Nicky said
teasingly to him.

"Go on then," James said, really believing
he was finally going to get the name of the young woman who had
secured his attention weeks earlier. He couldn't help but grin
widely in anticipation.

"You've got the first part right," Nicky
continued.

She kept watching Sasha. She didn't want to
make her mad. Sasha only smiled and winked. It was all good.

"Oh, really? Hmm, well, let me think
about that. Is it … Sasparilla?" he asked, making Nicky giggle
again.

"No!"

"Sasquatch?"

"No!" Nicky replied, laughing harder
still.

"Saspidicious?"

Sasha listened to the stupid words coming
out of his mouth but couldn't help but smile. He was making Nicky
laugh, and that always made Sasha happy. The kid definitely
deserved fun and happiness.

"Saskerella? Sas..pidon? Sas..tonic?
Sas..tastic?"

James kept throwing out imaginative words as
he could think of them. He was enjoying watching the kid laugh. It
was something to see, especially since that, in turn, was making
Sassy Girl smile and laugh softly.

"No! You're no good at this," Nicky said,
smiling at James. "Oh well, I guess you won't know her name
then."

James grinned broadly at her.

"I think you're right. Ah, well, you know
I've been asking her for weeks, and she won't tell me. It might not
happen today, but it will happen," he said and winked before
beginning to move away. He looked directly at Sasha. "See you again
soon, Sassy."

Sasha watched as he turned and walked away.
She still didn't know what he wanted from her, but she knew guys
always wanted to use chicks for sex. She wasn't going to give in to
that. She'd tried it once. and it hadn't felt good. Not only that,
but the jerk had never spoken to her again. He'd used her for some
sick pleasure of his own and then thrown her away like she was a
worthless piece of garbage. No way, she wasn't having sex
again.

"I like him. He seems nice," she heard
Nicky's voice say, breaking into her thoughts. "Who is he?"

"I have no idea, Nicky-kid. No idea at
all."

Nicky watched Sasha's face but said nothing.
She suspected the guy liked Sasha, but it was impossible to know if
Sasha liked him back. That was grown-up stuff. She didn't need to
worry about it.

~~~~~

James walked away with a smile on his face.
It had been a nice surprise, seeing Sassy again. Since he'd last
seen her, he'd spent time with a couple of different play friends.
No matter how much he enjoyed their company, though, his mind still
drifted back to Sassy now and then. Every other time they'd met,
she'd exuded anger. He'd just seen a different side to her. He
hadn't even known she could be anything but angry. Her smile
was something to see. He wanted to see it again.

But was she a mother? He hadn't factored
that into his thoughts about her. He understood the bond between
mother and daughter. Since his mother had died, he'd watched the
struggles of his sister, Charlie. Their father had done a good job
of raising her, James knew. He'd taken on all the girl things and
dealt with it well enough, but Charlie had been a loner. It was
only after she'd met her now-husband, Ash, that she'd truly opened
up and found the ability to make a friend. Perhaps Sassy was the
same. No matter what, he knew a mother was a special person. If she
was a mum, she was someone very special indeed.

~~~~~

Sasha and Nicky walked back after enjoying
their ice cream and a short look around the mall shops. If she'd
been on her own, Sasha would have been tempted to do as she'd been
taught to do - pickpocket and steal. But she wasn't doing any of
that stuff in front of Nicky. To her, Sasha wanted to be a good
example. She'd keep spending time with the kid because they did
like each other, but she'd keep Nicky clear of the Leadbetter
ways.

"Hey, you two," they both heard Nicky's
mother Susan call out to them as they ventured into the gate of the
Leadbetter family home. "Did you have fun?" she asked, scooping
Nicky into her arms.

"Yep," Nicky replied, smiling. "We had ice
cream, and I saw a guy who likes Sasha."

Susan turned to Sasha and gave her a
smile.

"Ahh, some news to share?"

"No, nothing to share," Sasha said. "Just
some random guy."

No more was said on the subject as Susan and
Nicky said goodbye and began their journey home.

~~~~~

As she walked into her family home, Sasha
was greeted by her mother, Stacey.

"You like spending time with her," Stacey
said.

Sasha looked at her mother. They hardly ever
spoke to one another, and never on any level even closely
resembling a friendship, but she felt okay responding to that
statement.

"I do," she replied, nodding. "I really,
really do."

"Maybe that's a sign that you'd like to be a
mother yourself, Sasha," Stacey said quietly.

Until Sasha had met Nicky, such a thought
would never have entered Stacey's head. She loved her daughter, but
she'd never fooled herself. Sasha was angry. She always had been.
Stacey had been as surprised as everyone else in seeing how well
Sasha took to the child, and how much that child seemed to be
changing Sasha.

Sasha smiled sadly at her mother. It was a
rare act of expression for her. She knew she'd never have kids.
Having kids came from having sex. Having sex came from letting some
asshole touch her. That was never going to happen. But she didn't
have to say all that to her mother. She knew there had been enough
stress between her parents in recent times. They didn't say
anything to her, but she could sense it. She was determined to keep
trying to live differently than she had before. She still felt
extreme anger inside of her when she was alone, but the times she
was spending with someone like Nicky - someone who needed a boost
in self-esteem - was helping her own anger to be more controllable.
She didn't want to be angry anymore. It was far from being
completely gone, but she could feel that slowly, over time, it was
lessening, as was the need to keep her much-beloved blade in her
pocket 24/7.

"Maybe," she said quietly before walking
away from her mother and into her bedroom.

Once inside, she lay down on her bed. It had
been a good few hours with the kid. It was always a relaxing and
calming experience. It was good for her - even she knew that.

She let her mind cast back to the few
minutes she'd seen that guy again. For all the attempts he'd now
made to ask her name, she realized she didn't even know his
name. He was still a stunner. Every time she saw him, she knew
that. It wasn't enough to make her want to give him anything
though. He was a guy. He'd want sex. That had nothing to do with
him even liking her. Guys fucked girls and then never spoke to them
again. She'd already had that experience. She wasn't going to have
it again.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


James made his way to the Stonewarden family
home. He hadn't lived there for ages, but each time he went there,
it still felt like home.

"James," he heard his father, Mitchell, call
out to him from the large staircase off the main foyer.

"Hey, Dad," James replied. "I was in the
neighborhood, so I thought I'd see if Max is around. I might head
out to the ranch and catch up with Charlie."

"I don't think Max is home. He's probably
out with that new girl of his," Mitchell said, smiling. He could
still remember the silky smoothness of the voice of his second
youngest son, Max, when he'd chatted up the girl at the cop shop
over the phone.

"Max is seeing someone?" James asked,
surprised. All of the brothers did well in the women department,
but Max was like James - a player. "Seriously seeing
someone?"

"You'd have to ask him that," his father
said. "It's only a suspicion of mine. I could be completely off
base."

"Hmm," James replied, momentarily stupefied.
"Okay, I'll drive over and see how Sis is doing. Do you want me to
take anything to her?"

"No, I'll head out there tomorrow," said
Mitchell. "But we're having another planning session tomorrow
night. Make sure you're here."

"Yeah, yeah, I'll be here," James said. "You
know we aren't going to let you down, Dad."

Mitchell nodded.

"I know. It's just this job feels a bit
different. I can't put my finger on it, but I think we all need to
be extra vigilant."

"You think something's off? Bad intel or
something?"

"I don't know. It might just be an old age
thing. I'm going to start training Vic to take over all of this
stuff. How do you feel about that?"

James shrugged his shoulder.

"I don't feel anything about it," he said.
"How do you think I should feel?"

"I wasn't sure if you had any wish to become
the head of…"

"Hell no!" James exclaimed. "No way.
Do I look like someone who wants that kind of responsibility? Geez,
Dad, what the… no! I'll keep doing jobs you guys keep telling me to
do, but there's no way I ever want to be in that
position."

"Okay," Mitchell replied, relieved. "Well,
as far as this job is concerned, for now, we just move forward but
keep your ears and eyes open. If you hear of anything that sounds
like it could be related to that gala night, make sure you let us
all know."

James nodded.

"Will do," he said as he turned and walked
out.

~~~~~

"Hey, Sis," James said to his baby sister
when he arrived on the ranch she worked on with her husband, Ash,
and her great aunt and uncle.

Immediately he found arms wrapped around
him. It made him smile. They were eight years apart in age. When
their mother had died, Charlie had only been nine. James had
already been seventeen. There was little crossover in their lives,
but since Max had been shot a year earlier, James had developed a
stronger bond with his youngest sibling.

"Hell, that bump's getting huge. Can't be
long now, huh?" he teased her as she pulled away from him.

"Eight weeks, apparently," Charlie
replied.

James did the quick calculation in his head.
Two weeks after gala night/jewelry burglary. Perfect.

"How are you feeling about it? Are you
ready?" he asked as the two of them settled on a small sofa. "Are
you feeling okay?"

"Yeah, I'm fine," she said. "I'm still doing
some work around here but Tom and Molly have told me they won't let
me after another couple of weeks are gone. They suggested me and
Ash go away and have some time together alone before the baby
comes."

James smiled. He suspected he knew where and
who that suggestion had really come from - their father,
Mitchell.

"That sounds romantic," he said.

Charlie laughed.

"There's nothing romantic about having a
bowling ball in your tummy, James, but it will be good. My life is
going to be so different in only a couple of months. Do you think
I'm crazy, having a baby at this age?"

James pulled her close and kissed her
forehead.

"I think anyone else having a baby at
your age would be crazy, but you and Ash have a real love thing
going on," he said. "Even I can see that. Hell, you almost have
me convinced this love thing is good."

"Ahh, my big brother is getting ready to
find luuurrve."

"Hell, no! But I'm a little closer to
believing in it, thanks to you and that husband of yours. Where is
he, by the way? Shouldn't he be staying close to you in case
something happens?"

"He's out with Tom and Molly, getting
supplies," said Charlie. "I'm fine. We did all the morning chores
together and we'll do the evening ones together. This part of the
day, I'm using to just chill and read mostly."

"Cool," James said, nodding. "So tell me,
what's this deal with Max having a proper girlfriend?"

Charlie's face revealed how surprised she
was.

"Does he? I know he mentioned a girl, but he
didn't want to talk about it. He was only here last night and said
nothing. Is it serious?"

"Well, I don't know. If I did, I
wouldn't be asking you, would I?" he teased her quietly.

"Huh. I'll call him later and get the
goss."

~~~~~

Across town, Max Stonewarden was waiting in
his car outside the police station. Being there always made him
nervous, but that was where Christy worked. So far, he'd had lunch
with her twice and had spent an evening helping her to serve meals
to homeless people. Every time that he went to meet her, he told
himself he'd see her that time and then he wouldn't again. Every
time he walked away from her, he found the thought of not seeing
her again just not something he liked.

Christy was different from all the other
girls he'd dated. She wasn't tall. She wasn't slim. She wasn't
confident. When he looked at her, he always considered her shape as
similar to a little round apple. When he studied her, he couldn't
figure out why he was so attracted to her, but he definitely
was. His body told him that every single time he was around her. He
loved looking at her, he loved listening to her laugh, and as she
was slowly relaxing more and more around him, he was loving
listening to her talk. It had taken a long while for her to even
start to be relaxed around him. As perplexed as he was about why he
was so drawn to her, she was perplexed about why he kept wanting to
spend time with her.

As he gazed at the large building with his
mind working overtime, he saw her walk out, look for his car, and
then start walking toward him. Immediately he jumped out, ran
around to the other side, and opened the door.

"Hi, Max," she said timidly.

Max smiled at her as she carefully climbed
into his car. Every time she greeted him, she made him think of a
shy little cinder girl being swept away in a royal coach by a
dashing prince. He suspected that was the kind of situation she
thought she was in. He didn't. She was definitely no cinder girl,
and he was definitely no prince.

As he climbed in the driver side, he turned
to her and gave her another brilliant smile. Whenever he saw her,
he had to do it - smile.

"You know I'm sweeping you away for a quick
dinner and then a movie, right?" he asked.

Christy looked at him. She still had no idea
what he wanted from her, but she was at least finally reaching a
point where she wasn't stressing about that.

"Okay."

Max chuckled slightly. Her shyness was
blissfully refreshing.

"Do you want to go to your place first for
anything?" he asked as he started the Mustang.

With it having been stolen on the same night
of the supermarket shooting the year earlier, and then the car
being held by police, he'd missed his Mustang baby. It was good to
have her back. It felt even better having his baby back, and
Christy sitting beside him in it.

"No," she said. She took a deep breath.
Whenever she saw Max Stonewarden she had to work hard to simply
breathe. "Take me where you will," she dared to say, feeling her
face blush in the process.

Max saw the blush, so didn't tease her.
Instead, he just smiled and pulled out. He didn't think she'd be
comfortable somewhere too swanky, so he'd found a small place that
would be quieter with fewer people. He was getting used to her
needing a little time to relax around him. It would be a slow
process, but he found he wasn't minding being patient. Some girls -
many girls - he'd rushed to get to know intimately as quickly as he
could. He didn't want to rush with her. Truth be told, he was kind
of enjoying getting to know a woman on a friendship level without
all the physical stuff getting in the way.

Christy sat and pondered things she could or
should say or ask. Everything was just so new for her. Part of her
was scared to say the wrong thing. Another part of her argued that
she should ask whatever she wanted to. Wasn't it best that he see
the real her, not the guarded one? She thought over their previous
conversations. She still didn't know too much about him, but she
did remember one topic of conversation that had come up before.

"How's your sister this week?" she asked,
her face becoming heated in the process of asking a question.

Max turned to look at her briefly. Her
asking questions was a new experience. Whenever she did, he felt
the depth of determination in her forcing herself to speak to him.
He smiled.

"Charlie's doing great. I went out and saw
her last night. She's huge though," he said, laughing slightly. "I
think she's got another couple of months until she pops."

"Will that be the first time you're an
uncle?"

"Yeah," he replied. The tone of his voice
revealed he had hardly considered that. "Charlie's the youngest of
the six of us, but she's the first to have a kid - well, as far as
I know anyway."

Christy processed that comment and instantly
became worried. Was he saying he had kids somewhere? Max saw
her facial expression change.

"What?" he asked, curious.

"I … do you think you have some kids
somewhere?"

"Oh, shit, no (excuse my French). No way,"
he said as he pulled into a restaurant carpark. He turned off the
ignition, unbuckled his seatbelt, and turned to her. "Christy, I'm
no angel. I've been with women - a lot of women. I'm not going to
lie to you about that. But I'm a safe sex guy. There's no way I'd
risk a baby being made unintentionally."

Christy unbuckled her seatbelt and turned to
face him also.

"But you sounded unsure if somewhere there
were some kids…"

Max smiled at her.

"I actually meant my brothers," he reassured
her. "I have three older ones, and at least one of them gets around
a lot. It wouldn't surprise me in the least if James had one
or two kids somewhere," he said, watching her face studying his.
"Not me, though. When I settle down, I'll want to be a dad, but I
don't want a kid I'm not going to be an active dad to. Kids deserve
better than that."

"You aren't trying to hide all these women
you've been with…" Christy said quietly, casting her eyes downward.
Whatever way he was going to humiliate her, just like all those
guys in high school did, she was sure it was coming soon.

Max moved closer to her and gently raised
her chin to make her look right at him.

"One thing my mother drummed into me before
she died was that I should always be myself. We all should
just be ourselves. Some people will like who we are. Others won't.
It's no good to try and pretend to be someone you're not. Just find
the people who like the real you."

"What about me?" she asked shyly.

"What about you?"

"I'm not the girl who gets to go out in a
nice car with a gorgeous guy," she said. "This is all just
pretend…"

"No, it's not," Max said, surprised at her
words. "Christy, it's not. I get that you're shy, and I'm
okay with that. I like that."

"But I have to force myself just to speak to
you…"

Max laughed softly as he caressed her cheek.
He didn't think she was aware of it, but he could feel her moving
her head slightly as if leaning into his hand. It was nice.
Real nice.

"Do I look like I mind your shyness?" he
asked quietly.

"No…" Christy conceded. Her head wanted to
argue with her. She was used to her own mind putting her down. The
more time she spent with him, the more she wanted to argue back
with her mind. She wanted to believe his sincerity. She really did.
She just didn't want to be made a fool of anymore in her lifetime.
"I just…" she started to say as she forced herself to look into his
eyes. It wasn't an easy thing for her to do. "This confuses me,
Max. I don't know what you want from me."

"Well, neither do I," Max said. On seeing
the confusion grow on her face, he spoke again. "All I know is that
I like spending time with you. I like your blushing, I like your
shyness, and when you relax with me and you start opening up, I
like listening to you talk. I also really like what you look like,
in case you were wondering."

Christy smiled sadly. She was hugely
overweight. There was no fooling anyone about that.

"Now I know you're lying…" she started to
say before he cut her off.

"Actually, I'm not," Max said. "You're not
like any woman I've hung out with before, but I really like looking
at you. I like your eyes, I love those long eyelashes … and your
mouth … is very kissable. If I was sure you'd want me to kiss you,
don't worry - I'd definitely be doing it."

He waited a long time. He didn't want to
startle her and move any closer. They were already within reachable
kissing distance. Normally, he would have kissed a girl long before
the fourth date. Hell, he'd most likely have bedded a woman
long before the fourth date.

"I'll wait as long as it takes," he said.
"For now, I'm happy to have you as a new friend. Personally, I
think I'd quite like to explore the kissing thing with you, but I'm
not going to push you. Friends is good enough."

"Can you kiss me once, and then we still
just be friends?" she asked, wanting with all her heart to seize
the moment even though she was still uncertain of everything.

Her face was hot. She knew it must be deep
red, but she pushed that aside. The gorgeous guy sitting beside her
was telling her he wanted to kiss her. Even if that was part of
some weird disappointment or hurt that would come later, she needed
to take that kiss!

Max heard the question and smiled broadly
before nodding. Slowly he leaned in and placed his lips on hers.
She wanted one kiss, and that was it. He could give her that. One
kiss. He'd make sure it was the deepest, most loving and passionate
kiss he possibly could give her.

Christy felt breathless. It was the first
real kiss she'd ever had. She indulged in the feelings. Her lips
found their own groove, moving in sync with his. She felt his hand
still caressing her cheek before it moved back toward her hair like
it wanted to make sure she stayed right where she was.

Max felt his body spring to life. Right from
the moment he'd first met her, his body had screamed at him that it
liked her and wanted to be closer to her. With his lips on hers,
that feeling only intensified. He suspected she might not have
kissed before since she seemed to be far too shy to have had
relationships. He could have been wrong in that assumption but he
thought he was probably right in that. Her lips, though, felt good
against his. His jeans grew real tight, real quick. He had to fight
to keep his hands from exploring.

Even though he was only 22, he'd loved a lot
of women. Kissing always moved fairly quickly to groping. He didn't
want that with her. She'd only asked for one kiss. He heard her
request, and he respected it. He kept the kiss respectable. Even
his tongue was behaved. Eventually, after a long while of finally
learning what those kissable lips felt like, he pulled away.

He looked at her face as he distanced
himself slightly. Her eyes remained closed, like she was savoring
the moment and committing it to memory. When she finally opened
them, she looked directly into his.

"Thanks," she breathed out.

Max laughed slightly and kissed her on the
cheek.

"Anytime, Christy. Anytime."

"Should we go and have a friendly dinner
now?" she asked as she felt her nervousness slip away quietly but
forcefully.

"Good idea," Max said. "Come on. We'll just
grab something small before we go to the movie."

Christy quietly assembled herself to get out
of the car. As usual, before she'd even opened the door, Max was on
her side of the car, doing it for her. She was relieved. Nothing
had changed there. That was a good sign.

~~~~~

Throughout their meal, Max could see the
difference in Christy. It was like the kiss had produced a magical
effect on her. She sat more upright, she smiled more at him, and
she talked.

Even though the conversation flowed, inside
Christy's head was a little voice singing. She'd had her first real
kiss! And it was from an absolutely gorgeous guy. Unfortunately,
the gloriousness of that kiss only seemed to further cement in her
mind that he'd move on from her soon. She was okay with that. She
could still smile. At least she'd always remember that for a brief
moment in time, someone gave her some attention.

Once their meals were out of the way, they
made their way out of the restaurant and walked slowly the two
blocks to the cinema. Both were silent on the outside. Both were
thinking deeply on the inside.

At the ticket counter, Max turned to her.
She had her face turned upwards as she looked up at the movie
schedule. He'd enjoyed kissing her. He wanted to kiss her again.
Fuck, he really wanted to kiss her again. She seemed okay
since their last kiss. She seemed even a little more confident and
open. Was that a good thing? Would she want him to kiss her
again?

Christy felt his eyes on her. Knowing that
flowed on to her then feeling her face get very heated. Finally,
she turned and looked at him. He was full-on looking at her. She
hadn't been imagining it.

"Are you okay, Max?" she asked
tentatively.

The softness of her voice was enough to
break Max out of his thoughts and stare.

"Yep," he replied. "So … what are our
options?"

"Well, we could see a romantic comedy, or we
could see an action movie. It has cars. Fast cars," she said,
making Max laugh at her.

"Not a romantic comedy girl?"

Christy forced herself to smile.

"Not really," she said. "I do like cars,
though."

"Done."

As they settled into their seats, both
looked around. Max wanted to kiss her. He didn't want loads of
people around when he attempted that, just in case she rejected
him.

Christy looked around in wonder that she was
in a dark cinema with a gorgeous guy beside her. Would people laugh
at her if they saw? Would they also assume it was some kind of
weird joke he was playing on her? He was the gorgeous guy with the
beautiful body and the beautiful face. She was the short, ugly, fat
girl. Other people would surely see them together as having to be a
joke.

Max turned to her as they waited for even
the previews to come on. The room was semi-dark with enough
lighting for people to make their way to seats. There were only a
handful of people around, and they were rows in front of where he
and Christy sat. He had to act. He leaned slightly toward her seat
before he turned to her. He saw her turn and look at him. She
wasn't smiling. He wasn't sure what her face was revealing.

Christy found a moment to let herself be a
little bit cheeky. It didn't happen often. Leaning a little bit
toward his seat, she smiled at him. He didn't move away. She moved
a little bit more. He still didn't move away. She looked into his
eyes before moving her face slightly closer. It was a
nerve-wracking experience. She'd never kissed anyone before.

She knew there were only a few people in the
room. If he told her to get lost, she probably wouldn't know them
anyway. Finally, she took the plunge. She leaned right into him and
placed her lips on his. When the initial moment passed, and he
hadn't pulled away, she forgot everyone else. She let her lips
explore even more than they had in the car earlier in the evening.
She could feel him respond. She could hear his breathing change. It
only drove her on more.

Max was surprised but very pleasantly so.
Her lips on his again quickly made his jeans tighten. Holy hell,
she turned him on easily. He raised a hand and let his fingers
slide into her hair, pulling her to him. He didn't want her to pull
away. Without any conscious thought on his part, his tongue ignored
his wish to keep things safe and not pushy. He couldn't help it. It
was a delicious kiss. His tongue needed to be in on the action. He
tentatively let it slip quietly between her lips. It was welcomed
by her own tongue. It surprised him, but that was his green light.
He happily began a beautiful lips and tongue dance with her. He
also felt like he was falling. He was in free fall, and it felt
glorious.

Christy had her first experience of kissing.
Now there was another part to it. Tongues were involved. It was a
very strange feeling at first, having his work its way into her
mouth. By the second, it was feeling better and better. She could
feel a sense of being alive in parts of her body that usually
remained asleep. She didn't know kissing could produce such
physical feelings. They were new, they were odd, but they were
nice. Still, she expected her time with Max Stonewarden was
limited. It made her all the more determined to enjoy each moment
and make sure it was well-secured into her memory.


CHAPTER 4

 


Mark Leadbetter held his wife Stacey tightly
upon waking. He'd stepped down from being the head of the
Leadbetter gang. Now he could enjoy waking up beside his wife every
day without any concerns for making decisions that would affect the
entire Leadbetter clan. Lying behind her, he edged as close against
her back as he could. It took some realignment, allowing for the
size of the erection he'd woken with.

"Hmm, is that for me?" he heard his wife ask
softly. That was before he felt her move her hips and ease herself
back onto him. Mark was instantly enclosed in her moist warmth.

"You're already wet, my beautiful wife. Were
you dreaming about me before you woke up?" he teased her as he felt
her start to rock her hips forwards and backward.

He remained still and let her control their
connection. No matter how it happened, being inside his wife was
always the most incredible feeling in the world.

Stacey chuckled softly.

"You've had this ready and waiting for me
every single morning for the past thirty years," she said. "It
should be no surprise that my body prepares itself for you before I
even wake up."

She moved slowly at first, then more quickly
as she felt Mark's finger begin to caress her clit at the same
time. A well-tuned synchronicity in their lovemaking over their
decades together resulted in them both exploding into orgasm within
seconds of each other.

Mark moved his arms so he could hold her
while remaining joined with her. In recent times he'd considered
life without her. He couldn't bear that thought. They were made for
each other. They always had been.

"I'll never get tired of waking up with
you," Stacey said quietly.

She'd also worried about him recently. She'd
truly believed that if he stayed in charge of the entire Leadbetter
clan, he was going to either end up in prison or worse - killed. It
hadn't been easy to tell him she wished he'd step down. She'd
supported him in everything for three long decades. She'd accepted
the criminal ways of his family when they'd first met. They had
both been teenagers then. The Leadbetter lifestyle had been a world
away from that of her own family, but in her love for him, she'd
adapted and changed. Now she couldn't stand even considering life
without him.

"I know," Mark replied quietly before
kissing her softly on the back of her neck. "I feel the same."

He felt her start to pull away. He removed
himself from her, instantly feeling the emptiness that always
presented itself when he was distanced from her body. He watched
her turn and move onto her other side, facing him. Finally, she
kissed him. He loved her kisses. That was something he could do all
day, every day.

They lay and looked at one another.

"Do you regret standing aside?" she asked
him.

She had conflict inside of her. On one side,
she was gloriously happy that he'd stepped aside and would no
longer be dealing with so many crime-related decisions anymore. The
flip side of that was guilt. She'd been the one to try and nudge
him in giving it all up. For her, he had. A part of her still
wondered if she really had any right to have asked that of him.

Mark lifted one hand and lightly ran his
fingertips over her lips.

"No," he said as his eyes focused on that
beautiful mouth. When he raised his eyes to hers, he saw them
glistening, as if she were holding back tears. "What's wrong?"

Stacey said nothing. Instead, she moved her
body closer to his and wrapped her arms around him, encouraging him
to do the same to her.

"Stace?" Mark asked, instantly concerned. He
pulled back far enough to still look into her eyes. "You're
freaking me out. What's up?"

"I … I don't feel good knowing that you gave
it up because I asked you to," she said.

Mark kissed her and pulled her back into a
tight embrace again.

"I didn't give it up because you asked me
to," he said. "I'd been thinking about it for ages. You know that.
You mentioning your worries about this next job was just a final
nudge I needed. That and that offer to fuck me three times a
day."

Stacey burst out laughing. She nodded and
pulled away from him.

"I did say something along those
lines." Neither needed any nudging in that. She moved so she was
lying on her back, legs spread wide. "Come here, big boy. I'm ready
for your daily second round."

Mark grinned broadly. Hell, he loved his
wife. His body was instantly at attention as he moved on top of
her, kissed her deeply, then slid into her for another round of
beautiful marital pleasure.

~~~~~

"Anyone home?" they heard as they later lay
in their bed, quietly holding one another again. It was the voice
of their oldest son, Phillip. He'd moved out at the request of his
father. Mark still felt guilty over kicking his son out. Stacey
still believed it was the best thing that could have happened. At
30 years old, it was well overdue that her oldest son was living
independently.

Stacey jumped out of bed and got dressed
quickly. She never wanted to miss any moment to see her kids.
They'd never been a close or affectionate family, but now that they
were all slowly drifting away as adults, she wanted to know them
better while she could.

"I haven't seen you move that quickly in a
while," Mark teased her as he lay in bed, watching her dress.

"Don't talk rubbish. I was moving quickly
when I was on your cock a couple of hours ago," she said, making
him laugh softly. He'd loved her every day for thirty years.
Whenever she spoke like that, he loved her even more. "Are you
going to come out and see him?" she asked softly with a more
serious tone. She didn't want her kids feeling deserted by her or
their father.

"Yeah. I'm gonna lie here for a few more
minutes, then I'll get up and come out," he said as he saw her put
on her final layers and start to move toward the door. "Hey," he
said, making her turn. "I really love you, Stace."

Stacey heard the words and was a little
surprised. She'd always known he did love her, but they were words
that no-one in their household ever really shared. She walked back
toward the bed, moved around to his side, and leaned down to kiss
him softly. "I love you too, my gorgeous husband."

~~~~~

"Ma," Phillip said quietly as his mother
made her way into his bedroom. Nothing had changed in the room
since he'd moved out.

"It's good to see you," Stacey said quietly
as she moved close to him. They weren't traditionally huggy,
although more affection had been shared in recent months.

Phillip saw the expectation on his mother's
face. He moved to her and pulled her into his arms.

"How are you doing?" he asked her. "Is
everything okay?"

Stacey pulled away, nodding.

"Yeah, everything's good here," she said. "I
miss seeing you here, though. Are you still at Greg's?"

"Officially, yes, but I have been spending
more and more time at Daisy's," he replied. He couldn't miss the
smile on his mother's face when he'd said that.

"Sounds like it might be getting serious,"
Stacey said.

"Maybe."

"Phillip," she said, the tone of her voice
sharpening his attention. "If you have a chance to live with love
and harmony, do seize it. Don't wait too long."

Phillip kissed her forehead.

"I know," he said. "I'm working on that.
Don't worry. I'm gonna take her away that weekend the job's on. I
don't want to be pulled into it, and I don't want her to become a
target if anyone's pissed off about that."

"I'm glad," Stacey said, nodding in
relief.

"Is Dad going to be part of it?" Phillip
asked.

"No," Phillip heard his father say from the
doorway. He looked up and saw Mark walking in. "It's all in Pete's
hands now. It's time for another part of the Leadbetter family to
take the reign. He'll do what he wants. I don't want to be anywhere
near him when he does."

Phillip nodded but said nothing. He hoped
for his mother's sake that his father was telling the truth.

"Well, I just came home to get a few more
things. I'll head off now."

"Stay…" Stacey said.

It wasn't intentional. She just had a sudden
horrible thought that she might not see her son again once he
walked out the door.

"Hey, what's everyone doing in… hey, hey,
big bro!" Anya's fifteen-year-old voice threw into the mix.

She ran up to him and threw her arms around
him in her well known theatrical hug. Phillip couldn't help but
laugh. Of all his siblings, she was the one he missed the most.

"Hey, baby sister," he said, teasing her as
he always did.

"I'm not a baby," she replied, just
as she always did. The two of them then laughed. Mark and
Stacey left the room, leaving their oldest and youngest to catch
up. "What's new with you?" Anya asked, sitting on the bed.

Phillip sat beside her. "Well, I'm working
full time, so finally I've got some cash rolling in. And … how
would you feel about being an aunt?"

Anya jumped up, shrieking. "What?? You're
having a baby?"

Phillip laughed.

"Well, no, I'm not," he teased her.
"But Daisy and I have been talking about it. I think it's time for
me to settle down and do the boring dad thing."

"You'd never be a boring dad," Anya said.
"You'll be a great dad. But when are we even going to meet this
flower of yours? I don't even know what she looks like."

"I know," said Phillip. "It's a bit of a
hairy situation. I don't know how it will go down with everyone,
who she really is."

Anya showed her confusion.

"She's your girlfriend," she said. "What
else matters? She knows who you are, right?"

"Oh, yeah, she knows all about our
family."

"Well, if she accepts you with all of our
rubbish, surely everyone can accept hers."

"In a perfect world, Anya, but not
necessarily in this one," Phillip said as he kissed her forehead.
"I gotta go. Hey, keep yourself out of trouble, huh?" he threw at
her as he reached the bedroom door.

"Always, big bro. Always."

Phillip walked to the kitchen to say goodbye
to his parents. They looked close. He liked that. It had only
become evident in recent times since his youngest brother had been
arrested for stealing a car. Phillip liked seeing his mother
receive affection so openly.

"I'm off. I'll catch you next time," he said
before walking toward the front door.

Before he reached it, he heard his father
behind him.

"Phillip," the deep voice said. Phillip
turned to face Mark. "For what it's worth, I'm glad you're getting
things together and setting up a life away from us. You deserve
better."

In an extremely rare move, Phillip stepped
up to his father and gave him a manly hug.

"My setting up my own life has nothing to do
with me deserving better, Dad," he said. "I just want a chance to
have a life away from things that make me constantly worry about
getting arrested. I wanna have kids. I know you and Ma had all of
us in this kind of life, but I want to be further away from it -
much further away. Not away from you and Ma. I want
you to be a part of my life still, and of my kids' lives if
I'm lucky enough to have any."

Mark felt slightly emotional at his oldest
son's statement. He nodded but said nothing more. Instead, he just
watched as Phillip turned and walked out.

~~~~~

"Phillip!" he heard his sister Sasha call
out to him as he walked down the sidewalk from their home.

Just hearing her use his name was enough to
surprise him, let alone that she was using it to seemingly stop
him. Generally, she only snapped at him.

Sasha ran up to her oldest brother. She'd
never in her life wanted to be mean to him, but she had
always been mean to him. It was a constant cycle with her -
snap at someone and then instantly regret it. Part of learning to
finally control her anger was determining to try and be friendly in
situations just like she was presently in.

"Hey," she said to him when she reached
him.

"Hi. How's things with you?" Phillip
asked.

The words seemed weird coming from him.
No-one asked Sasha how she was. If they did, they either got an
earful of abuse or a knife to their chest. Surprisingly, neither of
those happened.

"I'm okay," Sasha said. "How are you?"

"Fine," he responded, finding the
interaction really weird.

"I have to talk to Greg," Sasha said. "Are
you walking there now?"

"Yep," Phillip replied as they started
walking together.

"They're still doing this big job. Greg's a
part of that. So am I," she said, trying hard to make
conversation.

She'd been trying to help Nicky with that.
It seemed hypocritical to try and tell a ten-year-old how to make
friends when Sasha herself couldn't do it. She had to try harder if
she wanted to be able to help Nicky.

"What?" Phillip asked, halting his steps.
"Why are you on that?"

"Don't panic," she replied. "I'm just a
decoy. I'm not touching the goods. I just have to walk around in
some stupid dress and watch what's going on. If I see anything, I
let them know. That's all."

They resumed walking again.

"And Dad?" Phillip dared ask. He wanted to
believe his father. He really did.

"Nah, he's out of it," said Sasha. "Pete's
going to be running it. Dad's taking Ma away that week so they
can't be caught up in it. It'll just be me and Rex."

"Rex?!" Phillip asked, stopping
again. That was absurd. Rex was too impulsive. He'd be the exact
wrong person to put on a job that needed subtlety.

"Yeah, he's keen as. We'll be alright. It's
just a quick smash and grab. Nothing major."

Phillip said nothing. Inside he was groaning
at the news. It was a great thing that his father had stepped down
- except in the reality that someone far less savvy and far more
violent and criminally-minded had stepped in to replace him.

He had to refocus. He couldn't get caught up
in the news about the job. He wouldn't. He had found an
incredible woman who lived for the law. Even if Daisy gave her job
up, she would still have those beliefs and standards. He was
determined to live a life that she could support, that wouldn't
change her.

Phillip and Sasha walked in silence the rest
of the way. Once in the house, he said a quick hello and goodbye to
Greg around grabbing some more stuff, and then he left. He didn't
want to hear anything more about the upcoming job. It was getting
closer, and even though he wasn't a part of it, it definitely had
him on edge.

~~~~~

"This is the dress you're going to wear,"
Sasha heard Greg say as he held up what looked like a flimsy piece
of fabric.

"You have got to be fucking kidding
me!" she said as she grabbed it from him. Holding it up, she could
see it was a full-length gown, made of some kind of shimmery
fabric. It had a halter neck and a huge slit up one side of the
skirt. There was no back to it. "What the fuck is Pete
thinking? Do I really look like I could pull off wearing something
like this?"

Greg shrugged. He'd been questioning
everything about the upcoming job. He was glad he was just the
getaway driver. Everything felt wrong in his view.

"It's the dress Pete wants you to wear," he
said. "He wants you to catch people's attention, so they won't
notice him and the boys."

"Fuck me," Sasha said, rolling her
eyes. "And what about this?" she asked, putting the dress down and
pointing to her full arm tattoo. "It kinda clashes with
that, doesn't it."

"Which is why," Greg said, pulling a second
item out of his bag of magic. "I have this for you. Don't ask me
anything about it. All I know is that it's supposed to hide
tatts."

Sasha sighed and sat down in the kitchen
table chair.

"Okay, whatever," she said. "I'll do as I'm
told."

Greg watched her. They were cousins of a
sort. He was almost fifty. She was in her mid-twenties. He'd
watched her grow up right from when she'd been a baby. She was a
strange one, with her extreme anger and moods. He was surprised to
see her today so talkative … and defeated, as if she had no fight
in her at all.

"What's up with you?" he dared to ask.

He knew asking any question of Sasha was a
recipe for anything to happen, but he didn't care.

"I don't know," Sasha replied. "I feel like
something's going on in me, like I'm changing. And I want
that. I've always hated who I am. I want to be a better person,
Greg. I really do."

"But?"

"But … why am I doing a job like this when I
want to change?" she asked. "Phillip and Dad have walked away. Why
can't I find the motivation to do that too?"

"You have to do what's right for you," Greg
said.

"Do you?" she asked. Immediately she saw his
eyebrows raise in question. "Do you do what's right for
you?"

Greg smiled sadly.

"My life is almost over," he said. "Yours is
just beginning. Make better choices, and live your life, Sasha. It
starts to pass more and more quickly, believe me. It's easy to
reach a point where you look back and wish you'd taken a chance and
done something you wanted to do - or said something you wanted to
say."

Sasha smiled sadly back at him but didn't
ask anything more. Quietly she rose, gave him a rare hug, and then
just walked out. She had a job to do. It was that simple.

~~~~~

Greg sat alone in his home. Phillip still
officially lived there, but he was hardly ever there. He'd found
love. Greg was happy for him. He liked having his home to himself.
Sometimes, though, he found himself wishing he'd shared a life
properly with someone he really wanted to be with. His heart was
secured. No other living person knew that. It was a well-guarded
secret. It had to be. Anyone learning the object of his affection
and talking of it to the wrong person could lead to disaster and
horror of the worst kind, given how some people in the Leadbetter
clan felt about certain things.

A knock on his front door pulled him out of
his reverie.

"Hey," Rhett said as he was welcomed into
the home. "Did you give the stuff to Sasha?"

"Yep," said Greg. "She's all good."

"Do you think she'll come through?"

The two men walked to the table and sat.

"Yeah, she's got no issue with her part. All
she has to do is look pretty and chat up guys to keep them
occupied. She's tough, but she'll do fine."

Rhett nodded.

"And you?" he asked. "You're okay with just
being a getaway driver?"

"Hell, yeah. I haven't worked directly with
Pete before but I know his temper," Greg said. "I don't want to be
really in on a job he's running. What about you?"

"I'm just one of the witnesses," Rhett said.
"Pete's lined up others to do the grabbing. I'm kinda glad about
that, too, for the same reason. He's a bit of a ticking time bomb,
I think."

"Well, just use your gut, right? If it's not
right, get the fuck out of there. You'll know where I'll be
sitting. Get out and come to me."

"No worries. It'll all be good," Rhett
replied. He wasn't convinced the job was going to be a success
either. Maybe if Mark had planned it since he had a level
temperament, but Pete was rash and unthinking at the best of times.
At the worst of times, he was a killer. "I'm glad Mark and Stacey
are getting out of dodge, though. If something goes wrong…"

"Agreed. Who knows who Pete'll blame if
things don't go to plan."


CHAPTER 5

 


The Stonewarden boys sat in the living room
of their family home. On the coffee table in front of them were
pages that the youngest brother, Fitz, had produced. He was the
tech expert. Usually, he was the one who came up with intel on
potential jobs. He was also the one who researched and sussed out
security systems. Nothing was too much of a challenge for Fitz. The
more complex the security, the more the adrenaline flowed through
him.

For hours they talked. They'd been doing it
for weeks. The gala event the jewels would be at was getting closer
with only three weeks to go. The planning and talking would
continue right up until the actual night. One of their reasons for
success was their determination to keep talking and keep thinking
up scenarios where things could go wrong. Each person in the room
proactively tried to think up something else they hadn't
considered. The concern was voiced, then everyone contributed to a
solution that worked and everyone was aware of. Nothing was ever
taken for granted.

Mitchell looked at the faces of each of his
sons. The biggest downside to living like they did and doing what
they did was the fear of losing one of them. He'd been a soldier in
horrific war situations. He'd seen men lose their lives in the most
unthinkable ways. It scared him more to think of losing one of his
sons.

He listened to them talk among themselves.
It wouldn't be long before he'd let his oldest son, Vic, take over
the Stonewarden legacy and handle doing all of the job planning
himself. It was time. Vic was old enough to be in power. Mitchell
was old enough to retire and enjoy whatever life he had left. The
biggest problem with that was that his kids were his life.
Since Caroline had died a decade earlier, his sons and his daughter
had been the rock he'd held onto. They were his whole existence.
What would he do when they no longer needed him?

His mind cast briefly to his youngest,
Charlie. She was the youngest but the first to find love. It was
only weeks till she was due to give birth to the first Stonewarden
grandchild. Mitchell was happy at the thought. Perhaps there would
be another little one who might need him after all. It was past
time his sons had kids too - Vic, James, and Regan anyway.

Mitchell silently scoffed at that idea.
Although Regan had been serious about his girlfriend for a while,
he didn't seem to be in any hurry to move things to the next level.
Vic lived a life that even Mitchell was too afraid to ask about. He
had no idea to what degree his oldest son enjoyed women, but he
certainly expected he did. In his early twenties, Vic had been just
like James was. He'd always had a woman hanging off his arm - or in
his bed. And James … yeah, well, Mitchell gave up there. James was
the biggest womanizer on the planet. Plain and simple. It would
take someone like Wonder Woman to catch his heart.

He turned his attention back to the
conversation. They were all good kids, and they all had a job to
do. That had to be the focus of each of them in the coming weeks -
more so as every day passed and the gala night drew closer.

~~~~~

After walking out of his family home, James
drove to the beach. Whenever he left a planning session, he had to
refocus on reality and normal life again before actually returning
to it. His favorite place when the sun was out was the beach. He
wasn't a surfer. He wasn't a swimmer. What he liked about it was
the solitude and the lack of any noise other than the water and the
sea birds.

After parking his car, he stood and scanned
the area. He wanted a slice of sand that no-one was close to. His
eyes rested on the playground between where he stood and where the
sand began. There he was treated to a sexy surprise. Sassy Girl was
there. She was sitting on a bench, half looking at the water and
half looking at the climbing frame. James followed her eye sight
and saw the young girl on there. When he looked back at Sassy Girl,
he could see her smiling at the young girl, but then look sad as
she glanced out at the water.

He didn't hesitate. He moved forward.

"Hey, Sassy," he said quietly.

She was usually boisterous, but even she
seemed to have a thoughtful aura coming off her at that moment.
James didn't assume she'd want him to sit with her. He remained
standing as he watched her face, looking for any clue about whether
she'd want him there or not.

Sasha recognized the voice before she even
turned to look up at him. He was a persistent bugger, that was for
sure, but she was in Nicky's presence, and she wanted to be a
better person for her.

"I'm beginning to wonder if you're stalking
me," she said.

James was amused at her statement.

"Well, you're the one who's everywhere I'm
going. Maybe it's you who's stalking me." He waited
for a response but got none. "Can I sit?" he asked, pointing at the
space beside her on the bench.

"I get the feeling that you'd sit even if I
said no," Sasha said.

"No way, Sassy Girl," James replied, shaking
his head with a serious look on his face. "No means no. There's
never any question in that. Tell me to go, and I'll go. You don't
need to worry there."

Sasha didn't know what she wanted. She
didn't want sex - that, she did know - but that guy kept
turning up everywhere, and he kept talking to her. She knew he was
slowly chipping away at the ice around her heart.

Hearing her silence, James resolved to walk
away and not look back. She didn't want anything from him. He had
known that from the first moment they'd met in the local bakery
months earlier. He just hadn't wanted to believe it. He turned and
began to walk toward the beach.

"Hey," he heard her yell out. When he
turned, she was patting the place next to her. "The seat's here,
not there."

James smiled and almost ran back to her.
Happily, he sat down next to her, leaving a polite space between
them. He hadn't forgotten that knife she carried. He hadn't
forgotten how quick she was with it, or the fact that she'd seemed
to use it without any consciousness of doing so.

Neither spoke as they watched Nicky on the
climbing frame. When she saw James, she climbed down carefully and
ran over.

"Hey, it's funny boy," she said, making
James and Sasha both laugh.

"Yeah, that's me," said James, grinning at
her. "I can't remember your name, though."

"I'm Nicky," she said, holding out her hand
to him after glancing at Sasha and receiving a small nod.

"Nicky. I am very pleased to meet you,"
James replied as he shook the young girl's hand. "I'm just hanging
out here with Sasperocious."

Nicky burst out laughing.

"You still don't know her name, do you?"

"Nah, she won't tell me," said James. "It's
very cruel of her, isn't it, Nicky."

"Well, does she know your name?"
Nicky asked.

James smiled in response.

"Of course. She absolutely knows that my
name is…" he started to say before turning to the woman beside him
and holding out his hand to her. "James."

Sasha couldn't help but smile. He was a
cocky asshole, but he kept making her want to smile. She reached
out her hand and shook his.

"See, Nicky? Even now, she says nothing,"
James said. "It's okay. I'll just keep calling her Saspodimus. If
she's okay with that, so am I."

Nicky laughed at him before shaking her
head, turning and returning to the climbing frame. James sat
silently. If they sat in silence, that was okay. At least Sassy
Girl didn't look as angry as she had previously.

Sasha said nothing. She knew she was growing
a familiarity with him that could burst into something weird like
liking him. She couldn't risk that. If he wanted to sit near her,
that was fine. If he wanted to talk to her, that was fine too, but
she had nothing at all that she wanted to say to him. He was a guy.
He wanted one thing. She wasn't at all interested in giving it.

After a long time, James stood up and looked
down at her.

"Alright, Sassy Girl, I'm off to find a
square of sandy solitude to do some thinking," he said. "See
ya."

As he walked away, a little piece of him
hoped he'd see her again, and at some point, she might open up to
him about who she really was. For the present moment and the weeks
ahead, he had a job to keep thinking about. During the final weeks
building up to it, he wouldn't give any attention to women. It was
the one time when they held no place in his mind, in his bed, and
definitely not in his heart.

Sasha watched him walk down and along the
beach. A little piece of her wanted to talk to him. It really did.
It just couldn't.

Not yet.

"Hey," she heard Nicky's mother, Susan say
as she sat down. "Thanks for watching her again, Sasha."

"No problem. I love hanging with Nicky.
She's a great kid."

"I saw that guy who was sitting here," Susan
said. "If you don't want me to ever ask about this stuff, tell me,
but is that the guy who apparently likes you?"

Sasha chuckled softly.

"I don't know about that, but he does turn
up a lot," she said.

"Don't you like him?"

"Actually, he's starting to grow on me a
bit," Sasha said. "I just don't want to be anyone's … sorry, I
can't think of any other word than bitch."

Susan laughed. She wasn't like Sasha, but
she did like Sasha. She was a breath of fresh air among all
the stuffy people Susan knew and worked with.

"Maybe he doesn't want you to be his
bitch," she said. "Maybe he'd like to be your friend."

Sasha looked at Susan and smiled sadly.

"Maybe."

"Okay," Susan said. "I am going take this
little lady of mine and whisk her away for a dinner out. You're
welcome to join us…"

"Thanks," Sasha said. "Another time I'd like
that, but today I've got things on my mind. Do you want me to watch
Nicky again next week?"

"Mummy!" both women heard Nicky yell as she
ran toward them.

Sasha watched as Susan scooped her daughter
up into her arms. She wondered briefly why her own mother had never
done that to her.

"Sasha and I are just talking about next
week," Susan said.

"Okay, but you asked her about dinner
tonight, right?"

"Yeah, your mum did, Nicky-kid, but I'm
going to pass today," said Sasha. "Next time, though, okay? See you
next week?"

She watched as Nicky nodded, Susan smiled,
and then both walked off. Once alone, Sasha looked down the beach.
She could see that guy sitting on the sand. Even with his
sunglasses on, he looked like he was looking out toward the ocean.
For a moment, Sasha considered it might be nice to sit beside him
and look out at the ocean too.

Resolved that doing that was a stupid idea,
she stood and began to walk in the other direction. Then she
thought of Nicky again. She kept trying to help her to be more at
ease with simply saying hello to people. She hated that she
preached that, but she didn't live it.

She turned and began to walk toward the
sand. It was only sitting beside him. They were in public. They
weren't going to have sex. He wasn't even going to expect sex,
there in front of everyone. What could it hurt to just sit with
him?

~~~~~

James closed his eyes and lifted his face
toward the sun. It felt good having the heat pound down on him.
That, combined with the sound of the waves crashing on the shore in
front of him, made for a perfect thinking place. The job they had
coming up wasn't a huge job, but something about it felt off. It
was almost like it was too easy or something. He trusted his
brother, Fitz, in intel. He had nothing else in common with his kid
brother, but he was good at the business.

He sensed someone walking close to him. That
sense grew as he felt someone sit beside him. He opened his eyes in
surprise. He was stunned to see Sassy Girl sitting beside him.

"It's a welcome surprise, having you sit
beside me, but still a surprise," he said, looking at her in
confusion.

"I know," Sasha said. "Do you mind?"

"No! Not at all. I was just doing some
thinking. You are very welcome to think with me," he said, making
her smile. He liked that smile. "Did you lose something,
though?"

"What?"

"Your daughter," James said.

Sasha thought she'd not heard right until
she realized the mistake he'd made.

"Oh, Nicky isn't my daughter! She's
just a kid who I hang out with every week," Sasha explained. "Her
mum's just come and taken her away. Shit, how old do you think I
am?"

James laughed softly as he breathed out
deeply.

"I have no idea," he said. "I don't know
anything about you. I don't even know your name."

Sasha laughed. She couldn't help it.
Finally, she held out her hand to him.

"I'm Sasha."

James grinned broadly as he shook her
hand.

"Sasha. Hmm, that wasn't one of my guesses,"
he said. "In fact, I don't think that ever would have been
one of my guesses! I am very pleased to make your acquaintance,
Sasha."

They said nothing more. He was glad to just
know her name and to have her happy enough to want to sit beside
him.

Sasha was glad she'd taken a bit of her own
advice and reached out to introduce herself to someone.

Nothing more was needed.

At least for the moment.

~~~~~

As he made his way into his apartment that
night, James realized how little he felt like his usual self. He
sat on the sofa and closed his eyes. For a moment, he could see the
face of Sassy Girl - Sasha. He now knew her name. He did smile at
that. It had taken quite a while, but she finally trusted him
enough to tell him.

Unless it wasn't her name.

"Oh, hell no!" he yelled out to
no-one. The thought that she might have just given him a fake name
to shut him up became all-consuming. "Ugh, fuck, can't do anything
about that now," he mumbled to himself. He thought he was probably
right. Of course, it wouldn't be her real name.

He quickly pushed her from his mind. He
couldn't concentrate on her or any other woman at that moment. His
libido would be non-existent in the final weeks before the job. It
always was. Usually, he could summon some thoughts about some woman
or other. It wasn't happening then. At that moment, there was only
one woman who was at the forefront of his mind. All others seemed
utterly forgotten. Once again, James Stonewarden desperately tried
to push Sasha Leadbetter not only from the forefront of his mind
but completely out of his mind.


CHAPTER 6

 


"Are you sure about us heading away together
next week?" Phillip Leadbetter asked Daisy as they lay in bed early
on a Saturday morning. It was exactly two weeks until the job that
the rough part of his family was going to take part in. He hadn't
had any word or heard any rumor that Pete even cared that Phillip
and his father weren't going to be part of the job. That didn't
stop both of them being on high alert, just in case. Pete was a
murderer. He'd never been convicted, but the family knew things
he'd done. He wasn't a guy to get on the wrong side of. Phillip
didn't want to think about his parents. His father had to do that.
Phillip needed to concentrate on the beautiful woman lying
underneath him, with her legs still wrapped around his ass.

"Of course," Daisy replied happily. She
suspected there was an actual reason he wanted to get out of town,
but she didn't ask. They'd set up their boundaries. She wouldn't
talk about cases she worked on. He wouldn't talk about his family
and their criminal ways. Even as she resolved to give up the law
completely, she still appreciated those boundaries. "I want to lie
around with you like this all day every day in a beautiful hotel
room."

Phillip laughed softly. "All day,
every day? I am a very lucky man indeed."

Daisy pulled him down to her and kissed him
passionately.

"I want you to make me pregnant," she
said.

"I want that too," he replied as he started
to move in her again. "But it ain't going to happen until you agree
to become my wife."

Daisy felt him growing inside of her. He'd
only recently climaxed. She loved feeling him grow while still
inside her. She instinctively started to raise and lower her hips,
meeting his thrusts. He moaned as they began to move together in
beautiful harmony.

He lifted his upper torso high and looked
down at her. As she lifted her arms above her head, he looked at
her breasts, her lips, her eyes. He couldn't help but thrust
faster.

"Touch yourself," he whispered and watched
her hand creep downward. With every thrust into her, he could feel
her hand there. He could hear her moaning heavily and then felt her
tense up underneath him. The sensation pushed him into his own
sweet release. "Oh, fuck," he breathed out as the climax crept up,
hitting him hard and fast. He lay still and then looked down at
her. "You'd kill me if you wanted me to do this all day every
day."

Daisy laughed. "What a way to die,
though."

Phillip grinned and pulled out of her. He
lay beside her and faced her, encouraging her to do the same.

"I really do want to get away with you,"
Daisy said softly. Whatever his real reason was for going out of
town, she trusted his need to do it.

"It's another week off work, though,"
Phillip replied.

"I know, but soon I'll be off work full time
anyway."

"Are you sure you want to do that? Your job
is your life," he said to her, still not sure what had prompted her
to resign from her job as a lawyer.

"No, it isn't," Daisy said. "Being with you
has made me see that. I love being a lawyer, but it isn't my life.
I want more, Phillip. I want love, and I want babies. I want to be
a mother."

"You already have love," he said before
kissing her softly. "Never question that."

"I know. Now I just need babies," she said
suggestively, making him laugh.

"You really do want to kill me."

They laughed together.

"I want to marry you," he said after he
kissed her again. "If I have kids, Daisy, I want them to be part of
a stable, loving family home - with a mum and a dad."

"I know. It isn't the being with you that's
stopping me from saying yes."

"Well, what is it?"

"It's … it's just that … I don't want to
say, Phillip."

He pondered what her reason could be.

"Do you love me?" he asked.

"Yes! Of course I do. I wouldn't be wanting
babies with a guy I don't love. I want the mum and dad thing
too."

"Do you see us being together forever?"

"Yes," Daisy reassured him.

"And you want us to make babies
together…"

"Yes."

"And raise them together? In the same
house?"

"Yes."

"Then what … why won't you marry
me?"

Daisy wished the conversation would stop.
She didn't want to say the truth out loud. It wasn't even a valid
reason. She knew that. She also knew how she felt.

"Your name," she finally said.

"My name … Phillip?" he asked and saw her
giggle. He then thought about her reason and instantly became
serious again. "Leadbetter. Seriously, Daisy? You won't marry me
because of my last name?"

"It wouldn't just be your last name,
Phillip. It would be my last name too. And it would be the
last name of our kids."

Phillip pulled away from her and lay on his
back. Sometimes it was easier to look at the embossed ceiling than
look at her.

Daisy watched his face. She'd hurt him. That
was exactly what she'd expected. That was why she hadn't wanted to
voice her reason for avoiding getting married. She was surprised
when he turned and looked at her.

"Then I'll take your name," he
said.

"What?"

"Why not? It's the law, right? When two
people get married, one can take the other's surname. There's no
legal law that says the woman has to take the guy's name. It
can be the other way around, can't it?"

"Yes … but Phillip, it's your name. It's
your family and your heritage."

"Forget that for the moment. Daisy Leefton,
please, will you marry me and allow me to become your husband,
Phillip Leefton, and have lots of little Leeftons running around
our ankles?"

Daisy looked at him for a long while. The
plan was an okay one. It certainly would remove all concern she had
about having an entire family who had the Leadbetter name. Not only
could her kids be safer with her surname, but Phillip could be
too.

"Are you sure?"

"I am if you are," he replied. "Do you want
to? Was that your only reason, or are there others?"

"No, it really was the Leadbetter name that
worried me."

"Then…?"

"Yes. Phillip Leadbetter, I want to become
your wife and have lots of kids with you."

"So you will become my wife and have
lots of kids with me, you mean?"

She laughed at him. "Yes. I am saying
yes."

Phillip kissed her deeply. "When?"

"Well, that, I need to leave up to you.
You're still worried about your family knowing I was a lawyer
associated with Rex's case…"

"Yeah, I don't anticipate there ever being a
good time for me to introduce them to you, but I know I have to.
The worst-case scenario is that they get angry at me, and they
don't welcome you into the family. That isn't such a bad thing
though, is it."

"Maybe not for us, but our kids would be
their grandkids. Your mum and dad would be our kids'
grandparents."

Phillip let out a deep sigh. Everything
about being a Leadbetter was fucked up. Inwardly he was glad of the
opportunity to get rid of his name.

"Alright. I can at least talk to my mother
and see how she goes first, but let's wait till we get back from
this week away. I think they're stressed enough right now with some
family stuff going on."

"Okay," Daisy replied.

His words were the cue for them to stop
talking. Family stuff in Leadbetter terms meant stuff she
really didn't want to know about.

 



CHAPTER 7

 


"Rex, you're a welcome sight," Pete
Leadbetter said as he saw Mark's youngest son walking up the path
at his home.

Rex saw Pete step out of his large garage.
Pete Leadbetter's property had never been a place Rex had been to.
He'd met Pete a handful of times at family gatherings, but it had
always been on neutral ground.

"Hey, Pete," Rex said. He'd felt confident
as he'd made his way to the address he'd been provided. He felt
hugely intimidated as he stood in front of a man he'd heard was a
killer. "I wanted to talk to you about next Saturday night."

"Come inside," Pete said, leading Rex back
into the depths of the garage. "I hope you haven't decided to
bail…"

"No!" Rex exclaimed. "Hell, no. I'm looking
forward to it. I just wanted more information about what you want
me to do and stuff. I'd rather know what you wanted before we turn
up there."

Pete nodded. He'd purposely kept Rex out of
the loop. He and Sasha were Mark's kids, and Mark had recently
turned his back on the family. Could they really be trusted? Pete
took a long time looking at the young face before him. He was good
at reading people. With Sasha, it didn't matter. She would be there
only to look good and report on what she saw. Nothing could go too
wrong there. But Rex - he was a different story. Pete knew he'd
gotten caught and charged for a car theft not too long before.

"That's a fair call, Rex," said Pete. "The
lads are coming over in an hour, and we're going to be talking
about stuff then. You wanna sit in on that?"

"Yeah, ah … if that's okay with you."

Pete could see the nervousness on Rex's
face. He wasn't sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.
Nervousness could drive someone to excel. It could also drive
someone to fuck up - badly.

"Sure. While you're here, you wanna help me
replace the brakes on this beauty?" he asked, shifting their
conversation to neutral ground.

Rex looked at the classic car beside
them.

"Sure," he replied even though he didn't yet
know much about cars. "You'll have to tell me what to do."

Pete smiled. Perfect. He needed something -
even just one little thing - that he could give instructions to Rex
for. That was a perfect way for him to assess one simple thing - if
Rex could follow instructions. Of all the skills a criminal
needed, that was surely one of the most important ones as far as
Pete was concerned. He wanted every person on his crew to hear,
understand, and do what they were told, without fault or
hesitation. If they even hesitated, there'd be hell to pay.


CHAPTER 8

 


"Does she know what's going on?" Mitchell
Stonewarden asked Tom as they together walked out over the fields
of the ranch toward the donkeys. Tom was the oldest living
Stonewarden that Mitchell knew of, and his uncle. He'd been tending
the family ranch for most of his life. His discretion was
paramount, especially since the ranch was a hideout for any
Stonewardens on the run and needing refuge.

"No, young Charlie has no knowledge of the
upcoming job, as far as I can tell," Tom replied. "She believes Ash
is sweeping her away for romance, nothing more."

"And Ash?"

"I told him, Mitchell. He knew something was
up. He won't say anything. He agrees that she needs to not hear
about any of it. I know in my heart that he wouldn't tell her what
you guys are doing. He loves her too much. With the baby so close,
he'd wrap her up in cotton wool if he thought it would keep her
safe. No, he's a good lad. You don't have anything to worry about
there."

Mitchell nodded. He trusted Ash. Of course
he did. If he didn't, he sure wouldn't have approved of him
marrying Mitchell's 19-year-old daughter.

"When will they go?" he asked.

"Wednesday," said Tom. "I told Ash the job
was Saturday night. He's happy to get her out of here Wednesday and
be well gone before the weekend. They aren't going far. I suggested
the next town over that has a good hospital. Then she'll be within
reach of you if you need to get to her, but she'll also have access
to good medical care if the baby decides to come early. They'll be
back before her due date, but babies come when they want to
come."

"Don't I know it. All of my sons were at
least a month early. Then Charlie decided to come two weeks late,"
Mitchell said, laughing slightly at memories of each of his
children being born.

"And now everything's reversed," Tom said,
chuckling. "She's the first to fall in love, marry and start
a family. But I have hope for those lads of yours, Mitchell.
Sometime one of them is going to fall…"

Mitchell burst out laughing.

"You keep thinking that, Tom," he said. "I
have no expectations for any kids from any of my sons. I love to
them to bits, but hell, they're lovers, that's for sure."

"We'll see," said Tom. "The ones that love
women the most might be the ones who turn out to be the next to
fall."

~~~~~

Inside the house, Ash was lying down on
their large bed beside Charlie. It had been a crazy year, and soon
he would become a father. He lovingly reached out and softly
touched her belly.

Charlie watched his face as he caressed the
large bump.

"Are you happy, Ash?" she asked. She was
instantly greeted with the broadest smile.

"Of course," Ash said. "I'm lying on a bed
beside my beautiful wife, and inside this incredible big
bulge is our son or our daughter. What's not to be happy
about?" He leaned in and kissed her softly. "I am happy in this
life with you, Charlie. I love living here with you. I love working
on the ranch. I love being around Tom and Molly. Everything is
amazing."

"You don't wish we'd waited before doing
this?" she asked as she pointed to her tummy.

"No," he said. "I think the timing of
children should be just your choice. Whether we have heaps now or
we space them out, or if this is the only one we have, I'll still
be happy. I just want to be with you. I want you to be happy and
healthy."

"I am happy," she said as she raised
his hand to her lips. "But I do look forward to having my energy
back."

Ash smiled at her. She was teasing him
suggestively. He had no reply that could even fit the way he felt
at that.

"Do you want to go down and see your father
before he leaves? I think he and Tom just came back through the
paddock gate," Ash asked.

"Yes. Can you help me up? I'm a bit fat
today," Charlie said, smiling all the while.

Ash grinned and helped her up. She was
awesome, and he loved her. It was that easy.

~~~~~

"Charlie, I'm going to head home," Mitchell
said as he wrapped his arms around his daughter. No matter how much
he saw her with her big belly, he was always surprised by it. "You
guys have a great holiday. The next time I see you, there might be
three of you. Please be careful. Ash, take care of my little
girl."

Ash shook his father in law's hand and
nodded.

"I will," he said.

Nothing was said directly between him and
Mitchell about the job they were doing that weekend. It was an
unspoken acknowledgment on both sides that neither side would
mention it even though both sides knew about it. They were in
agreement that regardless of what Ash thought of what the
Stonewardens did, the most important thing was keeping Charlie safe
and calm, and seeing her through a safe delivery.

 



CHAPTER 9

 


On Wednesday, as Ash and Charlie made their
way out of town, Mark Leadbetter and his wife Stacey were doing the
same. Nothing had been said about anything negative to do with Mark
since Pete had taken over the helm of the Leadbetter family. It
didn't hurt to be extra cautious, though.

Stacey was glad Mark was traveling away with
her. It was a preventative measure in case something bad happened
in the weekend around the robbery. For her, it was also the first
time she'd had a romantic holiday with her husband without any
kids. Anya was the only one she worried about leaving behind, but
she'd managed to find a friend to stay with for the remainder of
the week and over the weekend. She'd be alright.

"How are you feeling?" Mark asked his wife
when he saw how thoughtful she appeared.

Stacey leaned close to him and lay her head
on his shoulder. They were on the very first train trip they'd
taken together.

"I'm glad to be away with you," she said as
she took his hand in hers. "I was just thinking that this will be
the first time we've had time without any kids around since before
they came along. That's a really long time."

Mark slipped his arm around her
shoulder.

"It is," he said before kissing her
forehead. "It kind of feels like a second honeymoon."

Stacey sat up and smiled at him.

"Well, since we didn't actually have a
first one, maybe we can make this our honeymoon."

He laughed at her and pulled her to him to
kiss her.

"What exactly does a honeymoon entail?"

"Lots and lots of loving," she said
in a whispered voice close to his ear.

Mark grinned. He was looking forward to
that.

~~~~~

The oldies were gone. Rex sat in his room in
the Leadbetter home and rejoiced. He had the house to himself, and
on Saturday, he was going to be part of Pete's crew. He'd attended
a couple of planning sessions with them, and he knew his role to
play. He was going to be celebrated as a main player in the
robbery. Hell, everyone would want to know him. Everything
was looking good.

The house seemed quiet - too quiet. It was
good but at the same time a bit spooky. His oldest brother,
Phillip, had long moved out. That had been good. He'd always been
too much in Rex's face. His next brother, David, was never around.
He was pretty much shacked up with his girlfriend. He wouldn't be
home. Great. Brat Anya was away with friends. He was glad to be rid
of her, stupid baby sister she was. That only left Sasha. She was
okay. She was going to be doing the job with him on Saturday. He
didn't mind Sasha. She was one tough bitch. He much preferred that
to squeaky clean, super happy Anya. Yeah, the only one even
remotely cool was Sasha. The rest of his family could go to hell
for all he cared.

Fuck. Them. All.

~~~~~

Greg was getting nervous. He was set up to
be the getaway driver for Rhett, Rex, and Pete. There would be a
number of cars and drivers at the ready, but that would be his
passenger list for the night. He'd tried to get Sasha assigned to
his car too. Pete was having none of that. He wanted her to not be
seen as a part of anything that went down, so it would be up to her
to grab a cab and make her own way home. Greg didn't like it, but
he'd follow the instruction. If there was one woman on the planet
who he absolutely knew could look after herself, it was Sasha.

Contemplating how the evening might go, he
automatically began to pack a bag of clothes and stock up his car
with food and water supplies. He had a cabin in the woods an hour
out of town. It had come into his possession from his mother's
family so it wasn't a Leadbetter asset. He'd purposely kept it a
secret from the family. He had often wondered if he might one day
feel like just getting away to it and closing his eyes and his ears
to the rest of the world. He currently felt like that time had
come. Saturday night, he would do his job, but then he was going to
just drive away. He might go for a week. He might go for a month.
Hell, he might go and never be heard from again. He'd consider that
option once the robbery was over, and he was on the road.

Thinking ahead to others he cared about, he
grabbed a handful of unopened burner phones he'd had in stock for
ages. If he left town, he'd ditch his usual phone and use a new one
with a new number. He was going to give one to Sasha and one to
Rhett too. He'd make sure they didn't give the numbers to Pete. If
he was honest with himself, Pete Leadbetter scared the crap out of
him. They'd all grown up together in the same crime family, but
that guy was psycho. Nothing was too extreme for him, and that made
Greg nervous.

Working through a hypothetical list in his
mind, he jumped in his car and drove off to purchase other
just-in-case supplies. Matches, firewood, coal, and spare fuel all
filled his car boot, along with blankets, sleeping bags, and
pillows. He hadn't been out to the cabin for months. It could have
been looted to hell. He was taking no chances.

 



CHAPTER 10

 


The day had come. At 7pm, doors to a
high-class gala would open, and people would ascend in their
tuxedos and gowns. On display but under semi-heavy guard would be
jewels that were the actual center of attention for a select
few.

At the Stonewarden house, everything was
checked and re-checked. Everything was questioned, answered, and
then re-questioned. Nothing could be left to chance. The
Stonewardens had an advanced plan in place to make sure they could
get what they wanted with precision and discretion. That was their
way. They'd done burglaries where stolen items hadn't been noticed
as missing for months after they'd disappeared. They were masters
of something being there one moment and quietly gone the next.

All boys had their tuxedos at the ready.
Even James and Vic, who lived in their own homes, were getting
ready at their family home. It was a night of work, but it was also
a night of charm. That was part of their illusion.

When all were showered, dressed, and ready,
Mitchell looked around at all of his sons. Everyone was working, as
was normal. They all had their specific parts to play. One by one,
he got each of them to recite their individual codes to everyone
else. Through advanced microphones and earpieces, they would be
able to hear one another, but they were too professional to
actually talk to each other. Nothing stood out more than people
standing around talking to themselves when it came to crime. The
boys each had their lines that they would deliver to someone else -
preferably a stranger - if anything seemed off. No-one was too
proud in their crew to call a job doubtful and suggest an abort. To
do so was far more intelligent than continuing in a plan and
everything going to hell.

Vic thought through his part as he sat on
the living room sofa. Soon he would be the one planning jobs. For
the moment, however, he knew they had sound plans in place. It
wasn't going to be the hardest theft they'd done, but it was going
to be incredibly rewarding when it was over with. After that, his
father would start handing over the Stonewarden reign to him. He
looked forward to that. He'd been waiting for it for a long
time.

James stood in front of the large mirror in
his old bedroom and focused. He was looking good. He was smelling
good. He would easily do his part to watch everyone and make a
judgment call if it was needed, all the while being simply a
charmer who loved women.

Regan just waited for everyone else. He just
wanted it over with. He wanted the job to be done, and then he
wanted to get back to his girlfriend. She had no idea who he was
really. He liked living the mirage he hid in when he was with her.
It was a nicer place to be than the reality of what he was about to
do in the name of family honor.

Max hoped everything would go well. He'd
experienced being shot and being confined in a coma the year
before. It had put him off criminal behavior, but he would step up
and do his part for his father. He no longer had any desire for it,
but he'd do as was expected of him. For a brief moment, he thought
about Christy. What would she think of what he was about to do and
had always done? The thought wasn't good. It created a slight panic
in him. He quickly pushed her from his mind. He couldn't think
about her. To be distracted on that night would be a recipe for
disaster.

And finally, there was Fitz. Always the
planner and initiator, he was fired up and ready to go. His
adrenaline was flowing through his veins. He couldn't wait to get
into that building and see his ideas take shape.

"Right," Mitchell said as he looked around
them all one more time as they assembled in the living room again.
"Does anyone want to stop this? Speak up if you do."

No-one said a word.


CHAPTER 11

 


In the Leadbetter household, Sasha had
showered and was spending time putting on the thick makeup that
Greg had given her. It was supposed to hide her tattoos. It seemed
a fruitless effort given how far up her arm they went, but she'd do
as she had to. As she applied it to her skin, she thought about all
she'd been told. She'd have no active role except to walk among the
people, be approachable, smile, and keep her eyes open. She had a
communication link to go into her ear, and she was to report the
movements of security as they moved around. That was it. She had no
other part to play. She was glad.

The whole thing had made her father and
mother nervous. That, in turn, made her nervous. She knew she was
an adult and able to stand on her own two feet, but for a sliver of
a moment, she wished her mother had pulled her into her arms and
told her to go with them out of town. She wished someone had said
to her that she shouldn't do what Pete had asked her to do. Did
anyone even consider anything happening to her? Anyone at all?

Satisfied with the images on her skin being
successfully hidden from view, she ventured to put on the dress
Greg had given her. As it slipped down over her body, she was well
aware that she had never worn anything like it before. She'd worn
dresses. The gown was more than a dress. She'd never been
enthusiastic about girl stuff like hair, makeup or clothes, but she
did like the feeling she got as the gown slipped over her and
settled on her slight curves.

She looked in the mirror. With the bare back
and halter neck, she could see the level of skinniness she
possessed. She didn't think about it day to day, but she had to
admit, she didn't look healthy. She wanted to look better - not for
some asshole - just for her.

Her body wasn't changeable in the immediate
future, but her face was. She hated makeup with a vengeance, but
she knew how to apply it to create something resembling sultry. She
got to work. Why Pete thought she was the best person to try
and draw people's attention, she didn't know. The fact was that he
did, and that was all that mattered.

Finally, she sat back, slipped on the high
heels, and looked at herself. She was a different person. For one
night, that couldn't be a bad thing.

She'd wanted to be a different person for a
very long time.

~~~~~

In the bedroom next to hers, Rex was getting
ready. He was fired up and wound up. His heart was already pounding
in his chest. He was eager to get to the finish line - even before
he got to the starting line. Everyone was always giving him a hard
time about everything he did, but tonight he'd show them all. He'd
do great, and he'd be a hero for it. No-one would ever talk down to
him again.

Quietly he did as no-one knew he would do.
He'd found the gun in David's room weeks earlier. His brother was
hardly ever home. Even though David was supposed to also be working
the job that night, he wouldn't need it. Rex picked it up and
carefully tucked it into the back of his pants. Turning to look in
the mirror, he made sure no-one would see it. It was well hidden.
Perfect.

"Hey! You ready?" he called out to Sasha
after he entered the hallway.

"Yeah," she said as she grabbed the stupid
little piece of fabric someone thought was suitable for a handbag.
All it held was her house key, her ATM card, and her burner phone.
The only other thing she needed was the communication piece that
was already in place. The only other thing she wanted was
her knife. That was strapped inside her thigh. It would hardly be
an easy place to grab it from, but she was limited in where else it
could go. It would have to do.

The two siblings faced each other in the
hallway.

"Whoa," Rex said, stunned at the sight of
her. "Pete is going to be really happy with you."

Outside they heard a car approach and then a
voice in their ears.

"If you can hear me, come on out," Greg said
in a soft sing-song voice, making them both smile.

"Hey, Rex, be careful tonight," Sasha said
to her youngest brother. In many ways, he was like her but he was
far more rash. She knew the one thing that might bring her brother
down, in the end, would be his inability to walk before he ran. He
could be like a bull in a china store with his impatience and
stubbornness. She hoped to hell he wouldn't be like that inside the
gala.

~~~~~

"Hey," Sasha said as she climbed into the
back of Greg's car. It wasn't his day to day car. It was one that
only made an appearance on nights when they'd do a job.

"Jesus, girl," Rhett said as he looked at
her. "I was wondering what Pete was thinking to give you this job,
but fuck, you are going to make heads turn."

Sasha rolled her eyes at him but said
nothing. No more was said as the four of them drove off, each with
their heart pounding more and more heavily by the minute.


CHAPTER 12

 


James and Vic made their way independently to
the venue. They would be lookouts, but their part included being
playboys for the evening. That meant they needed a car each to
sweep away a woman if that was what was needed to cover anyone's
tracks and have an alibi.

As he pulled into the car park, James forced
himself to take deep breaths. It was a trick he'd learned from
Charlie when she had her panic attacks. A panic attack wasn't what
James was having, but it felt good to breathe deeply. His
adrenaline was running. He'd been in the family business for seven
years. He knew how to put that adrenaline to good use.

He sat in the car for a long while before
stepping out, holding his head up high, and making his way with the
crowd through the large entry doors.

At different times the rest of the boys made
their way in. Max was paired with Regan. They looked like two young
lads eager to make a score with women for the evening. That was the
hardest part for Regan to play, but he always did it well. It was
just an act, but it still felt like a betrayal to his girl.

Vic entered alone and immediately sussed out
someone to approach. He had a job to do, and he'd get on and do it
well. There was nothing more to his thoughts. The job just had to
be done.

Mitchell and Fitz entered together. They
hardly ever spoke to one another, but standing side by side, anyone
could see that they were father and son. They would attract mothers
with daughters. It was always the way.

All circled and socialized. There was no
hurry for anything more. They would take their time and remain
observant about who was there and what each person was doing. They
would watch security. They would watch the guests. It would be a
long while before they moved toward doing anything else.

 



CHAPTER 13

 


"I'll be right here, Rex," Greg said to the
youngest person in the car as they parked. He then turned to Sasha.
"You know you're to make your way home in a cab," he said and saw
her nod. For a fleeting moment, he thought she looked like a scared
child. That look was quickly replaced with her unique look of
fierce determination. "But Sasha, if you need me, I'm here. I know
it's not the plan but fuck if I'm going to desert you if you need
me."

Sasha nodded, thankful he'd said that. She
wouldn't go against Pete's plan, but it was sure nice to hear
someone express some kind of concern for her.

"Thanks," she replied.

Rex and Sasha climbed out. As Rhett went to
do the same, he heard Greg's voice.

"Hey, be careful in there."

Rhett looked at him and nodded.

"You know I always am," he said quietly.

The three of them began their entry into the
large structure before them.

~~~~~

As they moved inside, each went in their own
direction. Sasha was supposed to be a woman on her own. That was
the image she had to present so she could draw the most attention.
She glanced around and took note of the paintings on the walls. She
hadn't been in the building before, but it was clearly some kind of
gallery. She wondered why she hadn't even been told what the inside
of the building was like. It seemed kind of a major detail to have
been left out. Not that it mattered. She just had to look pretty.
Ha! Pretty. Yeah, right.

She moved to a painting and glanced at it
before looking around. To others, it might have looked like she was
looking at other paintings on the walls, but her work had begun.
She started to take note of security guards - where they were and
how many there were. She'd been slightly worried about how the
night would go, but as she sank into her role for the evening, she
felt calm flow over her.

Everything was going to be alright.


CHAPTER 14

 


James walked around, chatting with people. It
was a strange sensation, talking to people while hearing his
brothers and father talking to people at the same time through the
earpiece. He remembered his earlier days in the business,
practicing to get used to it. His father had made him take the
communication piece out to a mall. The two of them had walked
around on different sides of the large building that was packed. It
had felt like an overload of voices those first few times. It had
now been a long time since he'd honed his skills in hearing what he
needed to take notice of and blocking the rest out.

He wasn't out for a night of woman gazing,
but he knew how to charm. He took his time and walked around, all
the while keeping his eyes well open and alert. When he spotted a
woman standing alone, looking at the artwork, he was startled.

From the distance he was at, he couldn't be
entirely certain, but if it wasn't Sassy Girl, it was a woman who
certainly looked like her. He held down the impulse to go up to
her. Instead, he stood off to the side, partially out of view near
a large column. He watched her. When she turned, he could see her
face clearly. She had a lot of makeup on, and there was no sign of
her tattoos, but he was pretty sure it was her. She looked
outstanding. Fuck, she looked like an entirely different
person.

He decided to just keep watching her. Over
time he started to see her lips moving. The more he watched her,
the more a shiver started to flow down his spine. He watched her
eyes darting here and there, particularly toward security. He
watched her speaking. It was subtle, but his eyes were trained to
notice every little thing. After observing for a good long while,
James became nervous. She was there for a reason. She was watching,
and she was reporting. That took his nervousness up a great
deal.

Before she saw him, he readied to make the
call and use his code for abort. Just as he was going to, he heard
Max use his. Then Regan. Then Vic. He walked to a woman close to
him and said the line that was all his own. To her, it was polite
conversation. To each of the Stonewardens, it was as important as a
neon sign glaring out the words, 'this is dirty. Get the hell
out.'

Each boy heard Mitchell speak, his voice the
final word.

"Fitz, I think I've seen enough. Are you
ready? We should catch up with Max and Regan while we can."

James stepped forward to the banister that
enabled him to look out over the entire main foyer of the gallery.
He watched discretely as his father and three of his brothers
quietly and peacefully left. Something was off. His father's
wording had plainly stated that James and Vic would stay and just
be regular guests. Nothing would be done. They were to do nothing
except look perfectly at ease in the gallery environment. They
wouldn't go anywhere near the jewels on display. They would turn
the evening into a social occasion as if that was all it ever had
been.

He looked around. In the distance, he could
see Vic, but they didn't interact. He turned back to where he knew
Sassy Girl was. Watching her face carefully, he approached her.
Even the amount of makeup she was wearing couldn't hide the
surprise on her face when she saw him.

"Sassy," James said quietly as he approached
her. The surprise on her face turned quickly to concern and then
fear.

Sasha looked at him. What the fuck?!
How did this guy keep finding her? She'd enjoyed sitting with him
on the beach, but she was working, and one floor down from them was
Pete. One floor down from them was someone who would kill if things
didn't go his way.

She moved him away from the crowd.

"What are you doing here?" she asked,
panicked.

James shrugged his shoulders.

"I like art."

"Sasha, what's going on?" Sasha heard Pete
ask in her ear. "I need you to tell me what's happening."

James saw her wince as if in pain. Anyone
else might not have had any idea of anything that was going on. To
him, with his years of training and experience in high tech
gadgetry and military-style heists, he could see everything as it
was happening. He wouldn't tell her that, but she wasn't
being anywhere near as subtle as she should have been for what she
was doing.

~~~~~

As they made their way outside, Mitchell and
Fitz both became aware that something wasn't just a little off
about the evening. They made their way quietly to the car they
shared, but their eyes were trained. There were cops everywhere.
Most were in plain clothes, but there was no mistaking them.

Mitchell looked to his left and his right
and saw Regan and Max both safely heading toward their individual
cars. Once he and Fitz sat in their car, he spoke.

"James, Vic, get the hell out of there
now!"

Vic heard the instruction and immediately
walked out without hesitation. He didn't even look at James. For
that evening, they were on their own.

James heard the words and knew he had to
leave. He looked at Sassy - Sasha she'd told him her name was. He
had no idea if that was really her name. He decided to test her. He
discretely turned off his comms and then approached her.

"Sasha," he said quietly. Instantly she
turned and looked right at him with an incredibly sad look on her
face. She looked frozen, unable to move or speak. "Come with me,"
he said further, desperately not wanting to leave her there if
something was going to happen.

She turned her head away and glanced at the
security guards again. Her eyes followed the same route: guards
then around four or five guys in the lower level of the large open
space.

"I can't," she whispered to him,
distraught.

James could see her eyes watering. He had no
idea what was driving that emotion in her. He had hardly thought
she was capable of feeling any emotion.

A loud sound from the ground level caused
both of them to turn their heads sharply toward it. James was quick
enough to see who was doing what. That was enough for him to run to
Sasha, put his arm forcefully around her waist, and pull her back
toward the back staircase.

"What are you…?" she started to ask until
she heard more sounds. She'd first thought someone had dropped
something on the shiny hard floor. With every step James pulled
her, it sounded more and more like gunfire.

"Shut up and walk beside me as if I've
picked you up, and I'm taking you home with me," he said to her. He
didn't care what part she'd played in whatever was happening. He
just wanted to get the fuck out of there, and he couldn't leave her
there to do any more for her part. He just couldn't.

Sasha looked at his face. She was good at
reading expressions. His said that he wasn't kidding. Something
serious was happening, and it was best they get out of there. She
cast her mind back to the others. Pete, Rex, and a handful of other
guys from her family's wide circle were in there. Then she
remembered that Greg was sitting in the car, ready to drive off as
soon as Rhett, Rex, and Pete reached him. They'd all be okay.
Everything would be okay.

She said nothing but did as James had
suggested. She didn't even know him, but she felt safer with him
than she would have felt alone.

As they approached the front entranceway, he
took her hand in his. She didn't even stop him. She knew when to
act. She leaned into him and kissed him on the cheek. He smiled
back at her. They passed through the doorway and toward his car.
With every step, he kept thinking to himself, 'one more step', 'one
more step.' He, too, had noticed the high number of cops around. He
had no idea what was happening inside, but the gunfire hadn't yet
stopped. It would go quiet for a few seconds, and then another
round would go off.

Finally, they reached his car. He unlocked
the doors and watched as she climbed in without any prompting from
him. Inside she turned to him.

"What…"

Before she could say another word, Sasha saw
James hold his finger to his lips then point to her ear. She looked
surprised, stunned, and then resigned. She nodded as she pulled the
comms unit away.

James held out his hand, and she handed it
to him. He'd seen the type before. It was short range. Her
communication with whoever was inside would have been severed
almost as soon as they'd walked down the first staircase. He was
taking no chances, though. He deactivated it and placed it in a
thick-walled tin he kept inside the car's glove box. It was a move
he'd done a thousand times before.

"I don't know what you're supposed to
be doing, but right now, I have to get out of here, and so do you,"
he said as he started his car. Sasha said nothing. She just looked
at him, confused. "I'm not leading anyone to my place or yours so
how do you feel about parking up at the beach for a while?" he
asked.

She could have read it as some kind of
pick-up line, but the way he was looking in all of the car mirrors
told her that was far from his thoughts.

"Sure," she said simply.

 



CHAPTER 15

 


From his car outside the building, Greg could
see and hear confrontation. Guns were being used. His well-tuned
ears could tell that. He was on edge with not knowing what to do.
He'd seen Sasha come out with some guy. He had to hope she would be
okay there. Really he should have run after them and dragged her
away, but he didn't dare stray from the car. He had a job to do,
and she was a tough chick. The guy hadn't looked menacing. Greg
hoped that Sasha would be able to look after herself.

He was broken out of his thoughts as he saw
Rhett walking quickly toward the car.

"Drive," he said as he climbed in.

"But Pete…"

"Dead. Drive," said Rhett.

"Rex?"

"Drive!!" Rhett said as forcefully as
he could.

Greg reacted. That was his role in that
particular job. Whatever went down, he was there for the purpose of
driving to get people safely away. He had to push out of his mind
that he only had one of the three people he was supposed to have.
He had so many questions but seeing the stress on Rhett's face, he
kept quiet and focused on getting them to safety.

"I'm heading to a cabin an hour out of
town," Greg finally said quietly after deactivating his comms
piece, and seeing Rhett do the same. "I can drop you off somewhere
or you can come with me."

Rhett felt like he was was overloading on
emotion. Fuck that stupid job. Fuck, fuck, fuck! He turned and
looked at Greg. His emotions were more than overloading. They were
at a critical level.

"Pull over. There's something I gotta do,"
he said forcefully. There was a fear inside of him that the cops
were going to catch up with him, and Pete wouldn't be the only one
dead by the time the sun rose again. He'd held something back for a
long time, and fuck if he was going to hold back anymore.

"Here?" Greg asked, his voice full of
confusion.

One assessment of the way Rhett was looking
at him, and he immediately pulled over. There was no-one around. He
could see that as he turned and looked through the rear window…

The observation was cut short. In an
instant, he felt Rhett's hands reach out and pull his head closer,
and his lips come down on his own. Greg was surprised, and
relieved, and confused, and stunned, but they couldn't just sit
there like they were. If cops were after either of them for
whatever reason, they had to keep moving.

He pulled back from Rhett and could see the
emotion in his eyes.

"We'll have to talk about that later," Greg
said quietly. Seeing Rhett nod and move to withdraw backward, Greg
leaned further and kissed the lips back. He'd been silently
dreaming about kissing those lips for years. He wanted to kiss
those lips more, but they would have to wait. "Are you coming with
me, or do you want me to drive you somewhere?"

Rhett was more confused by being kissed
back, but neither said anything more about that.

"Let's just go. I don't have to be
anywhere."

Greg nodded, started the car, and they drove
away, not looking back.

Fuck.

What a night.

 



CHAPTER 16

 


Mitchell drove around for a long while. None
of the boys would go to their homes straight away. It wasn't a
situation they were caught up in, hopefully. There wasn't
anything about their actions of the night that would have caused
any suspicion, and they'd left before anything went down -
if it went down. He still needed to check in and make sure
they were all safe.

He pulled over and sent a coded text to
James, Max, Regan, and Victor. Within a few minutes, three of them
had messaged back with their individually coded response that
looked like nothing but shouted 'I'm good.'

~~~~~

James pulled into the carpark at the
beachfront. The weather was too cold to suggest they get out and
walk. He left the heater running as he and Sasha sat for a long
while, just looking forward out toward the ocean. Even over the
sound of the car heater, they could hear the waves. It should have
been a reassuring sound. For Sasha, it didn't hide the noise in her
head.

The sound of his phone alerting again made
James finally pick it up. He'd missed his check-in, so his father
had sent a follow-up. Quickly James keyed in the right response.
Immediately he received his father's code for 'all of you have
reported in and are okay'. James put the phone safely in his
pocket.

When he turned to Sasha, he could see she
was shaking. He reached over to the back seat and grabbed an old
sweater.

"It's old and probably smelly, but put it
on. You look like you're freezing in that thing," he said, pointing
at her flimsy dress.

"You wouldn't rather I was dressed and
looked like this than how you've seen me before?" she dared to ask.
All guys wanted pretty princesses with perfect hair and makeup …
didn't they?

"Hell, no," replied James. "I'd rather see
the real you than a pretty picture borrowed from how other people
present themselves. You look good in that dress, don't get me
wrong, but my mother always told us that we have to just be
ourselves."

"Myself is ugly," she mumbled. She hardly
ever looked in the mirror. It seemed a pointless exercise that
never brought any joy.

"Yeah, well, you might like telling yourself
that, but to be completely honest, I think you're sexy as
fuck."

Sasha almost had a sliver of a gut reaction
like she'd always had. In the couple of seconds after he spoke to
her, she could have pulled out the knife at her thigh. She didn't
want to hear anything like that coming from any guy's mouth. It
said to her that they saw her as a piece of meat, to be used and
then tossed aside.

As she looked at his face, she argued with
herself. He didn't act like he was going to treat her like that.
She dispelled thoughts of grabbing her knife and holding it to his
throat. Instead, she accepted the sweater and put it on, not saying
a word. She had to admit it felt amazing to put on something that
was so warm and comforting.

"I'm not going to ask you questions about
whatever you were part of tonight. If you wanna talk you can, but I
don't need to know," James said, trying to calm her down. He was
used to his sister having panic attacks that would make her
hyperventilate when she got too stressed. It wasn't the same thing
as was happening in front of him, but the young woman before him
did look stressed. He at least had the skills to try and soothe the
young woman sitting with him.

"Thanks. I need to check my brother's okay…"
she started to say as she pulled out the burner phone Greg had
given her earlier.

James put his hand over hers.

"Are you sure that's wise?" he asked. "Is
anyone going to be looking for that phone, who might search for its
location?"

Sasha was confused. He had a valid point,
but that side of things wasn't what she knew. She was just an
active participant, doing what she'd been told to. She didn't know
who to call or if she should call. She wished her mother
wasn't so far away. They weren't close, but Sasha had no doubt
she'd know what to do in situations like that.

"It's a burner," she said quietly. "I just
need to know he's okay."

She decided not to call the phone Rex had on
him. As far as she knew, he was still inside the building when
she'd left. If he'd done something stupid, the cops would have him
and his burner phone. At least Greg would be able to confirm
he was okay.

As if sensing her confusion, Sasha saw the
screen on the phone light up with Greg's name.

"Greg?"

"No, it's me, Rhett. Are you alright? Are
you safe?"

"Yeah. Yeah, I'm okay," she said as she
glanced toward James. He didn't look like he was going to try
anything that guys did. She'd be fine. She had her knife. It never
let her down. "Are you guys?"

"I'll call you again when I have more news,"
Rhett replied. "Just be safe. If you have anywhere you can go other
than home tonight, go there."

"Okay," Sasha said to ease his mind. Of
course she had nowhere else to go. She didn't tell him that. He
sounded worried enough. She hung up without saying goodbye. She
knew the phone call had come from a place of caring, but for all
the people her parents had drummed into her were her 'family', she
felt completely abandoned and alone.

"Is everything okay?" James asked her. He
wouldn't ask her too much. He knew how hard it was to keep a
certain level of information secret from people. It was all the
harder when the only option was to downright lie to them in
response to a question.

"Yeah," she replied with a tone of defeat
and desolation evident in her voice. She was worried about Rex.
They'd never really gotten on, but he was her kid brother, and
she'd just left him there. Sure, he'd been left with a handful of
men who had the power to not let anything happen to him. They had
the power to protect him and keep him safe, but had they?

"You do look really different tonight,"
James said softly in an attempt to veer her thoughts away from
whatever was worrying her. "No tatts?"

Sasha smiled sadly but in appreciation of
his attempt to divert her.

"They're under there," she said. "I've just
got some magic tattoo-hiding crap on my skin."

"I'm gonna really look at those tatts one
day. When I do, I don't want a knife to my throat."

Sasha chuckled. He was teasing her. In the
moment, it felt good to have someone say something stupid.

"Deal."

"You hungry?" he asked.

"No, I don't think I could eat right
now."

James kept checking the rear and side-view
mirrors of his car. There was no reason anyone should have followed
him, but he was savvy enough to at least consider they might
have.

"Who do you think is after us?" Sasha asked,
very aware of his actions and the seriousness on his face.

"I'm pretty sure it was guns going off in
that building. Who knows what the cops think. Maybe they think
someone who isn't there is related to whatever was going on. I
don't think anyone is coming after us. It won't hurt to wait
a while, though. I don't want cops coming to my door," he replied
as he turned and did another full look through the rear window.

"Someone else might have been worried about
people being hurt inside," Sasha wondered to herself, not realizing
she was speaking out loud. She looked at him and saw the surprise
on his face. "Who are you, James? Why is your first thought cops
coming after you instead of people being hurt?"

James was speechless. He hadn't given any
thought at all to where all those bullets had flown to. His only
concern had been getting himself out of there. Following that
thought had been his father and brothers. He was alarmed to have
someone present a snapshot of his inward focus. She had a valid
point.

"I don't know," he said quietly as he faced
her. Feeling ashamed, he decided he couldn't face her so squarely
on after all. He turned away and looked out at the ocean again.
"I'm just me."

Sasha felt weary. She'd always pushed her
mother away when she'd tried to be affectionate toward her. Now she
wished she could feel her arms around her. She felt isolated and
incredibly vulnerable and lonely.

"I think we're all good," James said,
wanting the subject changed. "If you think there's any chance your
home might not be safe, you can come back to my place and stay
there the night," he continued. Her look of fear was evident. He
laughed softly. "Sassy, if I was going to do anything to you, I'd
probably do it on that beach rather than in my apartment. And if
you're thinking about sex, forget it. That is the last thing on
my mind tonight, so if you're thinking that me taking you to
my place will give you the chance to adore my body, it ain't
happening."

Sasha felt a deep breath flow out of her.
She was uncertain about what to do. He was making light of the
situation but was he being honest?

"I have my knife with me," she said.

"I have no doubt about that whatsoever,"
James said and turned back to face her again. "Look, all I'm
offering is somewhere to sleep for the night. You can have a shower
there if you want. If you're not too proud to wear guys' track
pants and t-shirts, you can change into some of mine there. At
least you'll be warmer and more comfortable. I mean it, Sasha.
You're safe with me. These hands," he said, holding them up.
"They're not working tonight. But I can drop you home if you want.
Your choice."

"No," she said quickly. She didn't want to
be on her own, and she had no idea what might or might not be
happening in the Leadbetter household. She didn't know the guy next
to her, but he had already proved he wouldn't push her too much in
whatever it was he really wanted. "No, I'll come with you if you
really mean it about not expecting sex."

James smiled sadly at her.

"Even if I wasn't too wound up for that, you
haven't given me any clues you want anything like that from me," he
said. "I'd never try and get sex from a woman who doesn't want it.
Don't stress, Sassy. All's cool."

Sasha relaxed and smiled. She wasn't sure if
he was aware he was drifting back and using his nickname for her
now and then, but she didn't point it out to him. She kind of liked
it. It was unique. It gave her a strange sense of feeling like she
was someone special. That was something she'd rarely ever felt.

"You sure?" he asked one more time as he
started the engine.

She nodded. That was all the answer she
could provide. She was nervous, she was worried about Rex, and she
was alone with no member of her family anywhere nearby. Everyone
had scattered and just left her hanging. She'd always fought to
prove she was independent. Now she wished she hadn't done that to
quite the degree she had. She wished someone considered that
maybe she did need someone close by after all.

~~~~~

They drove in silence. James was alert and
Sasha could tell. She didn't want to interrupt or distract him. He
was trying to keep them both safe. That was a huge thing in her
head, like a large neon sign flashing, 'he's an okay guy'.

When they finally pulled into an underground
carpark, Sasha felt her heart start pounding. Visions of horror
movies she'd watched kept trying to enter her head. She fought to
keep them at bay. Like he'd said, if he was going to hurt her in
any way, it made no sense he'd take her to his apartment to do
it.

"Are you all good?" he asked her once parked
and had turned the ignition off. "You look scared."

Sasha couldn't say anything. He was right.
That was how she felt. She watched as he climbed out of the car and
then opened her door for her.

"You got your knife firmly planted
somewhere?" he asked, trying to tease her to get her to relax. It
worked. He got the small smile he'd hoped for.

"Oh, yeah," she said, making him laugh
softly.

"Good," he said. "Just promise me you don't
do things in your sleep like sleepwalk and sleep-knife."

"You'll be safe, so long as you keep a
distance from me," she said, half kidding.

"Fair deal," James replied, nodding and
smiling.

~~~~~

When they entered the small apartment, Sasha
was surprised. She lived in a decent family home with multiple
bedrooms. Where he lived was compact, but she liked it. She stood
still and waited as he walked into one doorway. When he came out,
he had clothes in his hands.

"Here, take these," he said, handing them to
her. "The bathroom's here," he then said, walking toward another
doorway. "If you want to grab a shower, use whatever's in there.
I'm going to get changed."

Sasha saw him move through the first doorway
and then close the door. She walked into the bathroom and closed
and locked the door behind her. Seeing towels on a rack, she
grabbed one and turned on the water. Finally alone, her mind
wandered back to the events in the gallery. What had happened to
everyone else who'd been in there? The only one she knew was okay
was Rhett. Where was everyone else?

She looked in the mirror. Who was that woman
looking back at her? The reflection revealed a woman who could be
thirty or more. She was dressed well, and she wore makeup that made
her look confident and mature. Sasha felt neither of those things.
Glad she'd not chosen waterproof mascara, she bent over the hand
basin and began to rinse her face. As she watched black intermingle
with the water going down the drain, she felt sobbing coming on. A
week earlier, everything had seemed normal. Now her parents were
who knows where on their holiday and she didn't know where anyone
else was either. She had no idea if she was safe or if someone
might have seen her and be looking for the woman who left the
gallery at such a precise moment. She had no idea if the guy in the
next room intended to rape her - or worse. She let herself slide to
the floor. She didn't even try to stop the tears.

When she'd cried herself out, she stood,
undressed, and climbed under the water spray. It was hot. It felt
good on her skin. She got to work with soap, scrubbing off the
makeup that hid her tattoos. She used shampoo to rinse away the
hair product that had seemed essential earlier in the evening. She
lifted her face to let the force of the shower flow drive heavily
into her face, ridding her of the remaining makeup. After that, she
stood under the flow for longer, just feeling the hot water over
her back and her front. Finally aware that she was using someone
else's hot water, she turned the taps off and climbed out. She was
bare again, and it felt good. That was who she truly was, not that
woman dressed up with pretty hair and pretty makeup.

She slowly dried off and dressed in the
track pants, t-shirt and hoodie she'd been provided with. Of most
importance was her knife. She grabbed that and secured it in the
pocket of her pants. She wasn't going to let that sit anywhere away
from her. It had been a long while since she'd felt she needed it
so much. Spending time with Nicky had started to mellow her in that
regard. The events of the night had prompted her need for it
again.

~~~~~

James quickly changed out of his tuxedo and
into jeans and t-shirt. As he hung the tux up, he looked at it. It
had been a wasted effort. Nothing had been gained by going to the
gala at all, but that wasn't a big deal. His father and brothers
had been through the process before. When something felt off, it
was always better to walk away and not give it another thought.

He considered that for him, something good
had come out of the evening, though. Sassy Girl was in his
apartment. Nothing was going to happen there, but it felt good
anyway. He must have secured at least a minor amount of trust for
her to have let herself be alone with him. There was no way she was
a chick who'd get in a car with someone she feared or hated.

He smiled at the thought.

~~~~~

When Sasha walked out of the bathroom, she
saw him in the kitchen part of his small living area. As his eyes
focused on hers, he smiled at her.

"There's the sassy girl I've been slowly
getting to know," he said.

Sasha was quiet. She didn't know how to
handle the situation with the guy who'd been turning up all over
town when she'd been in different places. She saw him approach her.
She stood tall and refused to give in to the natural instinct to
pull her beloved knife out of her pocket.

"Can I look today?" he asked as he pointed
to her arm.

She nodded and pulled up the long sleeve of
the hoodie. She watched his eyes as he reached out slowly and
tentatively touched her skin. It was a big thing for her, to let
him do that.

"I'm not going to hurt you, Sasha," he said
in almost a whisper.

"I know," she replied quietly as she held
her breath. She didn't want to be so afraid of touch, but she was.
Even her mother hardly ever touched her.

James slid the sleeve up further so he could
see more. Ideally, it would have been easier for her to take the
long-sleeved top off, but he wasn't going to suggest that. He knew
women, and he was well aware that the woman in front of him was
afraid of touch. He didn't want to ponder why that was. It was
acceptable to him that it was just a part of who she was, and he'd
respect that.

"It's really beautiful," James said as he
pulled his hands away. For a moment, they looked at one another.
Sensing she didn't much like that either, he turned away. "Are you
hungry? I don't usually eat this late at night, but I'm gonna just
throw together a toasted sandwich. Do you want one?"

Sasha nodded, realizing she hadn't eaten
since breakfast.

"Tomato? Cheese? Ham?" he further asked.

When she silently nodded again, James
smiled. He wasn't going to push her in any way.

After making the sandwiches, he invited her
to sit on the sofa with him to eat. He made sure to sit a decent
distance from her. If that was what she needed, that was what he'd
give her - distance.

~~~~~

Long after eating and then sitting quietly,
both in their own thoughts, James stood.

"I'll show you where you can sleep if you
want to crash," he said.

"Where are you going to sleep?" she
asked.

James could hear the fear in her voice
again.

"I'll be right here on that there sofa," he
reassured her. "Don't worry. You'll be safe in the bedroom."

Sasha stood and nodded. She had to start
trusting people. She knew she'd already made good progress in
changing a little since she'd been spending time with Nicky and
Susan. She had much further to go in her own desire to change.

As she walked through the bedroom doorway,
James saw her turn and look back at him.

"Thanks," she said quietly before closing
the door.

James settled into an old sleeping bag. It
wasn't going to be a comfortable sleep, but he believed that
suggesting they both share his bed would be too much for her. As he
lay back along the length of the sofa, he wondered what she'd been
at the gala for, who she'd been there with, and where the hell any
other participants had gone. He'd heard the gunshots. Something had
gone wrong somewhere. But how? Who? And why?

He was just drifting off to sleep when he
heard the sobbing coming from his bedroom. If she'd been anyone
else - someone approachable - he would have quietly gone to them
and soothed them. He couldn't try it with her. In her case, he'd
let her cry it all out. It was probably long overdue.


CHAPTER 17

 


The next morning Sasha woke and was initially
startled by confusion over where she was and whose bed she was in.
As she lay still, everything slowly filled her mind again. Things
had gone wrong at the gala, and now she was in that guy's
apartment. James. What was she to make of him? If he wanted sex
from her, he was going to be in for a shock. She wasn't having sex
with anyone ever again.

As she lay on her back and looked at the
ceiling, she had to admit that he hadn't done anything to deserve
any anger toward him. He'd only acted with kindness and attempted
friendship so far. She didn't mind his company. It was kind of nice
to be able to just sit with him and not make up conversation for
the sake of it. Two times they'd sat together without having to
talk. It really was just nice.

With her senses all slowly awakening, she
could hear the clattering of dishes beyond the bedroom door. She
could also hear something resembling singing. She was new to
smiling, but she let herself - just this once.

She lifted her head and looked around the
room. Everything was where she'd left it - the dress and high
heels, the track pants and hoodie, and the pitiful excuse for a
bag. When she focused on that, she left the warmth of the bed,
grabbed the bag, and returned to under the covers.

Pulling out the burner phone, she hoped
there would be some news there - something from
someone. There was nothing. She wished she had her own
phone. All that was keyed into the burner were numbers for Rex,
Greg, and Rhett. She wondered why she'd never made a point of
actually remembering the phone numbers of people in her life. She'd
relied on technology too much. Now she had no way of contacting her
parents or any of her siblings, except perhaps Rex. She was scared
to call him, afraid that the cops had him and his phone.

For a moment, she felt incredibly angry at
her father. If he hadn't stepped down, he could have stopped the
robbery from ever becoming an actual plan. Putting someone crazy
like Pete in charge wasn't her father's finest decision. She
understood that he'd wanted to be away from everything but what a
fucking mess. She had no idea what had happened but guns
going off was a pretty good indicator that nothing went as it was
meant to.

The sound of singing came through the door
again. This time the pitch was higher, and it wasn't pretty. He did
make her want to laugh. That was something because few people in
her life ever had.

~~~~~

James had woken after a surprisingly good
sleep. The night before, he'd lay awake until the sound of crying
had stopped, then he'd turned over and finally relaxed. When he'd
woken up, he'd been glad to hear silence. That meant she was
probably sleeping. He suspected it might have been a while since
Sassy Girl had been truly at peace.

He'd quickly dressed and begun to make some
breakfast. Pancakes and coffee. That was it. That was all she was
getting. His mouth was already watering from the thought of
pancakes. So easy to make but so satisfying to eat.

When the bedroom door opened, he looked up
to see her looking pretty much as she had when she'd gone through
that door the night before - except for her hair. It was refreshing
to see a girl who didn't care her hair was in a real state of
messiness.

"Are you hungry, Sassy?" he asked. He was
greeted by a half-smile.

"You do know I told you my real name,
right?" she asked him, holding back a larger smile that wanted to
burst forth.

James grinned widely at her.

"Yeah, but I like Sassy. Can I keep using
it? Can I? Can I?" he asked.

Sasha gave no reply except for raising her
eyebrows and smiling. That odd feeling of her face moving into such
a shape was still relatively new, but she was settling in to liking
it.

James had just thrown pancakes on two plates
and handed her one when his phone beeped. He pulled it out of his
pocket. At first glance, he could see it was from his father.
Opening the text, the words that appeared almost made him jump.

'Your sister's in labor. I'm heading to the
hospital now.'

"Holy fuck," James said out loud.
That wasn't supposed to happen for another couple of
weeks.

"What?"

James looked at her. She still surprised him
when she seemed to want to actually interact in two-way
conversation.

"My sister's having a baby," he said.

"Like now?"

"Yep. Eat up, then you're coming with me to
the next town over."

Sasha froze.

"Why would I do that?"

"You don't have to, but to be honest, I'd
really like you to," said James. "If there's somewhere else you
need to be, I'm happy to drop you off on the way."

"I don't know your sister."

James shrugged his shoulders.

"Well, she doesn't know you either, so
you'll both be in the same boat, won't you."

Sasha couldn't find any actual logic in that
statement, but it did relax her.

"Okay."

James grinned. She was a tough nut to crack,
but he was enjoying seeing her relax and seem more at ease.

They both ate quickly and then were on their
way.

~~~~~

The hour-long journey to the hospital was
indeed long. It gave Sasha time to worry more about her family. It
gave James time to wonder how they could even move forward as
friends when they both obviously had things to hide from one
another. The night before was still an unspoken thing, but they
were both happy to avoid the conversation.

When they arrived at the hospital, she
turned to him.

"Are you sure you want me here?" she asked.
"I mean it's a family thing…"

"I'm not going to make you come
in."

"Oh, alright. I'll come," Sasha said
reluctantly, making him smile.

They made their way to the birthing ward.
Already James's father Mitchell was there, along with Max and
Regan.

"Hey," James greeted them all. "What's
news?"

Mitchell looked at the young woman beside
James. He knew his son was a player and loved women. That didn't
mean James had ever let any of those women meet his
father.

James caught the look and turned to
Sasha.

"Oh, this is Sas … sha." He didn't
elaborate, but everyone said hi to her.

Sasha kept quiet. She'd noticed two of the
other men at the gala the night before. She suspected they wouldn't
have noticed her. If they had, they probably wouldn't recognize her
in her current au natural state. It didn't really matter if they
did. It was probably normal for James to take women home with him
after a night out. The brothers wouldn't think anything of a woman
being attached to his arm after a night like that.

Looking at them standing together, it was
easy for Sasha to see that all the men in her company were related.
James was by far the hottest - not that she cared about that, of
course. No asshole was getting his claws into her, so it didn't
matter how pretty he was.

"I'm going to see what's happening,"
Mitchell said and strode off.

Sasha moved to one of the seats. She didn't
know how to handle the situation she was in. She'd never made any
friends in her lifetime. Standing among four men was
overwhelming.

When Mitchell came back, he invited them all
to go with him to visit Charlie. He was excited. His sons were
considerably less so at the thought of seeing their sister in pain
and gut-wrenching agony.

"Stop being cowards," Mitchell teased them.
"It's only a few liters of blood pouring out of her."

He watched as their faces went pale. When he
laughed, they relaxed. Haha, their father was teasing them.

"Do you wanna come?" James asked Sasha,
seeing her looking uncomfortable and off to one side.

"No, I'll wait right here."

"Okay," he replied quietly. In hindsight, he
thought it probably would have been better to drop her off
somewhere. It was too late for that.

~~~~~

Sasha sat in the waiting room. In one corner
was an old television. She gazed at it, willing it to suck her into
a trance of oblivion. When she focused on what was on, she
recognized the outside of the gallery she'd been in the night
before. She walked over to the TV and turned the volume up enough
for her to hear. It was a news report.

"A charity fundraising event last night at
the Gallalaya Gallery turned into a tragedy with blood spilled from
police and gala attendees. Police are expected to make a formal
announcement later today, but witnesses have reported two men - one
in his twenties and one in his forties - pulling out guns and
shooting into the crowd. It is believed their intention was to
steal the Falimar Diamonds, worth more than a million dollars. The
two perpetrators were shot and killed shortly after their rampage
began. We'll have more on this story as police release further
details of the tragic shooting throughout the day."

Sasha stared at the screen. Two people were
dead. Who were they? Who were the two people? People who'd had
guns, the reporter said. That narrowed it down then. Rex didn't own
a gun. She was certain of that - fairly certain anyway.

She pulled out the burner phone and dialed
Greg's number.

"Sasha," his voice said almost immediately.
"Are you alright?"

"Yeah, but I just saw the news on TV," she
said.

"I haven't seen it. What are they saying?"
Greg asked.

"They're saying … they're saying two people
pulled guns and started shooting at the crowd. It can't be us,
right? It can't be…"

"Calm down and listen to me. I don't know
what happened," he said carefully. He wasn't going to let on that
Rhett was with him. It was possible he was going to need to be
hidden for a while. "All I can tell you is that Pete was shot and
killed."

"Pete's … dead?" she asked. She
didn't really care. Everyone had always expressed hatred for the
guy even though he was part of the family. That thinking didn't
stop her from feeling something in the knowledge that he'd died the
night before. She'd never dealt with anyone dying.

"Apparently," Greg continued. "That's all I
know. I'm not in range of news right now, and I'm going to go
silent. Tell me you're definitely okay."

His concern roused her focus.

"Yeah," she said. "Yeah, I'm okay. I'm out
of town right now, and I haven't been home."

"Good girl."

"But I don't know how to contact anyone.
Where is everyone?"

Greg took a deep breath. He had no idea
where Phillip, David, or Rex were. Questioning Rhett the night
before hadn't been a happening thing. As far as Greg knew, Phillip
had gotten out of town and hadn't played any part in the robbery
attempt. But David and Rex? Both had been there. As yet, both were
unaccounted for.

"Wait another night before going home if you
can. When you talk to your dad, tell him I'm taking time out, and
I'll be in touch. Can you do that for me, Sasha?"

Yet again, Sasha felt like she was being
abandoned, like everyone else mattered except her. Regardless, she
wasn't going to voice that.

"Yeah, of course," she said quietly.

"Thanks," Greg said. "I gotta go. You take
care and keep safe. Your parents are due home tomorrow night. Steer
clear of the house till then."

The line went dead. That was it. That was
the extent of answers for her. Pete was dead. He must have been one
of the shooters, but who was the other one? There had been a
handful of people. Any of them could have been the other one with
the gun. It probably wasn't Rex or David. They were both safe, she
was sure. They'd be in hiding too, so of course she wouldn't see or
hear from them.

"Hey," she heard the now familiar voice say
softly from behind her. She turned around and looked at him. She
wanted to not look worried, but when he spoke again, she guessed
she'd looked worried enough. "Are you okay?"

James studied her face. His alert eyes saw
the phone in her hands. He wanted to provide support to her, but
how was he supposed to do that?

Sasha nodded. Him asking her that question
pushed her to release emotion that had built up in previous
minutes. She willed the tears to not come, but she couldn't stop
them. She wanted to be strong, but she just felt so weak all of a
sudden.

Right before his eyes, James could see the
usually fierce young woman start to crumble. He took a tentative
step closer to her, then another, and then another. She didn't move
away when he slowly raised his arms and wrapped them around her.
She didn't flinch. She didn't pull out her knife. Instead, she
stood perfectly still. James could tell she wasn't likely to wrap
her arms around him, but he didn't care. He suspected it was a
major thing for her to allow anyone to simply hug her. He found
that belief an incredibly sad one.

Sasha let him hold her. It felt comforting,
warm, and secure to be in his arms. She couldn't reciprocate, but
she did welcome him sharing his strength with her. That was all
that she needed - just someone to provide her with some support.
Just one person. While her family were wherever they were, doing
whatever they were doing, he was right there, holding her.

She pulled away from him and rubbed her
eyes.

"How's your sister?" she asked.

James let her change the subject.

"She's okay," he answered. "It's gonna be at
least a few more hours, they're saying. I don't know whether to
stay or go…"

"Stay," she said forwardly. "She's family.
She'll need family right now. Don't leave. Don't abandon her right
when she needs you."

James heard the words and accurately
perceived them to be how she was feeling rather than how
Charlie would feel, but she had a valid point.

"You're right. I guess I'll just keep
hanging around."

"Thanks," Sasha said. It seemed out of
context, and James's facial expression showed it. "Thanks for
helping me."

James opened his arms up as an open
invitation to her. She forced herself to step against him and
receive his arms around her again.

"It's no problem, Sasha. Lean on me however
you need to."

To that, she said nothing. Instead, she
closed her eyes and rested her cheek against his shoulder. She
never let people be that close to her. With him, it felt okay.

~~~~~

In a room down the long sterile hallway,
Charlie lay in a bed. Ash sat beside her, holding her hand firmly.
She could see tears in his eyes. It touched her to see him so
emotional. That was until she felt a contraction pound through her
body. Then she didn't think about him again for a long while.

Max and Regan swiftly got out of there.
Seeing her in that kind of gut-wrenching pain wasn't something they
particularly wanted to witness. Her father remained even though
he'd been strictly told he would have to leave when the
contractions increased.

Mitchell sat on the side of her bed and
stroked her forehead. His baby was having a baby. That brought out
mixed feelings in him. On one side, there was the fact that she
seemed far too young to be in such a position yet. On the other
side, he remembered when Caroline had delivered each of their
children into the world. She had been Charlie's age when Vic had
been born, and nothing had gone wrong. There was no reason to
expect anything to not go to plan with Charlie.

The evening before had already left
Mitchell's mind. It had been a non-happening job, that one. That
was okay. They happened now and then. He didn't know what had gone
down in the building after he'd made sure the boys were all out.
All he cared about at that moment was Charlie and the delivery of
his first grandchild. Tears threatened as he wished his wife was
still alive and going through the experience with him and with
Charlie. Perhaps she was right there, looking down on them. It was
a nice thought.

"I love you, Dad," he heard his daughter
say, bringing him back in his focus. It wasn't something she often
said to him, but he reached over and kissed her forehead.

"I love you too, Charlie," he replied,
smiling at her. He knew some fathers wouldn't have been happy for
their baby girl to wed at 19. Mitchell had no concerns. Ash loved
Charlie. It was simple, and it was good. He'd stayed with her every
day when Max had been in the coma after the shooting. Now he was
staying with her during her time of pain, even though Mitchell
could see how pale he was.

"Do you want to go and get a coffee or
something to eat, Ash? I'll stay here with Charlie," he
offered.

"Thanks," Ash replied. "But I'm not leaving.
I want to stay right here."

Mitchell nodded. He wasn't surprised in the
least.

"How about I go and get something for you
then?"

Ash looked at his father in law. Sometimes,
Mitchell Stonewarden still scared the hell out of him, seeming so
formal and seriously dangerous.

"Okay. I've got some money…"

"Ash," Mitchell said, cutting him off. "I
got this. Tell me what you want. A sandwich? Pie? Burger?"

"Anything's fine," Ash replied.
"Thanks."

"Charlie? You want something?"

Charlie rolled her eyes at her father.

"Yes. This baby out of me," she said.

Mitchell was relieved to see a look of
amusement on her face. How she could look like that when she was in
labor was beyond him. She was an amazing young woman, his
daughter.

After he left the room, Charlie turned her
full attention to her husband.

"If something happens to me, you'll take
care of him or her, right?"

"Charlie, please don't say such a
thing…"

"Promise me."

"Of course I would take care of our baby,
but don't think like that," Ash said. "This is only baby number
one. You want dozens, remember?"

Charlie laughed.

"I think it was you who wanted
dozens."

Ash smiled at her. It was beautiful to hear
her laugh.

"Yeah, maybe," he said. "I don't care. I
just want you to be okay."

Charlie felt him squeeze her hand harder
just as another contraction came on. She closed her eyes and rode
it out. Seeing Ash almost in tears every time she was the one
feeling the pain was almost as unbearable as the pain itself.

~~~~~

In the waiting area, Sasha found herself
among the three brothers again. She was briefly envious of the girl
having a baby. At least she had family who were there for her. As
Sasha looked at James standing and talking with his brothers, she
saw him smile at her. It was a small gesture, but it helped to keep
her calm.

Her mind kept wanting to jump back to the
same questions. Pete - dead. Rex - where? David - where? Had her
parents heard about the shooting? If they had, surely they'd come
home straight away to check up on their kids. And Phillip - where
was he? The only one she didn't give any real thought to was her
teenage sister, Anya. She was off at a friend's house for the whole
weekend. She probably didn't even know about the intended robbery.
That was good. She might be saved from the worry Sasha had.

James, Max and Regan made small talk among
themselves. It was a well-practiced rule that no matter where they
were or who was around, they never said anything out loud about a
job, even if it had gone wrong. There was no way of knowing who was
after information. It was best to not risk comparing notes or
discussing how things went, whether in a good way or not.

"Sorry. This isn't much fun for you," Sasha
heard the deep voice say, breaking her out of her thoughts.

"It's okay," she replied. "Actually, it's
good to be somewhere else, away from home. Thanks for bringing me
with you."

James studied her face. Something had
seriously changed in her between the first few times he'd seen her,
and when he'd run into her again this time. She'd been so quick
with that knife the first time he'd met her, and that had only been
over a bag of baked goods in a local bakery. Now she had things far
more stressful happening to her, but she couldn't be any more
different from the knife-wielding chick she'd been then.

They sat beside one another in silence for a
long time. It felt a bit like it was becoming their thing. Silence
but company. Quiet but strength.

"I don't want to ask you any questions, but
if you want to talk about anything, I am here," he said quietly.
The look he received said she wanted to talk. The words he heard
said she didn't.

"I'm good, but thanks."

James held out his hand. He didn't think she
was someone who would ever like someone just grabbing hers. He
watched her eyes as they seemed to assess the gesture offered to
her. It took a while, but he was patient. Eventually, Sasha raised
her hand and placed it in his, her eyes not leaving their two hands
as they entwined.

As she felt her hand being held tightly,
Sasha felt a surge of comfort roll through her. As a general rule,
she hated people touching her. With him, it felt okay. It felt
alright.

It felt … nice.

~~~~~

News came that the baby had been delivered.
It hadn't taken as many hours as had been predicted. Like in
anything, Charlie had to do things much earlier than everyone
else.

When Mitchell entered the room after the
birth and tidy up, he thought of his wife, Caroline. In many ways,
Charlie looked like her. Seeing her sitting in bed holding a small
bundle reminded Mitchell of every time one of their kids had been
born. Six they'd had in total, all of whom were still alive and
healthy. He knew they'd been blessed in that. Not everyone was so
fortunate.

He held back tears and made his way forward.
Ten years had passed since Caroline had left them. He sometimes
wondered if he would ever have a day again where tears didn't
threaten when he thought of her.

"Dad, come and see our daughter - your
granddaughter," Charlie said when she saw him enter. He had that
look on his face again. She knew that look. It was how he looked
when he was thinking about her mother.

It was nice that he'd loved Caroline so much
that he still thought about her so often, but Charlie hoped that at
least one more time in his lifetime, he would find love with
someone else. It didn't seem like a betrayal to her. It seemed
natural. Her father was an incredible man. As strict as he was, he
was caring and incredibly supportive. His heart needed someone to
love. Charlie believed someone else must be out there who
deserved his love.

Mitchell looked down into the baby blanket.
The last time he'd seen a newborn had been when Charlie had been
born almost twenty years earlier. None of his sons had become
fathers despite their active love of women. He didn't expect that
to change in the near future.

"I thought we might name her … after Mum.
Would that be too painful for you, though?" Charlie asked.

Instantly she saw tears flow faster in her
father's eyes. He raised a hand and wiped the first away.

"No, that wouldn't be painful, Charlie,"
Mitchell said. "I think that would be nice if both of you feel it's
a good name for her."

Charlie smiled and sat up further, holding
out the bundle.

"Here," she said. "Take her. Meet Caroline
Patricia Thomson, named after both of her grandmothers."

Mitchell tentatively accepted the parcel
into his arms. He felt an overwhelming blend of emotions. He
wondered how it was possible that humans could feel such strength
of happiness and sadness all at the same time. Looking down into
the tiny face, he felt the happiness emotion start to take over and
push aside the sadness. It was another day that Caroline should
have been present at but wasn't. Regardless, Charlie looked fine.
She'd had a safe delivery of a healthy baby. There couldn't be any
sadness in that.

"Are your parents coming, Ash?" he turned
and asked his son-in-law as a distraction.

"Yes, they'll be here shortly," Ash replied.
It would be the second time his parents were in the same space as
the people who had broken into their penthouse apartment in the
city and stolen jewelry. He had to keep that thought hidden. He
still believed that only Mitchell knew of the unfortunate
coincidence that had happened the year before. He would never ever
speak of it. It would only bring grief to his own parents if they
ever found out who had robbed them.

Mitchell saw the look that passed quickly on
Ash's face. He understood fully how difficult the situation was for
them all. In his years in the family business, he'd never had
something so unlikely happen. That would be the one job that
haunted him for the remainder of his days.

"I'll round these boys up and get them to
come and meet this little one, and then we'll leave you in peace,"
Mitchell said, not wanting to make things awkward for Ash.

"You don't have to leave…" Ash started to
say.

Mitchell could see it was a polite
statement. The words were contrasted with a look of relief on Ash's
face.

"I think we do, but I'll come back tomorrow,
baby girl," Mitchell replied and then chuckled softly. "I guess
you're not the baby girl now, Charlie," he said as he handed the
baby back to her and kissed her forehead.

Mitchell left the room and returned to the
waiting area to address his sons.

"Each of you go and meet your niece and then
we'll give them some peace and time with Ash's family."

As their father seemed to say the words and
then just leave, no-one questioned why such a strict order was made
on such a happy day. James and Max were oblivious to any discomfort
between their father and Ash's parents. Only Regan knew about the
robbery, and he said nothing. He'd endured being in the same room
with them at Charlie's wedding. If he could avoid ever being around
them again, that would make him real happy.

James watched his brothers go into the
room.

"Aren't you going in?" he heard Sasha
ask.

"Come with me," he dared to suggest. "You're
obviously good with kids…"

Sasha laughed.

"Why would you think that?"

"Because I've seen you with little
Nicky…"

"Oh, yeah, well, she's like ten years old,"
Sasha said. "I've never even seen a baby."

James smiled and stood up. From there, he
looked down at her in her seat and held out his hand again.

"Neither have I since Charlie was born, and
that's different," he said. "Come on, let's do something brand new
for both of us."

Sasha contemplated for a long while. She was
already doing things outside her comfort zone. One part of her
wanted to shut down and not do any more. Another part of her wanted
to keep moving forward with challenging herself to keep putting
herself out there just a little bit more each day.

She stood and placed her hand in his.

"I'll wait for Max and Regan to leave, and
then we'll go in if you feel comfortable," said James."You'll like
Charlie and Ash. They're okay."

Sasha stood still. It felt awkward to just
stand there with her one hand interlaced with his but them doing
nothing. She remembered how much more she'd liked leaning against
his chest. After taking a deep breath, that's what she did.

James felt her move against him and happily
wrapped his arms around her. She was unique, that was for sure.
With some women, such a move would be seductive as an attempt to
make him want them physically. With Sasha, he knew it was
completely not that. He kind of liked the feeling he got from just
providing support and comfort to her. It was new to him, but it
definitely felt good.

~~~~~

Max stood in the room with his sister. He
couldn't help grinning at the tiny being in his arms. He'd never
seen a baby, that he could remember. With there being three years
difference in age between them, he supposed he must have seen
Charlie as a baby when he was a toddler. He was sure he'd never
known anyone who'd had a baby since then.

"Will you stop looking like an utter
idiot?!" Regan teased his younger brother.

Max lifted his head and poked his tongue out
in an effort to look as childish as he felt.

"I'm gonna go, Sis," Regan said, dismissing
Max altogether. "I'm glad you're okay." He turned to his
brother-in-law. "Congratulations, Ash. I'm really happy for
you."

"Thanks," Ash replied as he shook Regan's
hand.

After Regan left the room, Charlie turned to
Max.

"So what's the gossip? What's happening with
that girl who 'is but isn't'?" she asked, making Max laugh.

"We hang out a bit. That's all," he said as
he handed the tiny bundle to Ash.

"That's all? Have you kissed her yet?"
Charlie asked.

Max grinned.

"You know I'm the big brother, and you're
the little sister," he said, teasing her. "I don't think you get to
ask me things like that."

"Oh, I'm taking that a big fat yes
then."

"Speaking of which, I better get going," he
said as he leaned over and kissed her forehead. "Will you text me
tomorrow and let me know if you're going to still be here or back
at the ranch?"

"Yep," Charlie replied as she watched him
walk toward the door. "Make sure you kiss her!" she yelled out as a
final dig. She was greeted by another incredible grin from Max
before he walked out completely.

Minutes after Max had left, Charlie saw
James enter. She was more than a little stunned that he had a woman
with him. She knew her brother always had women around. She'd never
before actually seen any of them.

"Hey, I thought you would have left
already," Charlie said as James approached the bed.

"I'm gonna leave soon. I just wanted to meet
my niece," he said as he looked down into the tiny human wrapped in
her mother's arms. "What are you going to call her?"

"Caroline," Charlie said softly.

"You're naming her after Mum?" James said,
feeling a little emotional all of a sudden.

"Yeah, I think it's only right," Charlie
replied. "She has Ash's mum's name as a middle name too."

James turned and smiled at his
brother-in-law. "Nice."

"Um, James?" he heard Charlie ask.

"What?"

"Are you going to introduce us to your
friend, who is standing looking uncomfortable since you haven't
introduced us?"

James smiled sheepishly at Sasha,
embarrassed at having been called out yet again for being
unthinking.

"Charlie, this is Sasha. Sasha, this is my
sister Charlie and her husband, Ash."

Sasha felt her anxiety rise but fought to
keep it at bay. Visualizing kicking it in the guts seemed to be
working every time she was presented with a new situation. She
stepped forward and smiled as much as she could smile.

"Sasha, it's nice to meet you," Charlie said
in her usual carefree manner. She eyed up the woman in front of
her. Sasha was not how Charlie had imagined a woman of
James's to be. Charlie had always thought he'd go for perfect women
wearing perfect girlie clothes, with perfect hair and perfect
makeup. The girl he was with was natural and wearing guys' sweat
gear. She had no makeup on, and her hair was clean but not styled
in any particular way. On sight, Charlie instantly liked her.

"Hey," Sasha said quietly as she looked at
Charlie and then Ash. She couldn't help but notice the way he was
looking at the woman in the bed. Love was something Sasha didn't
seek, but if she did, surely it would be nice to have a guy look at
her like he was looking at his wife.

"Alright, we're gonna leave you in peace
now," James said, smiling down at the baby. He'd never wanted kids,
but he didn't mind looking at that one. His niece. He was an uncle.
That was kind of cool. "How long are you in here for?"

"I don't know," Charlie said. "They said
they'll watch me for a few hours and then decide if I need to stay
or not."

"Okay. Text me if you need anything," James
said as he reached over and shook Ash's hand.
"Congratulations."

Sasha was relieved when they finally left.
She also felt a little bit proud. She felt like she'd walked into a
lair and only held her head up high. Not bad at all. She could get
used to the being-around-people thing. She'd keep working at it,
but all in all, it was definitely getting easier - not necessarily
easier to talk to people, but being near them was a start.
She was happy with that.

"How about I pick us up some lunch, and we
head down to the coastline to eat it before we head back home?"
James asked.

Home. The word instantly brought on stress
in Sasha again. She fought to push it aside as she nodded in reply
to his question.

"Yeah, that sounds good."

 



CHAPTER 18

 


Sitting on the top of a large flat rock
formation with seawater on three sides of them, James and Sasha
once again enjoyed the simplicity of each other's company while no
words were spoken. The food provided a good excuse for not talking
over a long period of time. Eventually, James heard her speak. What
she said surprised and kept him in silence for even longer.

"I don't want to have sex," Sasha said. She
knew she was possibly saying something that wouldn't be relevant
anyway. Maybe that wasn't even something he wanted from her. The
more time she spent with him, the more she was questioning her own
beliefs about her categorization of 'all men'. She just wanted to
be sure he knew that they weren't working toward sex.

James processed the words. It felt like a
little bit of context was missing. The words could be interpreted
in so many ways.

"I hadn't thought that you wanted to have
sex with me, Sassy," he said quietly, reverting to his pet
name for her again. "Your vibe about that is pretty strong."

"Well, why do you keep approaching me then?"
Sasha asked. "You're a guy. You want sex, right?"

James repositioned himself so that he was
facing her fully. It was an intriguing conversation she'd
begun.

"Yes and no. I want to have sex with women
who want to have sex with me," he said. "I'd never try and have sex
with someone who clearly didn't want to have sex with me,
though."

"But why else do you talk to me?"

"Because I like you," James said, smiling at
her.

"You don't know me."

"Well, people can only get to know each
other by actively engaging with each other," he said. "For me to
know you, I have to talk to you. We don't know anything about each
other. That's okay. That just gives us loads to talk about,
right?"

He saw her lower her head in frustration or
sadness. He wasn't sure which.

"But what if the things about me are things
that I can't talk about?"

James nodded.

"Oh, I get that, believe me," he
said. "But I like being around you. I even like just sitting with
you. You don't need constant conversation, and that's really cool.
If you're okay with us just sitting together now and then and not
talking, I'm all up for that."

Once again, they sat and looked out at the
ocean with no words spoken. After a further long period of silence,
James heard her speak again.

"I'm scared to go back to my home today,"
Sasha said. It took courage, but she had to say it. It was the
truth.

James looked at her and waited until
finally, she raised her eyes to look into his.

"If you feel alright staying at my place for
another night, you can. Or I can drop you somewhere else. What do
you want to do?"

Sasha felt her eyes water. He could have
tried to dismiss her fears as stupid. He could have told her that
her time with him was up. He could have just said no. It felt like
all of her family had abandoned her. He hadn't, and he hadn't said
any of those things that he could have.

"Yes, please let me stay at your place
again. I felt safe there," she said as she felt her fortitude fall
away. She didn't want to cry in front of him. She didn't want to
cry in front of anyone. The tears were too strong to hold
back.

James watched and waited a moment. Seeing
her wiping her eyes in an attempt to look normal when she was
obviously upset pushed him to extend one arm out. He saw her assess
for a moment before she repositioned herself a little closer and
into his hold.

She wasn't so afraid of human touch anymore.
It felt good to have someone right beside her, comforting her. Why
had she pushed people away over the years whenever they'd wanted to
hug her? That thought drove the tears to flow even faster.

A long time later, the tears softened and
then stopped. Sasha felt like she should be ashamed. At the same
time, she knew that she didn't feel ashamed at all. Being with him
didn't inspire any such feeling in her. While she'd let her
emotions flow out of her in the form of tears, he had sat quietly
with his arm firmly around her shoulder. He hadn't spoken. He
hadn't told her to harden up. He had simply accepted what was
happening. To Sasha, that was incredible.

She pulled away and looked at him as she
wiped her eyes.

"Sorry," she said.

"You don't have to be sorry for being sad,"
James said. "We all have sad times."

"It's hard for me to imagine that you
do," she said with a sad smile on her face.

James looked at her with curiosity.

"Why would you think that?" he asked.

"You are … so … confident."

"I am," he said, nodding. "My mother always
told me to stand tall in who I am, so I do. She's been dead for a
long time now, but I still feel sad when I remember back to when
she was dying. I feel sad that she isn't still here. Days like
today with something big happening in my family like Charlie having
a baby, I feel sad that our mother isn't here to see things like
that." He paused and looked at her. She was truly listening to him.
That was a welcome change from girls pretending to listen to him as
some weird way to get his attention. "I have my share of sad days,
don't you worry about that. I don't know about you but after I let
my emotions loose like that, I always feel heaps better. It makes
me feel calm after a good old cry."

Sasha thought he must be kidding. His words
seemed doubtful. The look on his face made her believe what he was
saying.

"I feel like I'm changing," Sasha said
quietly as she looked out over the water.

"Are you happy about that?"

"I think so. For a long time, I've been
angry at the world. I don't feel like that as much now." She paused
and looked at him. "Spending time with Nicky has made me feel
different about some things."

"Like what?"

"Like … simple things … saying hello to
people … smiling."

James pondered her words for a long while.
How could anyone be so unfamiliar with smiling? What kind of life
did they live to not bring something into their life at any time
that would make a smile appear naturally without any effort?

"Do you think it's Nicky herself that's
making things change in you, or something about the situation of
you being around a child?" he asked.

Sasha looked at him with confusion evident
on her face. She had no idea what he meant.

James saw the look and reformulated his
question.

"I mean, if she wasn't Nicky," he said. "If,
instead of her, there was some other ten-year-old kid who wanted to
spend time with you, would you still be affected the same way? Is
it you being close to a child that you're reacting to - any
child? Or is it being close to Nicky as an individual person that
you're reacting to?"

"I think … I think it's her specifically,"
Sasha answered. "Her mum told me that Nicky often feels alone and
has problems making friends. I want to help her get past that…"

"Because you're the same…"

Sasha focused on his eyes and saw the
intensity in them. She'd never had a proper conversation of such
depth before other than with the multitudes of counselors she'd
seen when she was a kid. Even that had been different because they
hadn't talked to her - they'd only listened. Maybe that worked for
other people - people who wanted to talk. For someone like her who
couldn't speak to people, it hadn't helped at all.

"Yes," she said.

She watched his face and wondered what he
really thought of her. Not that it mattered. They'd broached the
no-sex subject. It was out there. He'd be sure to stop approaching
her, knowing her feelings on the subject. After he dropped her
home, she wouldn't hear his voice call out to her again. She wasn't
sure how she felt about that.

"Do you have lots of women friends?" she
asked.

James was caught off guard. In what way did
she use the word 'friends'?

"If you mean real friends, like people I
talk to about things, then no," he said.

"What other kinds of friends are there?"

"The kind who meet up now and then to have
sex," he replied, smiling at her.

Sasha was surprised and embarrassed. She
felt her face warm up. She must be a complete idiot to not know
something like that. She just didn't understand the whole
enthusiasm-for-sex thing. Maybe she never would.

"That's not to say I don't want to
have women as friends," James continued. "It's more that they don't
seem to want me to be their friend."

"Why?"

James laughed softly. "You tell me."

"You're a guy. You want sex," Sasha replied.
It seemed so simple in her mind.

"Okay, I want to ask you something. When I
do, I don't want you to freak out on me and think I'm working
towards getting in your pants. The no-sex thing is out there in the
open between us, so don't go reading anything wrong from this point
forward, right?" he asked and saw her nod. "Do you just not want to
have sex with me, or are you talking about the entire male
population when you say you don't want sex?"

Sasha took a deep breath. She could see on
his face it was a serious question, and he was eager for her
answer.

"I don't want someone to do that to me
again," she finally answered.

"So you have had sex before?"

"Yes."

"Did he force himself on you?"

"No."

"So … it was … something you just didn't
enjoy? Did he hurt you?"

There was silence for a long time. Sasha had
never spoken of her one and only time of having sex. Nobody else on
the planet knew how she'd felt ever since that had happened. Only
one person knew it had happened, and he was the one who'd
screwed her and then never spoken to her again.

"You don't have to answer…" James started to
say. He could sense that she was wound up. He wasn't sure if it was
because she didn't want to talk about it … or she did. Her words
cut him off mid-sentence.

"He put his dick in me and did what he did,
and then he told me to leave."

There. She'd said it. For the first time,
she'd put that out there. That was hard, but fuck, it felt good to
say the words out loud.

"That's what guys do, right?" she went on.
"Spread a woman's legs and fuck her and she should just lie there,
shut the hell up and take it."

"Whoa!" James said, probably far more loudly
than he would have if he'd considered anything before letting words
tumble from his mouth. "No way! Sassy, that's not how
sex is … or at least not how it should be. No - fuck
no! Who was this asshole? Was he a boyfriend? Was it his first
time too? It takes a while for us guys to learn how to ple…"

"He was older - like 30 or something. I
thought he liked me. I was so stupid. No-one's treating me again
like that," she said.

As she spoke, James could see the same
wildfire in her eyes that he'd seen when he'd first met her. She
was aiming her words right at him, but what bothered him most of
all was what had happened to her.

"Abso-fucking-lutely no asshole's
treating you like that again!" he exclaimed. "Holy fucking crap.
Sasha, you … he … fuck that makes me angry!"

Sasha watched his face. He wasn't kidding.
It was the first time she'd seen him anything other than happy, and
he was downright pissed. She had no idea what he was angry
about, but it sure was interesting seeing a different side to him
than his perfect one. Despite him being so angered, she found she
didn't feel in any way threatened by him. It was like he was real
angry, and he was with her, but that anger wasn't directed
at her. She also noticed that although she had her knife in
her pocket, she didn't feel like she was going to need it in that
moment.

"I don't…" she started to say. "I don't get
what has you so riled up," she finally said quietly.

When James looked at her, he could see her
confusion over his reaction. It calmed him enough to take a deep
breath before he spoke.

"No, I don't think you do. Fuck, Sasha," he
said as he gently reached out with one hand. He left his palm up at
a safe distance and waited to see if she would put her hand in his.
The last thing he wanted to do right at that moment was make her
feel like he was pushing her into anything.

Sasha slowly placed her hand over his. She'd
held his hand at the hospital. It had felt okay. It hadn't hurt in
any way. As soon as her skin touched his, she felt his fingers wrap
around hers. It gave her that same feeling of comfort.

"No woman should feel like you do," James
said quietly. "No guy should ever leave a woman feeling like you do
after he's touched her. I'm sorry that your first time was with
such an asshole to treat you like that. I hope … I hope that some
time in your life you give someone a chance to prove to you that it
isn't really like that - not with someone who really likes and
respects you anyway. Don't let that one time stop you from enjoying
good times. Thinking of you spending your entire life feeling like
this and never experiencing actual pleasure and the niceness that
comes from being with someone … that fucking pisses me off."

Sasha could see the passion in his face as
he spoke. It really was a different side to him. She wasn't naïve.
He was probably saying the right thing to make her relax and let
him fuck her too. Maybe. When she pondered that option, she wasn't
sure. He did seem sincere and honest, but then, didn't all guys who
wanted to get into a woman's pants know how to appear sincere and
honest?

She lowered her eyes to their hands. It
wasn't scary or horrible to feel his palm against hers or his
fingers gripping hers. What if he was telling the truth? What if
there was something in sex that was nice with the right person?
What if she was turning her back on something that truly could be
enjoyable? As quickly as she considered those questions, she felt
her negative side kick in. There was nothing nice about sex. No,
she wasn't letting any asshole near her again - in that, she was
resolved. It had been a nice speech, but she knew the truth. She
wasn't being fooled twice.

James could feel a change come over her. She
was shutting down again. It saddened him but he respected it. All
he could hope was that she still saw him as being someone she could
be safe with.

"We should get going. I think this water's
rising, and I don't want a wet butt," he said in an attempt to take
them back to a light-hearted place.

Sasha smiled sadly at him and withdrew her
hand before nodding and standing. It had been nice sitting where
they had. He did seem to find good spots to sit and think about
things, that was for sure.

After walking back to the car, they settled
inside. James turned on the heater for a while. It was a soothing
heat, and that was what he wanted for her - to feel soothed, safe,
and secure. When the car was a nice steady heat, he started the
engine.

"Hey," he said, encouraging her to raise her
eyes from her hands and look at him. "I like spending this time
with you, and I'm not going to try and have sex with you. Believe
that."

Sasha nodded. Her feelings were veering
strongly toward believing what he'd said. Her doubts were still
strong enough to be trying to push her beliefs back in the other
direction. It resulted in conflict in her mind and her heart. She
said nothing. He seemed to sense she'd say nothing. Both remained
quiet as he pulled out of the carpark, and they began the rest of
their journey home.

~~~~~

As they made their way down the final
stretch of road to their small home city, Sasha turned to him.

"Could you drop me at my home?"

James was startled.

"Are you sure?" he asked. "Is it safe?"

"I dunno, but there's only one way to find
out…"

"Have you changed your mind because of the
things we talked about? You said you didn't want to go ho…"

"I just want to go there now, okay?!" she
said, her confusion starting to work its way into the anger inside
of her.

"Okay," he replied gently. "Tell me which
way."

Sasha directed him through the streets until
they approached the Leadbetter home. Her heart was pounding. Anyone
could be inside. She didn't know why they would be, but she'd
sensed enough from enough people in earlier weeks to know that
people feared something.

"Pull over here," she said, moving to open
the door before the car even came to a complete halt. She was
stopped by James gripping her wrist.

"Wait," he said, holding her in place as he
maneuvered the car into a park. Right in front of him was a black
Chrysler Valiant. His mind cast back to the day of the supermarket
shooting that Max and Charlie had been caught up in. Wasn't that
the description of the car Charlie thought she'd seen outside the
supermarket that day?

"Whose car is that?" he asked.

Sasha looked at the car and then back at
James. She was confused. She must have been. Otherwise, she
wouldn't have instantly spoken with honesty before getting out of
the car.

"Chill. It's my brother David's," she said
before pulling her wrist away from his grip.

"I'm going to wait here for five minutes,
Sasha. If there's anything in there that you need to get away from,
run back here."

Sasha felt her heart ache. Greg had said the
same thing the night before. He'd said if she needed him, he'd
break rules, and he'd be there for her. He wasn't. He'd called her
and told her to pass on a message to her father.

She nodded and climbed out. She'd be fine if
David was home. He was hardly ever there, so most likely wouldn't
be staying, but if he was there, all would be fine.

Walking into the house, it initially seemed
deadly quiet. After a few hours of being caught up in pretty-boy's
conversation, she remembered she'd been worried about Rex in
particular. She still had no idea where he was. She hoped he was
inside.

Carefully and quietly walking down the
hallway, she could see David's bedroom door was open. She could
hear noise from inside, as if things were being tossed around. At
first, she feared someone else was inside, going through his stuff.
When she peered around his doorframe, she was relieved to see that
it was him. He wasn't his usual calm and peaceful self. He was
clearly panicked about something.

"David?" she asked softly. Straight away,
she saw him startled and reach behind him as if to grab…

"Sasha," he breathed out before his hand
found anything. "Are you alright?" he forced himself to ask. He had
to seem normal.

Sasha walked into the room a little way, but
she was wary.

"What are you doing?" she asked as she saw
him begin tossing things aside again.

"My gun … I can't find it…" he said,
unthinking. If he had been thinking, he would have considered that
no-one actually knew he owned a gun. Nor did they know when
and where he'd used it…

Finally, he seemed to realize what he'd just
said. As he did, he looked at her. In that very moment, he saw her
eyes grow wide.

Sasha was surprised. David had a gun.
Someone had been shooting into the crowd at the gallery, and he
owned a gun. But that made no sense - if he'd used his gun to shoot
into people the night before, he wouldn't be looking for it in his
bedroom.

David was panicked. She was his sister, but
could she be trusted? Fuck, he had to find that gun. He would have
been seen on any footage from the night before. He wanted to get
out of town quickly. First, he wanted to make sure that the gun
he'd seen in Rex's hands when a horror scene had begun right in
front of him wasn't his. For now, though, what to do about
Sasha? Fuck! She was his sister. They'd all done stupid shit, and
none of them ever reported anything they learned about each other
to anyone. He had to trust her. He could feel something in his
soul. It was dark and trying to push out of him.

"Get out of here, Sasha. Grab whatever you
need and get the fuck out of here," he said, hoping she'd heed his
warning to her. "Now!"

It was pulling at him deeply. He'd had the
feeling before - that feeling of need to kill. He'd never spoken of
it to anyone, but it had always been there. For the most part, he
pulled off being a calm and quiet guy. No-one knew of the conflict
that resided throughout his mind.

Sasha didn't need telling twice. She could
see something wasn't right with him. David was the quiet one. David
was the one who hardly said anything. He could sit in a room and
never say a word. She'd always thought that out of all them, he was
the good one. The sane one. The one who could most be relied
upon.

Without asking or saying anything more, she
ran into her bedroom, grabbed a bag, and shoved some clothes in it
along with her regular phone. All she wanted to do was get the hell
out of there. Glad that James was still parked outside her home,
she jumped in his car and told him to drive.

Having sat there for a few minutes,
contemplating the knowledge that the car from the supermarket
shooting might be sitting right in front of his face, James needed
no further instruction to drive. He said nothing. He asked nothing.
He was just glad she was in his car, safe with him.

Sasha didn't think about him at all. She
reached into her bag and pulled out her phone. When it didn't turn
on, she almost lost control. "FUCK!!"

James was slightly startled but glad he'd
met her angry and had since seen her calm, and not the other way
around. Her anger wasn't new to him. He could handle it. Seeing the
dead phone in her hand, he reached under his seat.

"Here," he said as he handed her one end of
a long charge cable.

Sasha accepted it and tried it, hoping it
was the right connector. It was. Thank fucking god. She gave it a
couple of seconds of initial charge and then turned the power on.
Another few minutes later, she saw text messages appearing - seven
of them.

Eagerly she opened them one by one.
Finally - something from her family. She started reading
them.

'Mum: 7.03am: Just saw news. Are you and Rex
ok?'

'Phillip: 9.23am: Let me know you guys are
alright.'

'Mum: 9.54am: Pls txt me.'

'Dad: 10.34am: Is Greg with you? Are you all
safe?'

'Mum: 11.02am: Can't get hold of anyone.
Where are you?'

'Phillip: 11.43am: I'm coming back to town
now. Where are you?'

'Phillip: 2.21pm: In town now. Tell me where
you & Rex are and I'll come get you.'

Sasha looked at the time on her phone. It
was just after 4pm. She looked through a new lot of messages that
had come in, this time reporting missed calls. Her father had been
trying to call her over and over. That knowledge almost made her
burst into tears. They did care about her. They were
worried about her. She wasn't completely abandoned.

Having read through everyone's messages, she
knew she had to make decisions. She sent a quick text to Phillip.
He would be most reliable in letting the others know she was
okay.

'Just got msgs. I'm okay. Don't know where
Rex is.'

His message back was instantaneous. 'Are you
safe?'

'Yeah. Don't go to house for a while. Stall
Ma & Dad from going there. Is important.'

Phillip received that message and had to
look at it twice. What the fuck did that mean? He obliged.
Sasha was short with words but what words she used usually were
important.

'I'll keep them away. You got somewhere safe
for the night?'

'Yeah. Don't worry about me. I'll call you
tomorrow.'

'Ok.'

While her fingers eagerly were working,
James sat quietly as he drove them toward his apartment. He could
easily identify things that were going on with her, and had been
since they'd been at the gala. It made it effortless for him to sit
and be quiet, leaving her to it - much more so than someone else
might have been able to.

When he pulled into his apartment carpark
and stopped the car, she looked up at him.

"I'm only asking one question. Do you still
want to stay here tonight?" he asked.

"Yes," Sasha said quietly.

Her heartbeat was finally returning to
normal. She'd done what she could to try and ensure her mother and
father didn't enter the house while David was there. Whatever he
intended to do, she was pretty sure it was something she didn't
want anyone else caught up in. The equation of David + gun + their
mother was an awful one. Sasha would keep worrying about that
situation, but she knew she could trust Phillip to play his part.
If nothing else, he was reliable, and he was strong. He'd walked
away from the family and said no to their father. He had to have
incredible strength to do that.

Looking at James, she was grateful. He'd had
the gut instinct to sit outside her house for those few minutes. If
he hadn't, she would now be walking around the streets, and that
was far too open when you might be a target for someone with a
gun.

"Thanks," she said.

James smiled and nodded before opening his
door and climbing out.

Sasha followed him into his apartment. She
had some of her own clothes finally. It was a small thing, but it
was a nice thing.

"Can I have a shower?" she asked.

The softness of her voice almost made James
laugh. She sure did have extremes.

"Yeah, help yourself," he said as he fell
into his sofa. Fucking hell. The entire 24 hour period - now
heading toward 48 hours - had been insane. At least whatever was
happening all around him, Charlie couldn't get wrapped up in. She
was a safe distance from the gala, from the city, from him.
That gave him peace of mind.

Thinking over everything, he was pretty sure
he had nothing to worry about. It could be on footage that he'd
left with Sasha. She, in turn, could be discovered to be associated
with whoever did what inside. That was his only real connection. He
hoped like hell it wasn't enough to bring the police to his door.
If that happened, they could be knocking on the door of all
the Stonewardens.

Of other note was that car. Was the one
outside her house the same one from the shooting? He chose to
believe that there must be more than one black Chrysler Valiant
around. Fuck he hoped so.

~~~~~

Once under the water, Sasha worked hard to
try and turn her mind off. She still had no idea where Rex was, but
her parents were going to be back in town. They would find him and
deal with him if that was required. He'd scared them when he'd
stolen that car. Their father had, in turn, scared the hell out of
Rex. He'd be sure to scare him again if that was what was needed to
get Rex to stop doing the stupid things he kept doing.

Now she had David to worry about too. What
the fuck was up with him? He'd looked crazed even though he'd told
her to get away from him. And he had a gun? Well, he owned
one, he seemed to have said, but he didn't have it. Then who
did?

She wanted her mind to turn off, but it
refused. Only a few hours earlier, she'd been sitting on a rock
surrounded by water, having an interesting conversation with a guy
she hardly knew. That had felt stressful enough. Everything felt
like it was all becoming more than she could bear. She wanted
everything to just stop. She wanted it all to go away. She wanted
an easier life. Why was life always just so hard for her? Other
people made it seem easy. Why wasn't it easy for her?

She thought about the conversation she'd had
with James. He reckoned sex wasn't horrible. He'd sounded pretty
sure in those words. They hadn't sounded like he was saying it just
to get into her. He had made it sound like it was something good
for men and women. She wanted that theory tested. She was in
the mood for anything to take her mind off all the crap going on.
She talked herself into it. She'd changed her mind. She was going
to be someone's bitch.

After stepping out of the shower, she
wrapped a towel around her body and opened the door.

James had been sitting back on his sofa with
his eyes closed. When he heard the bathroom door open, he opened
his eyes. Sasha was walking toward him with just a towel on. In any
other situation, that might have made him smile. He wasn't smiling
at the sight.

"What are you doing?" he asked her. Before
him, she removed the towel and let it drop to the floor. James
didn't think before standing and rushing to her.

Sasha was sure that was all she'd have to
do. He'd push her to the ground, take his clothes off and fuck her.
She couldn't have been more surprised when he stood, rushed to her
… and then picked up the towel and wrapped it around her again.

"If you're trying to get me wanting to have
sex with you, that ain't happening. We already talked about this…"
he said while making sure the towel was tight and secure around
her. As he then walked toward the bathroom to bring out her
clothes, he heard her speak.

"I want it," he heard her voice say. It
sounded confident. He didn't care.

"Yeah? Well, if you really do want to have
sex with me, you'll be more than happen to wait, won't you," he
said as he pulled out her briefs, knelt, and coaxed her to step
into them.

Sasha was surprised by so many things. He
was saying no. Even seeing her naked hadn't tempted him. And now he
was kneeling in front of her, trying to put her undies on her? She
did as he suggested and let him pull them up. She felt his hands
move up the outside of her legs until her briefs were in place. His
hands moved nowhere else. She also noticed she didn't mind his
hands moving over the outside of her legs. She was pretty relaxed
about it considering she'd always hated anyone touching her.

The process repeated with the track pants
she'd put in the bathroom earlier. Again his hands helped them up
via her outer leg. There was nothing sexual in his touch.

"Right," James said, confronted with the
challenge of dressing her top half. He looked around to see if she
had a bra. She hadn't worn one under the dress from the gala, and
she was so skinny that he suspected she didn't need one. On seeing
none in the clothes she'd had in the bathroom, he went straight to
a t-shirt. "Raise your arms," he said. He wasn't taking any risks
in her doing it herself - not when she'd just dropped that towel in
front of him. He raised her t-shirt and settled it down over her
body before reaching under and removing the towel. Once done, he
started to dry her hair.

Sasha reveled in the feeling of someone
dressing her and rubbing her head. It felt in no way like he
intended to fuck her. It did, however, feel incredibly safe and
comforting. Sensing she was liking it, James toned down his voice
of authority and spoke gently to her.

"Come and sit on the sofa."

Sasha did as he bid.

"I was naked," she said. "Why didn't you
just fuck me?"

James looked at her with a mixture of
sadness and disbelief on his face.

"Sasha … turn around."

She turned so her back was to him.
Immediately she felt the towel on her head again, gently stroking
her hair.

"I just don't get it," she said quietly. She
heard him sigh.

"I know you don't."

"Do you think you would one day?"

James laughed softly.

"Do you think we could just get through
this day without wondering about one other day?" he asked.
"There's already enough crazy shit happening in your world, I'm
guessing. Let's not add that into the mix."

"Okay," she said remarkably meekly. Inside,
she was kind of relieved. It had been a fleeting thought, wanting
him to do that to her. She suspected he knew even before she
figured it out that she'd wanted it only as a way to turn off pain
and stop thinking about other things. She relaxed in one other
discovery. He'd been telling her the truth. He didn't want to have
sex with her. He hadn't been lying with full intention of actually
doing that to her. That pushed her feeling of safety and security
up another notch.

James took his time stroking her hair with
the towel. It was probably as dry as it was going to get through
his rubbing, but he could sense her relaxing, and he didn't want
that to stop. She was a funny thing, especially with that towel
drop trick, but he didn't mind. She had pain. Anyone who saw her
would openly see that. Pain always had to be dealt with one way or
another. He wasn't against the idea of her 'one-day' plan either.
He felt like she was turning his life upside down … in a very good
way.

"I think your hair's pretty dry," he said
softly after a long while of listening to her breathing deepen and
slow.

Sasha turned around and faced him.

"Thanks," she said. She felt a bit of a
longing she hadn't before. They were sitting close, but that wasn't
new. What was new was her attention going to his lips.

James could see her eyes focusing there and
inside let out a sigh that no-one heard but him. He hoped she
wasn't going to go for another attempt at seducing him.

Sasha watched his face, his eyes, and his
lips for a moment longer before leaning in a little and then
kissing his cheek. It was a big thing for her - another big
thing. He didn't move, and she was glad. He accepted the kiss and
said nothing in return. Sasha stood, grabbed the towel from him,
then returned to the bathroom to tidy up and grab a hoodie to put
on. As she did, James turned on the television. He rarely watched
the thing, but it was news time. He still had no idea what the
night before had been all about.

'Police have released the details of one
of the shooters from last night's horror at the Gallalaya
Gallery," James heard as a picture appeared on the screen. It
was clearly a photo of someone with a strong criminal background.
The face he was looking at oozed it. "Witnesses have reported
that 45-year-old Pete Leadbetter pulled a gun out and started
shooting into the crowd shortly after the charity evening began. A
second man was also involved, but as yet, no details of his
identity have been released. It's believed the men pulled guns in
an effort to force security guards to open the glass case housing
the Falimar Diamonds. When police arrived, Leadbetter shot directly
at officers and was immediately shot and killed."

Holy fuck. James was in shock about so many
things. He'd known Sasha was part of something. He didn't
expect…

He turned and saw her standing. She'd also
seen the news broadcast. She was white. He didn't know whether to
be angry, sad, or sympathetic.

"You're a Leadbetter," he said quietly.

Sasha turned her face from the screen and
looked at him. Seeing the photo of Pete had shaken her up. So had
the story. She was in disbelief that Pete had just walked in there
and pulled a gun out to try and get the case opened so he could
simply grab jewels and walk out. She had no job planning in such
things, but the idea seemed completely absurd to her. Surely he
couldn't have expected it would be that simple?

James stood and walked to her.

"It was your family who shot my brother," he
said, his emotions intensifying.

Sasha was in a daze, but she sure heard
that.

"No. I don't know what…"

"My brother and sister were in the
supermarket and you shot at them through the windows…"

Sasha felt fear coming on. Fear and
confusion.

"No!"

"Leadbetter," James said. "Rex Leadbetter
stole my brother's car. He was found guilty of that. Who is he to
you?" James asked and could see the confusion growing on her face.
He didn't care. "Who is he?"

"He's my baby brother," she said quietly.
Too many things were getting out of hand. How could the guy in
front of her be brother to the guy who got shot and the guy who Rex
stole a car from? What the fuck was the universe doing to
her, screwing with her like it was? As if life wasn't hard enough
without all this crap going on. "But he didn't shoot
at them. The cops found proof that he wasn't there during the
day…"

"The car that was at your house - it's
exactly as my sister described the car she saw the gun come
from…"

"No," Sasha said, shaking her head.

James watched her. He believed she had no
idea what he was talking about. That didn't mean anything. It was
still her family.

"No, that car is David's," said Sasha. "He
wouldn't…"

Suddenly her mind was cast back to seeing
him at their home. He'd been a different David then, and he'd been
looking for his gun. She'd thought it strange he'd be looking for
that if he'd used it the night before. She didn't want to believe
it, but something clicked into place. He wouldn't be looking for
the gun if he'd been the gunman the night before. But he
would be if it had been used by someone else the night
before … and it was the same gun that had been used months
earlier in something as equally big in the eyes of the cops…

James watched as she walked to the sofa and
sat down.

"No, it can't be … he … he wouldn't," she
said, trying to process the possibility. "He's quiet and he's
happy. Why would he have…?"

Looking at her, James felt another sliver of
sympathy. He thought he could read people pretty well. Generally,
he was good at knowing when someone was lying. He didn't think she
was. He really did believe that she was just finding out that it
could have been her brother who had let bullets fly into the
supermarket that day.

Suddenly she looked up at him.

"I have to go. I'm so sorry. I didn't know…"
she said as she moved quickly to gather her things. Her phone was
half charged. That was something. All she had to do was call
Phillip…

"Sasha," James said quietly as she began to
walk toward the door. He kind of wanted her to stay but fuck, he
also really wanted to never see her again. The contrast between the
two feelings and desires was unbearable. He didn't say anything
more. He watched as she opened the door and walked out, bare feet
and all. He was angry, but he was also sad, and despite what it
looked like her family had done to his, he hoped like hell that she
was going to be alright.

~~~~~

"Sasha?" Phillip asked when he answered her
call.

"Can you come and get me?" she asked, trying
desperately to hold back tears.

In her voice, he could hear her cry for
help. "Tell me where you are."

She gave instructions and then hung up. Out
on the street, she felt vulnerable. Thinking about James and his
family, she felt like she could be gunned down in the street by two
sides - his family or hers. She hadn't often been scared in
her lifetime. Now she was terrified.

It was only a few minutes before Phillip
turned up in a car she'd never seen before.

Phillip looked at her. She was worked up in
a way he'd never seen her. She'd always been angry. Utter terror
was on her face.

"What's wrong?" he asked her.

"The world is fucked up," she managed to
say, tears pushing out of her eyes and making their way down her
cheek. She didn't even bother to try and hide them. She was beyond
being able to control them at that moment.

"Yeah, well, you're gonna have to give me a
better description than that."

"Where are you taking me?"

"You're coming back to Daisy's," Phillip
said. "It's unknown to anyone else in our family so it's safe."

Sasha nodded. She wanted safe.

"Who's this Daisy?" she asked. "Do I know
her?"

"Nope. No-one does. She's gone out for a few
hours so that you and I can talk … if you want to."

Sasha nodded again. "Thanks."

They pulled into an unfamiliar carpark, and
Sasha followed her oldest brother through the doorway, up the
stairs, and through another doorway. Seeing floors, walls, and
ceilings covered in greenery momentarily distracted her and made
her smile. "Wow."

"Yeah, it's something," said Phillip.
"Right, first, dump your stuff there. I'm gonna make something to
eat…"

"I'm not hungry…"

"I don't care. You're gonna eat. You look
like you haven't eaten since the last time I saw you, and
that was weeks ago."

Sasha didn't argue anymore.

"While I do this, tell me what happened last
night," Phillip continued.

"Have you seen the news?"

"Yeah, I saw Pete's face on there," he
replied. "I know they shot him. I can't say I'm surprised or even
saddened by that news. From what I've heard, he's always been a bit
psycho and killed a heap of people. All I cared about was you, Rex
and David. And Greg and Rhett. Nothing was said about any of you. I
didn't know if you'd gotten out or not."

Sasha sat on a bar stool on one side of the
bench he was working at.

"I … fuck, Phillip, it was a fucked up night
from the moment I got there."

Phillip looked up at her. The two of them
talking to one another was a relatively new thing. He was still
getting used to hearing her use whole sentences.

"Why? What was wrong?"

"Just … everything."

"Sasha! Tell me what happened," he said,
starting to get frustrated.

"Okay! Fuck," she said. "I was there. I had
a comms link, and I was watching the movement of the guards and
saying what they were doing. That was all my job was supposed to
be. Then out of nowhere, this guy I'd been seeing all over town
appears…"

"What guy?"

"I didn't know then…"

"Was he a cop? Has he been following you
under investigation?" he asked. Sasha was stunned into silence. She
hadn't even considered that was who James was. How did Phillip so
easily and quickly see that as a possibility?

"No, he's not a cop," she said, the
uncertainty clear in her voice. "Anyway, he told me to go with him,
and I told him I couldn't. Then there was a sound like something
being dropped. When it happened again and again, it sounded more
like guns going off. This guy pulled me away and offered to get me
out of there, so I went with him. I didn't know what the other guys
were doing. I just wanted to be out of there."

Phillip listened as he finished his sandwich
making and handed one to her.

"Did you see Rex and the others leave?"

"No," Sasha replied, shaking her head. "The
plan was that I leave alone without giving away that I knew any of
them. I couldn't even go near Greg's car…"

"Did Greg get away?"

"Yes. I spoke to him and Rhett both," she
said. "They're fine, but they didn't mention anyone else - only
Pete. They said he was dead."

"But the news said there's another gunman
who fired and was killed. We don't know who that is. You know it
could be David or Rex…"

"No, it's not David," Sasha said as she
followed him to a small sofa.

"How can you be sure?"

"I saw him…" she said and put her head down,
feeling tears come on again.

Phillip was startled. For the tough girl
she'd always been, the stupid job sure had made her cry a lot.

"What aren't you telling me?" he asked.

"He … he scared me when I saw him," she
replied. "Today at the house. He was crazy. He was looking for his
gun…"

"He has a gun…?"

"That's not the worst part, Phillip! That
guy who gave me a ride? He's the brother of the guy who was shot in
the supermarket. This guy saw David's car. He thinks it's the same
car the gunner used that day…"

Phillip processed what was being said to
him.

"Yeah, we knew it looked the same," he said.
"That was what brought the cops around when it happened, but they
didn't find anyone guilty. You think David was the shooter
in the supermarket shoot up?"

"Yes! I think it was him in his car with his
gun."

"Wait. Give me a minute," Phillip said. He
took a few minutes to assemble his thoughts. David was only a
couple of years younger than him. He hardly ever spoke. He was the
only one the law hadn't really had any issues with in his family.
"Why do you think it's him, though, apart from the car? I mean,
there must be a few cars that look the same…"

"I know, but he was at the house looking for
his gun," Sasha said. "Think about it, Phillip. Why would he look
for his gun today? If he was the other gunman last night, he would
have already had it with him. If it was used in the supermarket
shootout and it wasn't used after that, he would have left it
wherever he'd hidden it. The only thing that makes sense is that
his gun was used last night by someone else, and he's now afraid
it's going to get into the cops' hands - if it isn't already - and
it's going to bring them straight to him for that other
shooting."

Phillip nodded. "They've never found who did
that…"

"Because they've never found the gun…"

Phillip groaned. Everything his sister was
presenting to him made sound logical sense.

"But that means that the other shooter might
be…"

Sasha nodded. "Rex."

Phillip stood up. Fuck. His baby
brother?

"You think he's…?"

"I think we have to be prepared," she said,
nodding. "Rex might have taken a gun that belonged to David and
pulled it out at that gala. He might have used it. The cops might
have shot him. And they might not be releasing his details yet
because they haven't contacted Dad or Ma about it yet."

Phillip thought about his mother. Fuck, that
hurt even more than considering his own brother might now be
dead.

Sasha watched as her oldest brother paced
the room, his hands over his eyes. She'd not wanted to believe Rex
was likely the other shooter who'd been killed. Now she had to open
up to that possibility. It seemed not only possible, but entirely
likely. Rex had always been too impulsive. He'd barge at something
he should have been subtle in approaching. If it hadn't happened
now, everyone would have expected Rex to die an early death. His
approach to everything had always pushed that possibility pretty
high.

 



CHAPTER 19

 


In a café a couple of blocks away from her
apartment, Daisy sat quietly and enjoyed the large cup of hot
chocolate in her hands. In her apartment, she knew Phillip was with
his sister, Sasha. Daisy knew everything that had ever been
recorded by the law about Sasha. That hadn't prompted her to leave
them alone. She'd heard the worry in Phillip's voice, and she was
happy to let them have her apartment for a few hours. From all that
she'd read about Sasha Leadbetter, she'd come away feeling more
sorry for the girl than scared of her. Living with intense anger
every day of her life - what could that possibly be like for a
young girl, a teenage girl, and then a young adult?

Daisy became aware of her phone buzzing. She
pulled it out and saw her boss's name on the screen.

"Daisy?" she heard when she answered. "It's
another Leadbetter. Another brother. The cops are on their tail,
and that kid Rex was shot…"

"Stop!" Daisy said out loud. "Stop talking."
Fuck, she didn't want to talk to her boss like that, but she
couldn't hear whatever they were about to say. "I need to tell you
I am involved with someone in that family, and I can't work on any
case you have been chosen to work on that's related to them.
Please, don't say anything more to me. You'll need to find someone
else for this one."

The line was silent for a long time.

"You're involved … with … a Leadbetter?"

"I'm not saying anything more," Daisy
replied. "I'm now hanging up."

She pressed the call-end button.

She maintained calm, taking deep breaths
while she drank the rest of her hot chocolate. Then she stood and
walked quickly back to her apartment. Phillip's time alone with his
sister had to come to an end.

When she opened the door, her eyes fell
immediately to the woman on the sofa. Sasha Leadbetter - the young
woman she'd read so much about in preceding months - was right in
front of her.

"I got a call," she said. "Rex was shot, and
they're after another one of your brothers," Daisy blurted out.

"You shouldn't have told me th…" Phillip
started to say.

Daisy moved quickly to him and kissed him
deeply.

"I know. I've told them I can't hear
anything else, but I heard that before I informed them I'm involved
with one of you. Phillip, they are really after you
guys."

Phillip looked at Sasha.

"We need to go."

"What?" Daisy asked. "Phillip, you're safe
here…"

"No, we're not, and neither are you," he
replied. "Daisy, the law now know that you know us…"

"Wait," Sasha said, standing up. "Are you …
a cop? Is that why he's kept you a secret?"

"No, Sasha," Daisy said, moving so that she
stood in front of the young woman. "I'm a lawyer. I'm one of the
lawyers from the case of Rex stealing that car."

"You were on his … defense…"

Daisy shook her head. "No."

Sasha felt the news sink deep inside her.
Phillip was involved with a woman who'd tried to get Rex put in
prison. She turned to him with a very evident look of
disbelief.

"Not now, Sasha," Phillip said. "Did you
hear what Daisy just said? The cops are after David, and Rex
was shot."

Sasha fought to realign her thinking. At a
logical level, she knew he was right. The fucked up situation of
him dating his lawyer flower chick just wasn't anything to think
about in the current moment. She nodded.

"Yeah, sorry," she said. "I'm mostly worried
about Ma. Where are they? Are they home yet?"

"I don't know. They should be."

"We can't go in there. Tell me you won't go
in there, Phillip," she pleaded with her brother. "David could
still be there, and he could have the gun…"

"I'll go and see your mother," Daisy said.
She'd read the files on all the Leadbetters. She was pretty sure
she'd identify Stacey Leadbetter if she saw her.

"No!"

"Phillip, text your mother. Find out where
she is right now."

He did as she suggested. He didn't like it,
but it felt like options were reducing by the minute. The text came
back. 'Almost at the house.'

'Stop. Turn around and come to Café Rue
instead. You and Dad both. Don't go in the house.'

He sent her an address and hoped she would
follow his suggestion.

"I've asked her and Dad to go to the
café."

Daisy nodded. "Stay here. I'll be back
soon."

Phillip followed her to the door. There he
pulled her into a tight embrace and kissed her passionately.

"Someone might be following my parents," he
said. "Be aware and keep yourself safe."

Daisy smiled and took a deep breath. She was
well aware of how close the law could be to Phillip's parents. It
didn't matter. She had to do something.

 



CHAPTER 20

 


Mark Leadbetter looked at the text. He could
read the urgency in it. He could also read the warning. It was as
big as a billboard in his eyes. He immediately changed course, and
they made their way to the café. Before approaching it, they looked
around. He considered he was pretty good at spotting plainclothes
cops. He didn't think any were there.

They ordered coffee and sat to wait. They
expected Phillip to turn up. They were both surprised when a young
woman sat down beside them. Stacey looked at her. She'd seen her
somewhere before.

"Hi," Daisy said. She saw Stacey smile even
though her face revealed the puzzle she wasn't sure about. She then
saw Mark hold out his hand to her. "I'm Daisy. Phillip and Sasha
are safe, but your other sons aren't," she said quietly.

"Who are you really, Daisy?" Mark asked. He
saw her take a deep breath. On her face was sadness - utter,
extreme sadness.

"I'm a lawyer," Daisy replied. "I was on the
periphery of the case that charged Rex with the theft of that
car."

Stacey stood up sharply.

"I'm not listening to anything you say…" she
started to say.

Mark grabbed her wrist and pulled her back
down.

"Don't," he said to his wife before turning
back to Daisy. "You tried to put my son away," he said and saw her
nod. "But you are here to what? Threaten us?"

"No!" Daisy exclaimed. "I'm here to give you
advance warning. They are after your other son right now."

"Not Rex?" Mark asked and saw her shake her
head. "Not Phillip?" Again she shook her head. "Maybe you mean
Pete?" Daisy shook her head again. "David?"

Daisy nodded.

"Why are you telling us this?"

"Because I love Phillip, and I fully intend
to have his children - your grandchildren. Believe me, there's
little I don't know about everyone in your family, but I don't
care. I want to be his wife, and I'm not going to just sit back and
be quiet about what I was just told. If you need to help your son
David, right now is the time to do it."

Mark looked at her.

"But Rex…" As he quietly asked, he saw her
face. "You know something about him too."

Daisy nodded.

"You haven't been informed of anything?"

Mark shook his head.

"No, we've been gone for days," he said.

"I don't know for sure. I heard something in
a rush. It could be completely wrong…"

"What?" Mark asked, dreading what he was
about to hear.

"He might have been shot, but I can't
confirm that," said Daisy. "I told my boss I couldn't - wouldn't -
work on this case, so I don't have access to official
information."

Stacey broke down. She'd heard on the news
that there was a second gunman who had been shot and killed by the
cops. She'd not wanted to even consider it might be her baby boy.
Suddenly she focused on Daisy.

"This is your fault," she said. "If
you'd done things right, he'd be in prison right now. He wouldn't
have done that job. He would still be alive."

"I … I don't know that he's not alive. I
just heard that he was shot," Daisy said, feeling her own tears
come on. The words she'd just heard were the logic of a mother deep
in pain. Daisy could hardly be upset at Stacey Leadbetter for
anything. She must have been living some kind of hell watching all
of her kids get picked up by the cops at some time or other over
the years. No matter how they'd decided to raise their kids, she
and Mark had also produced Phillip, and Daisy still believed he was
a good man. Some of that goodness must have come from his parents.
It must have.

"I want to see my kids," Stacey said.

This time Mark didn't argue with her.

"I'm here," they heard Sasha's voice call
out.

Stacey stood and was surprised to find her
normally-anti-hug daughter launching herself into her arms.

When Sasha pulled away, she turned to
Daisy.

"Phillip wants you home," she said. "Please
go. I know you love him, and he loves you. I can see that. He
wouldn't survive if something happened to you. I'll tell Dad and Ma
everything. You need to leave so that you don't hear what I'm going
to tell them."

Daisy opened her mouth to object but then
closed it and nodded as she stood.

"I'm sorry," she said quietly.

Before she could move away, she heard Stacey
speak again.

"It won't be easy, accepting you, but if you
love my son and he loves you, I will try. When this is all over,
we'll try."

Daisy smiled sadly and walked away. It was a
nice sentiment anyway, even if it didn't ever become reality.

 



CHAPTER 21

 


Mark Leadbetter listened to his daughter tell
him her thoughts and opinions about what had happened the night of
the gala. With every word that came from her mouth, he felt his gut
get heavier and heavier. Sasha believed Rex had been a gunman and
had been shot and killed by the cops. The sadness in Mark over that
wasn't the thought that it might have happened, but that if it did,
he wasn't even the slightest bit surprised by it.

Hearing about Sasha's belief that David was
likely the supermarket shooter, though - that was another level of
blow to the guts again. Stacey wouldn't believe it could be true.
Not David. He was the good one of the family. He'd hardly ever been
in trouble with the law at all. No, Stacey wouldn't accept that.
And they hadn't had any notification of Rex's death, so he couldn't
be dead either. Somewhere someone had gotten details mixed up in
some kind of Chinese Whispers thing. Her kids were all safe and
sound.

As Mark watched Stacey's face, he could see
that she was choosing to not believe. He wasn't going to try and
convince her everything wasn't alright. They had no facts yet. For
all he knew, she could be right, and he could be wrong in believing
something had happened. No-one had heard from either of their sons.
Sasha had only seen David briefly. Everything could all be mixed
up. Until they came face to face with the cops, there was no way to
know.

Stacey moved close to her daughter and put
her arm around her shoulders. Daring to draw her close, Stacey was
again surprised. Something had been changing in Sasha since her
stabbing. Stacey had been watching that, but it felt like something
had changed again, in a more significant way. It had happened in
just the last few days. Stacey put it down to the gala job going
wrong. Of course that would change someone. It didn't even occur to
her that somewhere in the mix of craziness that was happening
around her family, a guy might have entered her daughter's
life.

 



CHAPTER 22

 


For a long while, James sat where he had been
when Sasha had left. Everything felt screwed up. It had been a
crazy existence for quite some time. Since the moment those bullets
had flown through the supermarket window, and Max had been in
hospital in a coma, everything in life felt like it had started to
change. His baby sister getting married and now having a kid. His
brother being shot and now apparently being involved with some girl
even though he'd always loved all women, just like James. And now,
finding out that the girl who'd been catching his eye all over town
for months was actually the sister of the guy who had somehow been
involved with the shooting.

Regardless of the crazy shit surrounding
them, he liked Sasha. She had some weird views of the world and the
people in it, but she was refreshingly different from girls he'd
dated and shagged. He could still remember her standing naked. The
vision of a naked woman would normally inspire his body to jump to
life in arousal. He hadn't felt that. All he'd felt was a need to
care for her and not let her do that to herself. For a while, he'd
noticed her changing when he'd run into her. Now he wondered if she
was, in fact, changing him somehow through those random
meets.

For a moment, he pulled out his phone. One
way to forget her would be to shag another woman. That would be
easy. He started to look through his long list of play friends.
Then he turned the phone off. It was no use. That was no cure. For
once, he just didn't feel like having sex. What he actually felt
like was being around family.

He stood, readied himself, and left. He was
going to talk to his father. If there was anyone he could trust to
talk about something completely, no matter what, it was him.

~~~~~

"Dad?" James called out as he entered the
large Stonewarden family home. "Dad!"

Mitchell heard his son's voice and moved
quickly. It was a rare thing when James wanted anything from him
other than the free food in the kitchen.

"What?" he asked when he reached the foyer.
"What's wrong?"

James looked at his father. He looked
panicked.

"Sorry. I didn't mean to freak you out."

"It's okay. What's up?" Mitchell asked,
walking up to his son.

"I … I just … can we talk?"

Mitchell was surprised but pleasantly so.
He'd been feeling real unwanted in recent times. Having any of his
kids need him for something was a welcome thing to hear.

"Yeah," he replied as he moved into the
living room. They sat together on one of the large old sofas.
"What's going on with you that has you coming all this way over
here?"

"I want," James started to say. It had
seemed like a good idea, talking to his father about the situations
surrounding him. Now it felt weird. He took a breath and continued,
determined to do as he'd wanted to do. "Okay, so I have a few
things that have been happening that are overlapping in a weird
way. Trying to think about them alone is useless - I can't think. I
want your perspective."

Mitchell nodded. "Okay."

"For a while now, I've been running into
this girl all over the place, and we got talking. No big deal. It
was just talking now and then."

"Right…" said Mitchell, nodding.

"Then the night of the gala, she was there,
and I could tell she was talking to someone through comms. When you
gave me the signal to leave, I took her with me…"

"This is the girl you brought to the
hospital…"

"Yes! Yeah … Sasha. Anyway, I've just found
out that … that her last name is Leadbetter…"

Mitchell was surprised. He didn't know a lot
about that family, but he'd heard the name a bit on the news.

"Dad, her brother is the one who stole Max's
car."

James watched his father's face. Almost
instantly, he could see things turning over in his father's
thoughts.

"Her brother shot at Max and Charlie?" he
asked, his face deadly white.

"No," said James. "Well, Sasha doesn't think
so, and the cops didn't think so. But Dad … when I took her to her
house … the car that Charlie described from the day of the shooting
was there."

"But you said it wasn't her brother."

"Not her brother Rex who was charged with
stealing the car…"

Mitchell could feel his heart racing. Ever
since that moment when he'd learned Max had been shot, he had
wanted to find out who was behind the shooting. He wanted revenge.
Whoever had pulled that trigger had to pay.

James watched his father stand up sharply
and start pacing. Immediately he wondered if telling his father
had, in fact, been a good thing to do.

"Are you telling me you know who used
the gun that day?"

James hesitated. Fuck, was voicing his
thoughts the right thing to do? He'd wanted vengeance too, but now
he knew Sasha…

"I'm saying I think I know," he
finally replied. "Of course, I can't be sure. The cops investigated
at the time, and they didn't find any evidence to point to that
family…"

"That means nothing and you know it," said
Mitchell. "How many things have we gotten away with?"

James felt his heartbeat getting stronger
and faster by the minute. He was angry at himself for bringing the
matter to his father. He'd wanted someone to listen. He hadn't
considered his father might want to act and do something if he knew
who'd used the gun that day.

"Dad, you can't do…"

"Don't tell me what I can and can't do…"
James heard his father say in a deathly tone.

Just then, the front door opened and Max
walked in. It wasn't difficult for him to sense the tension in the
room.

"What's … going … on?" he asked slowly,
looking from his brother to his father and back again.

"James thinks he might know who shot
you."

Max looked at his brother in disbelief. Even
if James knew, why would he have told their father?!

"Dad," he said, moving up to Mitchell. "You
have to forget whatever James just told you."

"Someone has to pay…"

"No!" Max screamed at him.

Mitchell was stunned by his usually happy
son talking to him in such a manner.

"I was the one who was shot," Max
continued. "I was the one who was in that coma. You don't
know what it was like for me, lying there and not being able to
move or speak. If you go and do anything, this is going to turn
into a blood feud. Please don't do anything. Please, Dad…"

Mitchell heard the depth of the plea. He saw
tears come to his son's face as he spoke. It was enough to calm
him, at least for the moment. He moved to Max and pulled him into a
hug.

"Alright, but this isn't good," Mitchell
said. "James, what else do you know ?"

James looked at his father and then at Max.
The latter was giving him a look that blatantly said, 'please don't
say anymore'. James wanted to be honest with his father and say
exactly who the suspected gunman was. As he took a moment to
remember how it had felt seeing his brother in the coma all those
weeks, he knew he had to do as Max wished.

"Nothing," he said. "I don't know anything
else, and I don't even know if what I told you is fact. I didn't
mean to wind you up. I just wanted to talk about this girl…"

Mitchell forced himself to expel a fake
chuckle.

"What about her?"

"You got a girl, big brother?" Max asked as
he pulled away from his father. There was an opening to change the
subject. He was going to seize it. "Is my wayward brother falling
in lurrrve?"

"Hell, no. But she's part of a family who …
forget it. I shouldn't have come here. I'm sor…"

His words were cut off as his father stepped
forward and pulled him into a tight hug.

"James, we do things that aren't lawful. We
always have. You can't judge her by her family any more than she
can judge you by yours."

James pulled away from the embrace.

"But Dad, it's not quite the same…"

"I know," said Mitchell. "I know, but
if you don't think she was the one who did any of those things,
there's a chance she didn't even know about it…"

"I don't think she did. Her reaction seemed
real."

"Then tread carefully and take your time.
Really assess the situation before you turn away. Just … just be
sure she can be trusted before you tell her anything."

"I've never shared anything about us with
anyone…"

"I know, but it's different when you meet
someone special, James. Trust me in that."

James thought his father was crazy. It had
been weird enough that Ash knew all about the Stonewardens. James
had no intention of sharing that kind of information with anyone,
no matter who they were, and he sure as hell wasn't sharing
anything with Sassy Girl - if he ever saw her again, that was.

Max left them and went upstairs. He was
stressed that his father might do something stupid. It was a word
that he'd never have used in regard to his father, but if some kind
of war was going to break out, that was how he'd describe his
father over that decision. Stupid.

Downstairs, James lowered his voice.

"Dad, the cops are on the tail of the one
with the gun. Please do nothing. If he's the one, I don't think
it's gonna be long before he's held to pay. Please promise me
you'll let the cops handle this. It would kill Max…"

"I know," Mitchell said quietly. "You're
right. The cops will do their thing. Hopefully, they'll catch the
bastard. What does that mean for you and this girl, though?"

James shrugged his shoulders.

"There wasn't anything going on anyway."

Mitchell raised his eyebrow at his son. "If
she didn't mean anything to you, I doubt you'd have come all this
way to talk to me about her."

"I came to talk about … yeah, maybe."

"It's been a long time coming that some
woman stood out from all the rest," Mitchell said quietly. The fact
that the girl was a Leadbetter did not sit well with him. The flip
side of that was that he did want his sons to find the same
happiness he'd had with Caroline all the years they'd spent
together. Ash had accepted Charlie despite what the Stonewarden
family did. Could the Stonewardens accept a Leadbetter regardless
of what their family did? It wasn't the same degree. Of
course it wasn't. Stonewardens robbed. Leadbetters shot and
killed.

Hearing arguments in his head, Mitchell knew
he'd be thinking about Caroline as soon as he was alone. He needed
her at times like that. He needed her calming effect and her sound
logic. He needed her arms around him and her lips on his to
distract him from the harshness of reality. He needed
her…

"Dad?" James asked when he saw his father's
eyes begin to well up in tears.

"Yeah, I'm fine," Mitchell replied as he
wiped his eyes. "Sometimes, I miss your mother so much. Don't waste
time, James. Every day you get to spend with someone is special,
and those days are limited. No matter who the woman is who
turns your head and reaches your heart, seize her and hold her.
Don't waste a moment. Once those moments are gone, there's no
getting them back."

James watched as his father spoke. It wasn't
hard to see that his dad was emotional. James felt guilty. If he
hadn't gone to the house and said things he'd said…

"Don't worry," Mitchell said. "I promise you
I'm not going to do anything and I'm not going to repeat what
you've told me. Like you said, the cops will catch up with whoever
pulled the trigger that day. And I do know Max doesn't want to keep
being reminded of it. It's all okay."

The two men faced one another for a long
while.

"Okay," said James.

"But your real question…"

"It doesn't matter."

Mitchell stood straighter and took on the
voice of authority again.

"It does matter. What has you wound
up about this girl? Do you like her that much, or is it just what
her family's done that's making her sit in the forefront of your
mind?"

James considered that question and shrugged
his shoulders.

"I don't know."

"Well, what I can tell you is that your
mother had a lot to adjust to when she married me, just as Ash had
a lot to adjust to when he married your sister. In a perfect world,
everyone we fall in love with would be good and perfect. It isn't
always like that. Sometimes we fall in love with people we don't
want to. Then the choice is whether to be happy with them or be
unhappy without them. That isn't an easy choice to make. Whatever
you choose, only you and I know who she is…"

"Dad, I couldn't hide that," said James.
"Her family's always on the news…"

"I know. It wouldn't be easy, but that's a
long way off. If she has a brother who's on the run right now, she
probably needs space with her family anyway. They'll be torn up by
it, I'm sure. Does she have parents?"

"Yeah, I think she's got both still," James
said.

"Give her space then. Let this flow through
to wherever it's going to with their family and the cops. Stay
away. Please. I don't want you caught up in it. Not forever - just
for the moment until something comes through the news."

"I wasn't going to go chasing her anyway,"
James said, nodding.

Mitchell hugged his son again. He was lucky
to have his kids. He knew that. They were a great bunch of people,
despite what they as a family did. He was proud of them. If only
Caroline could see how they all turned out…

"I'm going to have a shower," he said in an
effort to get away before tears began again. "Unless you have
anything else to talk about?"

"No, I'm good. Thanks, Dad."

Mitchell smiled at his son and made his way
to the bathroom. There he turned on the shower and finally let the
tears come.

~~~~~

James left his family home just as confused
and frustrated as he had been before he went there. He shouldn't
have spoken to his father. The look on Max's face had told him that
as soon as Max had heard what they were talking about. It was yet
another pointless thing James had done recently.

He'd been sidetracked in recent times by the
planning and the aftermath of the intended theft. His part-time job
had been ignored, and he hadn't even been with a woman. He needed
to get himself back on track. He needed to start feeling like his
normal self again.

Automatically he found himself driving down
to the beach. It was something he needed to realign his thinking
and get himself back on the road to normal life once more.

As he parked his car, he thought back to the
last time he'd been at that particular beach. On that day, he'd
seen Sassy Girl, and she'd eventually sat with him on the sand.
They hadn't talked that day, but having her close to him had felt
nice. For a fleeting moment, he wondered if there was any chance
she was at the beach again at that moment. Looking down toward the
sand, he saw no-one.

It wasn't the most tropical day, but he was
warm enough as he wrapped up in his warm jacket. With the tide
coming in, he had a smaller slice of sand to enjoy than normal. He
didn't care about that either. He sat down on the sand and closed
his eyes. As if in meditation, he absorbed the sound of the waves
and the feeling of the slight breeze on his face.

At first, he forced his head to move into
planning and motivational mode. He needed to get on with regular
life. That meant he should go and see his boss and pick up some
shifts. Working was always one great way to tune his mind out to
other things. The other great way was to have a damn good shag.
With that thought, he pulled out his phone and glanced through his
contacts. Each of the women in there was someone he enjoyed
stress-free time with. They had an understanding. If the mood
suited both, they both indulged. He had the same friendship with
each and every name in his phone contact list. No-one ever got
nasty. No-one ever got jealous. At different times his list had
been longer, but a few play friends had found themselves in
relationships and delivered him the same old 'we can't be friends
anymore' speech. He'd never been upset by that. He'd only been
happy they were happy.

Despite trying to maintain a focus on
planning and refocusing, his mind wandered back to Sassy Girl.
Sasha Leadbetter. He now knew her full name. It was a name he
hadn't anticipated learning, following those occasions they'd run
into each other.

Despite a part of him not wanting to, James
kept finding himself wondering if she was alright. What was
happening in her family right at that very moment? She might have
one brother wanted by the law. She might have another brother who
could have been shot and maybe even killed. James took a moment to
imagine that situation with his own family. If there was a chance
something weird happened like Regan was on the run and Max was
dead, how would he be coping with that right now?

James felt a shiver run down his spine. He
could still clearly remember Max lying in the hospital bed in the
coma after he had been shot the year before. Imagining him
dead was a little close to the reality of what everyone had been
feeling at the time.

No matter who her family was, James was
still thoughtful of Sasha. She was a girl who hardly knew how it
felt to smile, let alone enjoy the pleasures of the body. She was
completely different from James, and yet knowing she was from a
family involved in crime somehow pulled in some kind of similarity
between them. Not that she knew his family was in crime, of
course. He hadn't mentioned anything about that, and she hadn't
asked. It was a different type of crime anyway, James had to admit.
The Leadbetters seemed to have been on the news an awful lot for
violence or stealing. The Stonewardens were subtle and discreet.
For hundreds of years, no-one had suspected them of anything they'd
done. They were more than criminals. They were also
illusionists.

Noticing the water creeping closer, James
stood and flicked the sand off his jeans. He closed his eyes to the
fading sun and took one final deep breath of sea air. The first
thing he needed to do was get on with some regular work again.
Women could wait - all women. It wasn't a normal thought for
James Stonewarden. As a general rule, women were always on his mind
and in his bed. Even he could see and feel that something was
changing inside of him. He couldn't be sure, but he suspected that
establishing the rapport with Sassy Girl that he had so far
definitely had something to do with that. But what was there
to do? It might be that her brother was the one who delivered the
bullet into his brother. Had she really not known that, if
it were the case?

He walked briskly along the sand and up to
his car. Once inside, he turned on the heater and again sat still,
watching and listening to the waves. There was nothing that could
be done about anything, he knew. He couldn't see Sasha and
ask her if she was alright. He couldn't chase the brother that he
suspected had pulled the trigger that day. He wouldn't wish for her
younger brother to have been shot.

All he could do was wait and let fate do its
thing - whatever it was that fate actually intended.


CHAPTER 23

 


Stacey Leadbetter sat still for a long time
in the café she was at with her husband, Mark, and her daughter,
Sasha. She'd heard all that Sasha had told them about the night of
the gala. She'd also heard Sasha's version of events regarding
seeing David at the house and how he'd seemed at that time. To
anyone passing by, they might have thought Stacey Leadbetter was
calm. On the inside, however, she was shaking with an overload of
emotions. Her hand was being held firmly by Mark. When she looked
into his eyes, she saw pain in them that she suspected was an exact
reflection of her own. Where were their two sons?

"If they were accused of anything, the cops
would be here right now," Mark said in an attempt to lessen his
wife's concern. "They know where we are. They know how to find us.
Why would they sit and wait if they were after David?"

"We haven't been back to the house. We don't
know they're not there…" Stacey said quietly. Sitting out on the
edge of a public street like they were made her feel exposed and
vulnerable. She didn't like it, but Mark wanted them to not be seen
as hiding or looking for their sons. He wanted them to seem as if
nothing were out of the ordinary.

"We aren't going back," he said. "Not
yet."

"Then how are we to know when we can go
home?" Stacey almost yelled at him, forgetting in the moment to be
calm and discreet.

"Daisy could go," Sasha offered as a
suggestion. When both of her parents looked at her, she continued.
"She's not one of us. She could just do a drive-by and not go into
the house. No-one knows about her and Phillip. No-one would be
looking out for her or her car."

"I think she's done enough…" Stacey began to
say and then stopped herself. That was yet another piece of
information that had played with her emotions.

"Ma, I only met her for a few minutes, but I
saw her and Phillip together," Sasha said. "And she told us what
she heard. If she didn't care about him, she would have kept quiet.
When Rex was found guilty of only stealing that car, you were
happy. Why would you be mad now that he wasn't put in prison?"

Mark looked at his daughter. He thought that
was the longest speech he'd ever heard come out of her mouth. Not
only was it long, but it was eloquent and well structured. He was
curious at how much his usually-angry daughter was changing so
quickly.

"Have you seen Nicky over the last couple of
days?" he asked. It was completely out of context to the
conversation, but he found himself quite dumbstruck by Sasha. It
was almost as if she was someone he hadn't met before.

Sasha looked at her father and shook her
head.

"Nah, I'm not going near her and Susan with
all this going on," she said. "If they call, I'll make some excuse.
I don't want to lie to them, but they deserve better than to get
caught up in our crap."

Stacey blinked and looked at her daughter.
She, too, was beginning to wonder what was going on with her
daughter. It had been strange enough that Sasha had hugged her when
she'd arrived at the café. Now she was even sounding like a
different person.

For a moment, the boys were forgotten. For
only a sliver of time, Stacey found herself distracted, and it was
welcome. Then the force of not knowing where her boys were came
crashing down on her again.

"Call her," she said, for the moment
confusing Mark and Sasha. "Call and get Phillip's flower to do a
drive-by of the house. She knows where it is. She picked him up
that day they went away together," she continued and saw Mark nod
in confirmation.

Sasha pulled out her phone and just sent a
text to Phillip.

'Can Daisy drive past the house?' she
wrote with intended conciseness.

In Daisy's apartment, Phillip read the text
and immediately understood what was wanted. He turned to Daisy.

"What is it?" she asked him. He had that
look on his face where he wanted to say or ask something but wasn't
sure he should. "Phillip, just tell me."

"Could you drive past my family's home?"

Daisy considered for a moment. "To see who's
there?"

"Not to get out and go inside. Just to drive
past and casually see if anything's happening there - and maybe to
see if David's black Valiant is there," Phillip said, looking
distinctly uncomfortable. "Sorry, I shouldn't have…"

"Of course I will," Daisy said, cutting him
off. She moved to him and kissed him. "I can do that for you and
your family."

Phillip watched as she picked up her car
keys and purse and then moved to him once more. He wrapped his arms
around her and kissed her passionately. He felt uneasy about
whether she should go anywhere near anything Leadbetter at such a
time, especially the house. The unknowing about his brothers pushed
him to ignore that uneasiness.

"Don't stop," he said. "Don't even slow
down. Please don't bring any attention to yourself. If you think
someone sees you and starts tailing you, lead them to the mall or
something. This is your home and your safe place. Don't risk
bringing them near here."

Daisy nodded and kissed him again
softly.

"Don't worry," she said. "I'm only going for
a drive. I'll be back soon."

Phillip remained still as she walked out. He
hated that she was being dragged into his family's drama so deeply
and so often. He couldn't wait to marry her and get rid of the
Leadbetter name forever. There was no way he wanted kids that
inherited his last name.

No. Fucking. Way.

~~~~~

Daisy sat in her car. When she'd learned
about Phillip's family, she'd expected things could get hairy at
times. Being involved in a shooting at a charity event was still
way out of the range of what she'd expected. She was in it now,
though. She loved Phillip, and she wanted a family with him. Part
of that had to be doing what she had to with whatever the
Leadbetters did. It made her nervous, but it didn't push her to
want to walk away from him. That thought did make her question her
own sanity. Who in their right mind would stay involved with a man
when his family was doing all that crap?

She started the engine and smiled to
herself.

She would.

~~~~~

As she drove into the neighborhood where the
large Leadbetter home stood, Daisy took a deep breath. Part of her
wanted to stop the car and not go any closer, but she had to. Even
with all that she'd known about Phillip's brother, Rex, she too
wanted to know what had happened to him. Yes, he'd cornered her
that night in the carpark with three friends and the intention of
harming her. Yes, he'd been accused of the shooting in the
supermarket. Yes, he'd been charged with stealing that car.
Regardless, he was still Phillip's brother, and he was just a kid.
Imagining being in Stacey's shoes and worrying about where her
child was drove Daisy on to keep the car moving as normally as she
could.

Once in the street she needed to be at, she
could immediately see a police presence close to the Leadbetter
house.

"Holy fuck," she whispered out loud. She'd
been to enough crime scenes in her work to know that wasn't
good. As she drove past the front of the house, she could see that
the front door was closed. That was good, she supposed. She
expected there might be plenty in that house to have everyone
charged. She couldn't be sure of that. It was only a guess. She
hoped she was wrong. The thought of Phillip being charged over
something in his room scared her.

Before driving fully past, she took note of
the cars on the street. There were definitely a number of
plainclothes cops sitting in wait. She also saw that the black
Valiant Phillip had asked her to look out for wasn't there.

Without any hesitation, she continued
driving. She'd found out a lot in those few seconds. There was no
paranoia on anyone's part. The cops were there, and they were lying
in wait for someone to come home.

~~~~~

Phillip waited patiently on Daisy's sofa
with his head pounding in emotion overload. He was angry at
all Leadbetters for the stupid lifestyle they believed they
had to live, generation after generation. He was still in disbelief
over David owning a gun, let alone going and firing it into a
supermarket in the middle of the day. Rex was his impulsive,
idiotic little brother, but the thought that he might be hurt or
worse scared Phillip most of all. There was definitely a difference
between expecting someone to die young and then realizing that it
could be a reality.

On top of all that, Daisy had now been
pulled into the dramas of his family. She was only on the outside,
but she was now associated with his father, his mother, and his
sister. He wished he'd handled so many things differently so that
the present moment in time just wasn't happening.

Hearing her key in the apartment door,
Phillip jumped up and rushed to her as she walked in. He pulled her
into his arms and held her tightly.

Daisy let him. When she was honest with
herself, she knew that she felt sorry for him. He was a part of a
criminal family, but she still believed that inside his heart, he
wasn't a criminal. He was a good man, and he was a man who did know
how to feel and express his feelings.

Phillip pulled away and kissed her
softly.

"Are you alright?" he asked.

"Yeah, I'm fine, but there are cops at your
house," Daisy replied, nodding. "They're waiting for you guys."

"And the car?"

"It's not there," she answered. "He must
have left between Sasha seeing him and the cops arriving."

Phillip turned away from her and sat on the
sofa again.

"Thanks for doing that," he said quietly,
regretting that he'd had to ask her to do anything to do
with her family.

Daisy watched him and then moved to sit
beside him.

"Phillip, I am going to be a part of your
family…"

"No, Daisy," he said, looking at her deeply.
"I am going to become a part of yours. This life
isn't for you. It isn't even for me. I want to be away from
it."

"You don't mean you'd walk away from your
mother and father…"

"If it comes down to it and this shit
doesn't stop, then yes, I really do mean it." He paused and placed
his hands on either side of her face. Doing so, he remembered how
green her eyes were. She had such beautiful eyes. "I want us to
have a family. They won't be a part of this criminal crap."

Daisy nodded and smiled sadly. Inside she
loved hearing him talk like that. Having been a lawyer even for the
short time she had, she'd seen some extreme crime families … and
what they did to people who tried to walk away. The thought made
her shudder. She was thankful when she felt Phillip engage her lips
again.

"I need to message Sasha," he said when he
pulled away. He could have kept kissing her … at any other time on
any other day.

~~~~~

"I don't like just sitting here out in the
open like this, Mark," Stacey said to her husband.

Mark nodded.

"I know. As soon as we hear something…"

Each of them heard Sasha's phone
vibrate.

"They're there," Sasha said to her father.
She said nothing more. Everywhere there were ears. Her father would
know she was saying that the cops were at their house. His nod
confirmed his understanding.

"We can't just never go home," Stacey said
quietly. "Isn't it better we go home and engage them? Distract
them?"

Mark looked at his wife. She'd seen so many
things through their life together, but she still sometimes amazed
him at her simplistic view of things. Her answer wasn't easy, but
he didn't think it really mattered where they did or didn't go. He
may as well make things easier for her. He nodded.

"We can go home."

"No!" Sasha said with strength. "Why don't
we go and visit Dais…"

"No," Mark said forcefully in response.

Stacey looked at her daughter.

"I'm not going to lie," she said. "It will
take me a while to get used to what that girl does for a living and
the fact that she was on Rex's case. But if she loves Phillip, we
aren't going to drag ourselves full-on into her life. Your brother
is long overdue for finding happiness. I appreciate her help in
what she just did, but we aren't going to ask anything else of
her."

Sasha started to object but decided to keep
quiet. She looked down at her hands. Her becoming deflated was
visible to both of her parents.

"Where have you been staying?" Mark asked
her, the question only appearing in his mind at that moment.

Sasha looked up and wondered how much she
should divulge about the pretty boy she'd stayed with. She'd told
her parents that she'd gone home and seen David there that very
morning. She'd told them what had happened in the gala building and
that she'd left when she heard gunshots. The entire section of time
in between, she'd left out of the conversation.

"Answer my question, Sasha," she heard her
father say.

"I left … I left the gala with a guy I'd met
a while ago," she said. "He let me crash at his place."

"Can you go back there and stay
tonight?"

Sasha felt tears come on. She was
supposed to be staying there that night. That was until
she'd learned who his brother was, and he'd found out what
her brother might have done.

"No."

"Did he hurt you?" Stacey asked, nervous.
The equation of Sasha + boy hadn't even crossed her mind as any
kind of likelihood. As she thought about how much she'd been
watching her daughter change, she found herself wondering about who
he was to have been able to affect Sasha like he appeared to have
done.

Sasha shook her head. "No."

"Is there more that you haven't told us?"
Mark asked. He felt dread inside. He didn't particularly want to
hear what was coming but felt he had to.

Sasha took a deep breath.

"I didn't know until today, but he is the
brother of the guy who was shot in the supermarket months ago."

Mark and Stacey exchanged looks of
confusion.

"Let me see if I have this right," Mark
continued. "You know the family of the boy who was shot that
day?"

"No," Sasha replied, shaking her head. "I
saw this guy around town a few times. We didn't talk about things
like that. We just said hi now and then."

"Well, how do you know he's that guy's
brother?" Stacey asked.

"He … today we saw the news. He knew
straight away that I was a Leadbetter. He recognized the name from
Rex being charged and put two and two together. That's all."

Mark rested his head on his hand and rubbed
his eyes. Everything was just so fucking messy. When he
raised his head again, he looked at his daughter and saw her eyes
watering. After so many years of only seeing her angry, he found
himself wanting to seize the moment of her looking so vulnerable.
He would have preferred that she go elsewhere when he and Stacey
went home and faced whatever was waiting there but what was the
point of that? Eventually, everything they'd ever done was going to
catch up to them.

He stood and held out his hand to his
daughter. Looking up at him, Sasha realized she'd never actually
hugged her father. She was in her twenties, but she could not
remember one time she'd walked into his arms. Hell, apart from
pretty boy, she'd never really walked into anyone's
arms.

Mark watched as Sasha stood and walked to
him. Tentatively but surely, she allowed him to wrap his arms
around her. It was something that should have been natural for a
parent to feel by the time his kids were adults. The lack of having
had any contact like it with Sasha throughout her whole life made
Mark even more emotional. He pulled her close and held her tight.
No matter what happened to any of them after that moment, he was
going to be remembering the moment his always-angry daughter
finally let him hug her, for the rest of his life.

He pulled away reluctantly but looked at his
wife.

"Let's go home," he said quietly.

Stacey looked at him, smiled sadly and
stood, nodding. No matter what was about to happen, it was probably
long overdue.

~~~~~

Approaching their home, Mark was wary but
saw no crowds of cops at all. As the three of them ventured up
their path toward the front door, he finally heard a voice.

"Mr and Mrs Leadbetter. We need to
talk."

Mark and Stacey turned around and focused on
the face behind the voice. It was the same detective who had hauled
Mark into the station a short time earlier. He looked like he
expected opposition to his request. Mark only nodded and continued
to put the key in the door.

"Sasha, go to your room, please," Stacey
said to her daughter. She was grateful when Sasha only nodded and
walked away without any argument.

"Come into my office," Mark said, guiding
his wife and the detective further down the hallway.

"I have come to deliver news of your son,"
the detective said. Neither Mark nor Stacey said anything. They
didn't know which son news was coming about, but they expected the
worst. "Rex…" he started to say.

Stacey was surprised to see a sliver of
emotion in the man's eyes. She wondered if he was a parent,
imagining being told what he was going to tell her.

"Your son Rex was shot at the gala event. He
didn't survive."

Stacey heard the words but felt her head go
blank. Then the fog started to clear.

"You killed my son? You killed my baby
boy?"

The detective looked at her.

"When he pulled out a gun and fired into the
crowd, he was instantly … taken down."

Mark looked with a blend of surprise and no
surprise. In his heart, he'd suspected Rex was the other
shooter.

"Rex didn't own a gun, Detective," he
said.

"He had with him a gun that he used that
night, and ballistics has shown that it's the same gun that shot a
young man in the supermarket shooting last year."

Mark thought quickly. He and Stacey had just
lost one son. They knew - suspected - that Rex wasn't the one who
had used the gun in the supermarket at all, but the cops - they
didn't seem to know that at all. To Mark's eyes, it wasn't even
occurring to them.

"What happens now?" he asked. He knew he
should be showing grief for losing his son. That would come later.
For the moment, he had another son out in the world somewhere, and
from Sasha's words, David might not be in sound mind. Finding him
had to also be a priority for Mark.

"We will need you to come to the morgue to
complete a formal identification of … your son," the detective
said.

Stacey finally broke down, crumbling to the
floor. Her baby boy was dead. They'd thought that might be the
case, but now it had been confirmed. He'd been a ratbag of a kid
all his life, but he was still one of her babies. He'd only done
what he'd been raised to do. It was her fault. She should have
stood up to Mark. She should have stood up to everything about
being a part of the 'great' Leadbetter clan.

Mark moved down and put his arms around her.
He knew it wasn't yet really sinking in, what had happened to Rex
and the fact that he'd never see him again. At that moment, it was
seeing Stacey in so much pain that drove on tears of his own.

"I don't understand any of this," Mark said
through his tears. "Why would he shoot at people? How do we know
you're telling the truth in that?"

The detective maintained calm as he
spoke.

"There's security camera footage that shows
him pulling out the gun and firing it first, but there will be an
official inquiry into his death."

At the word, a further loud sob came from
Stacey.

"He shouldn't be dead! You could have
arrested him if he did what you say he did. You could have put him
in jail. You could have done anything else. Why did you kill my
baby?"

The detective stood. He'd met Rex Leadbetter
in previous times and knew he was just a kid. Although 21, he had a
less mature outlook and nature. He was always going to be a kid
that got in trouble with the law, but even the detective had one
question on his mind - had Rex Leadbetter really deserved to be
killed that night?

"Please come to the morgue when you are
ready," the detective said and then quietly left the room and left
the house.

Mark remained kneeling on the floor beside
his wife, holding her as she sobbed. He had released some tears,
but the rest would have to come later. There were things to be
done. The other kids would have to be told. A funeral would have to
be arranged. The body would have to be identified. At that, Mark
let out a sob. That was what his youngest son was now - just a
body, lying in a morgue, waiting for someone to confirm he was who
they thought he was.

Stacey didn't move for a long time. She'd
always expected Rex could leave them at any time due to his
boisterous and impatient nature but being told the news was still
too much to bear. She felt paralyzed at the knowledge. Then the
guilt began. She was the one who had told Mark to step down from
being head of the Leadbetter family. She was the one who had forced
a violent and unfeeling man like Pete Leadbetter to the head and
into the place of planning that stupid robbery. She could have
prevented all of it from happening if only she'd supported Mark and
not questioned how he would handle the job. It was all on her. Her
son was dead because of her. Every day for the rest of her life,
she would live with the knowledge that she had effectively killed
her own son.

Mark could tell that Stacey's head was
running away on her, and not in a good way - not that there
could be a good way with the news they'd just received.

"What's happened?" they both heard Sasha ask
from the doorway.

Seeing her mother in a heap on the floor and
her father holding her as best he could, Sasha knew in her heart
what news had just been delivered. She rushed forward and put her
arms around both of her parents, not taking even a moment to
consider the action. She'd never done it before, but she felt she
had to do it. For that moment, their grief was more important than
hers.

She discretely looked at her father and
moved her lips in question.

"Rex?" she asked and saw him nod at her.
"Dead?" She saw him nod again.

Sasha held her mother more tightly. It had
been weird hearing that Pete had been killed. He had been a member
of her family, but she'd hardly known him. But Rex? Her little
brother? How was that even possible? She'd never see him again?
They'd never been close, but still, she felt tears come to her
eyes. She'd suspected he might have been one of the gunmen that
night. As she realized she hadn't truly believed it, there was no
denying what had happened. Now there was proof. Rex had gone in
there with a gun.

"We have to find David," Mark said. It felt
like the wrong time to be thinking about anyone other than Rex, but
he didn't want David feeling alone, and he sure as hell didn't want
him doing anything that could result in the same fate as his
brother.

Sasha nodded and pulled away.

"How?" she asked. "He's probably hidden the
car by now, right? He wouldn't drive it when the cops know that's
his car…"

Stacey heard the conversation happening over
the top of her head and pulled herself together. One son was dead.
She couldn't let the other be caught or killed too.

"His girlfriend. Do you know where she
lives?" Stacey asked Sasha.

Sasha shook her head.

"No. I don't know anything about her. He's
never introduced her to us, but, Ma, he wouldn't go there surely.
He'd be afraid of leading cops to her door."

The three of them slowly stood up.

"I need Greg and Rhett," Mark said, pulling
out his phone.

"They've gone away," Sasha said, remembering
the last phone call she'd received from Greg.

"What?"

"Greg told me to tell you he's headed away
somewhere, and he'll be in touch."

Mark heard the words, but it took him a few
minutes to comprehend them.

"FUCK!!" he yelled. He couldn't believe it.
Right when he needed his cousin and his closest friend, both had
disappeared.

Stacey realigned her thinking in her head.
She couldn't focus on Rex right at that moment. She had to do what
she could for her other son.

"Is he on the run, do you think?" she asked.
"If he knows Rex was shot then the gun will be with the cops. It
might not lead back to him at all."

"I don't think he knows, Ma," Sasha said.
"When I saw him, he was looking for the gun here in the house. If
he saw Rex use a gun, he must have been uncertain if it was
his."

Stacey shook her head.

"None of this makes any sense," she said.
"Why did he use a gun? Why did any of them even have
guns? Was that the plan all along? To go in there and just shoot at
people?"

Mark had been wondering the same thing. If
Pete Leadbetter hadn't already been killed, Mark believed that he
might have gone to kill him himself. The guy had always been psycho
and murderous. Mark knew he should never have stood aside and let
his cousin Pete step up and be in charge.

"Should I tell Phillip to come home?" Sasha
asked quietly. "And Anya?"

Stacey let out a long, deep sigh. Since
returning to town, she hadn't even given her youngest child one
single thought.

"Yes, please," she said wearily as she
walked into the kitchen and sat at the large dining table.

Sasha pulled out her phone and sent a
message to Phillip. She moved toward her mother and sat beside her,
putting her arm around her shoulder in an attempt of support.

"I've told Phillip to come, and to pick Anya
up on the way."

"Good," Stacey said, nodding. "He's the best
support for her right now."

~~~~~

Stacey and Mark later stood and looked at
the three children who were at the table.

"Your brother…" Mark started to say before
beginning to break down. He held his chin up and started again.
"Your brother - Rex - was … shot … at the gallery shooting the
other night."

Phillip hung his head low. He had so much
wanted that to not be the case.

"Is he…?"

"Yes, Rex is dead," Stacey pushed out of her
mouth. Her sight was settled on Anya as she said it. Rex and Anya
hadn't been close - none of her kids were particularly close except
for her oldest and youngest - but Anya was the one who had yet to
live through any pain.

Anya heard the news, stood, and went to pull
her mother into a hug. Although only 15, Anya was savvy enough to
know what was going on at any time with any person in her home. She
watched people, and she understood them. The news wasn't a
surprise, but it was sad. It was all the sadder with how she knew
it was going to affect their mother.

"A cop was here when we came home. Someone
has to go and identify the b… him," Mark said, not wanting
Stacey to have to do it.

"I'll go," Phillip said. He'd never seen a
dead body before, but he sure as hell didn't want his mother going
and seeing Rex like that. "I can go now…" he said, standing.

When he looked at his mother, he saw her nod
and begin to cry. The sight caused his own eyes to water.

"What about David? Where's he?" he asked
before he walked out.

"We don't know. Do you know where he'd go?"
Mark asked him.

"Not off the top of my head, but I'll drive
around and see if I can see him anywhere he used to hang out."

Phillip turned and went to his family one
more time before leaving. He held his mother and father tightly and
then kissed Anya on the top of her head before finally walking out
of his family home.

~~~~~

Phillip drove around in a blur. He had to
pull over to find where the morgue was. Once he had that direction,
he moved forward with going to see his dead brother. He didn't
particularly want to do it, but it had to be done, and his mother
shouldn't have to see Rex in that state.

Weaving his way through corridors according
to the signs and directions by staff, he finally stood before a
body that lay with a sheet over it. He hated being in the room. The
coldness of it made him feel like he was in the middle of a horror
movie where evil spirits were going to appear before him.

The procedure was followed. The sheet was
pulled back. When it was, Phillip had to look for a long time. The
face of the person lying before him was definitely like Rex,
and yet … wasn't. What lay before him was like a soulless husk of
the brother who'd constantly been in trouble since he was a young
kid. Phillip looked and looked at him but found himself
emotionless. He felt numb. Surely that wasn't the way he
should feel - but he did.

"Could I have some time with him alone?" he
asked the morgue attendant, who nodded and moved into the office
next door.

Phillip changed where he stood, looking from
one angle and then another. He thought back to the day he'd gone
with Rex to the storage unit. Surely there must have been some way
he could have handled anything differently that would have had a
flow-on effect and stopped his brother from now being as he was. In
his heart, he knew it was pointless to go over anything from the
past. Rex was dead. Phillip was looking at undeniable proof of
that. There was no way to go back and change anything in the hope
that the outcome would be different.

He wondered briefly how his mother really
would feel, seeing Rex like that. In some ways, he looked more at
peace than he ever had. For a long while, Phillip just looked and
looked. It was Rex, but in many ways, it wasn't.

Once the attendant returned, Phillip signed
the documentation and slowly left. Looking back into the room, he
saw the sheet raised over Rex's face once more. That would be the
very last time he saw his brother.

Finally, as he walked away with that thought
in his mind, the tears came.


CHAPTER 24

 


After what seemed like an endless day, Sasha
finally lay her head on her pillow as she climbed into the warmth
of her bed. Her mind was all over the place but what hit her
hardest was that her wayward younger brother would never walk into
their home again. She'd never again see his face with its perpetual
sneer. She'd never again hear of his antics that were at least one
step too far in the eyes of their parents. She'd never again see …
him.

Turning to one side and pulling her knees up
toward her chest, she let tears come. An entire clump of time had
resulted in her feeling the heaviness that was her life now.
Everything had been looking so good with Nicky having come into her
life and making her feel not only accepted but even a little liked
and important. Then things had turned.

She took a moment to think back over the
entire weekend. Her role at the gala event had been minimal, and
even that had gone to crap. She knew she was lucky to have been on
the outskirts of whatever had gone down. She knew she was fortunate
to have been able to get out of there without being caught up in
anything.

She also knew who was to thank for that -
that guy - James. He had helped her when she had needed it. He had
provided her with a sanctuary and a place of safety when she didn't
know where else to turn. He had let her cry and not once told her
to harden up. And when she'd presented her body to him, he had
honorably dressed her and not taken advantage.

She tried to remember what she could about
the guy who had been shot - James's brother. Nothing came to mind.
The supermarket shooting was something her family had been accused
of but then dismissed from. She hadn't taken any notice of who had
been injured because it wasn't of any importance to her. Now she
wished she'd actually listened to a news broadcast. Suddenly she
found herself wanting to know more about that guy who'd been in the
wrong place at the wrong time. She couldn't remember the names of
the brothers who had been at the hospital she'd gone to with James.
Even if she could, she didn't know which one was the one who'd been
shot. Suddenly she wanted to know more about him because it might
have been her own brother who had pulled the trigger.

She also wanted to know about him because he
was the brother of the guy who'd been chipping away at her heart
and earning her trust. That was something that very few people in
her life ever had been able to.

~~~~~

Across town, James Stonewarden tossed and
turned. Since returning to his apartment after visiting his father
and then taking some time to do serious thinking on the beach, he
had fallen into a daze. He'd cleared his mind long enough to call
his boss and secure some shifts in the weeks ahead, but other than
that, the entire day was just one long blur.

Of all that had happened throughout the day,
the thing that most wanted to occupy his mind was the conversation
he'd had with Sassy Girl on the beach when they'd had lunch. She
was afraid of sex. That intrigued him and made him angry on her
behalf. Because some asshole had treated her badly, she was now
under the impression that sex was just some horrific thing that was
done to women. James had never met any woman who felt that way. It
still gnawed at him.

He really wanted to be angry with her and
her family. The anger toward her brother would still be there if he
was indeed the one who pulled the trigger. Whether it had been
intentional or not to hurt anyone, using a gun and shooting into a
supermarket in the middle of the day was just insane. In reality,
how could he have not intended to shoot people?

But then there was Sasha. Should she be
ostracized because of what her brother did? James couldn't help but
feel sorry for her. She'd been so angry the first few times he'd
seen her. Now he'd learned how badly she'd been treated by some
asshole. It was hard to maintain the level of hatred James had felt
when he'd first seen the news and realized she was part of that
same family.

The more he thought about her, the more he
became concerned for her. Was she alright? Was she safe? Had she
made it somewhere that she could feel secure? Had she had
anyone who she could lean on for support?

His questions and thoughts plagued him long
into the night. He willed his mind to turn off, but it didn't - not
for a very long time.


CHAPTER 25

 


Despite the utter craziness that was
happening in the Leadbetter home, Sasha stuck to her promise of
spending time with little Nicky. She was just a kid. She didn't
deserve to be caught up in anything going on with Sasha's family.
She also didn't deserve or need to feel like someone special to her
had abandoned her. Sasha knew exactly how that felt. She wouldn't
do it to Nicky.

"What are we doing today?" the ten-year-old
asked as the two of them began to walk.

Sasha looked at Nicky and smiled as best she
could.

"I don't know, Nicky-kid," she said. "What
do you feel like doing? We could … go get ice cream at the mall …
or … go to the beach … or go see a movie…"

"Movie! And then beach?"

Sasha laughed and nodded.

"Movie and then beach it is then."

The two of them walked a distance in
silence.

"Are you okay, Sasha?" Nicky asked, sensing
a difference in her new friend.

"Yeah, I'm good," Sasha replied. "I have
some grown-up stuff going on, but I'm not going to think about that
today. Today is our day, right?!"

Nicky nodded and smiled but knew something
was off. Grown-ups never said what they meant, but Sasha was
usually upfront. Nicky could overlook the aura of sadness coming
off Sasha if that was what Sasha seemed to need.

~~~~~

Seeing a movie had been a great choice. For
over an hour, Sasha found her mind tuned out to everything real as
she indulged in laughing like the child beside her. It felt like
stress was released, and everything was realigned again. It wasn't.
Life was still crap, but for a short while, it felt like she'd been
allowed to just take a little holiday in her thoughts.

"Did you like that?" she asked Nicky as they
left the cinema.

"Yes, it was funny. You laughed
heaps," Nicky said, smiling up at Sasha, who smiled in
return.

"I sure did. That was a great idea,
Nicky-kid. Now, do you still want to go to the beach for a while
before your mum picks you up?"

The nod and smile she received said it
all.

~~~~~

James Stonewarden had been thinking about
Sasha Leadbetter for too long. He needed to find her and talk to
her. Each day he'd gone to the same spot near the beach in case
she'd been there, but so far, he hadn't been lucky to see her.

On the news, he'd heard of her brother's
death. Despite that in some way being associated with what had
happened with Max, James's heart was heavy with a longing to make
sure Sasha was alright. She'd made an impact on him. He couldn't
walk away completely without at least checking how she was.

Resigned that she wasn't going to turn up
anywhere he might happen to be, he drew in a deep breath and pulled
up outside her family home. The action made him nervous, but
hearing she was okay would outweigh any discomfort.

On the front porch, he could see a man and a
woman sitting on a seat swing. Even from the distance he was at, he
could feel their misery. He almost restarted the engine to drive
away. Instead, he climbed out and began to walk up the path.

With two sets of eyes on him, he gulped.
Although he and his family were criminals in a way, he knew he was
at the home of a completely different type of criminal. He felt
justified in being just a little fearful of approaching the people
he could see.

"Is Sasha here?" he forced himself to ask as
he neared the porch.

Mark and Stacey both assessed the guy in
front of them. He was clean cut with an almost austere look about
him. Perfectly dressed and groomed, both were surprised to the
point of almost being speechless.

"Who wants to know?" Mark asked, curious
about such a clean pretty-boy wanting to see his angry
daughter.

"Well, I do," James said, knowing it
was a bit cheeky but not stopping the quip before it escaped his
mouth.

Mark couldn't help but smile. He'd felt
overwhelmed with grief for a week. It didn't feel bad to smile at
the smart-mouthed young man before him. Then he considered Sasha's
version of events from the gala weekend.

"You were at the gala and took her
away."

"I did," James replied, nodding.

"You know we lost our son that night," Mark
continued.

James stood still and nodded again.

"Yes," he said. "I am very sorry for your
loss."

Mark was pretty sure the guy in front of him
was the one who had reached out and helped Sasha. To clarify, he
dared to ask the question he most wanted answered.

"Your brother was the one who was shot in
the supermarket?"

"Yes," James replied quietly. "Please, is
Sasha here? I just want to see how she is."

Stacey listened to the entire conversation
and was surprised. Before her was the brother of the guy that one
of her own sons might have shot. That was still uncertain, but even
to her, it looked likely. How could the young guy before her come
to their house, knowing that?

"Please don't hurt my daughter," she said
out loud unintentionally. Immediately she saw the young man focus
on her with a serious look on his face.

"I have no intention of hurting her," James
said. "Look, can you tell me where to find her? I've been hoping to
talk to her all week."

"She's with a young girl she spends time
with…"

James nodded. "Nicky."

"Yes. They usually head down to the beach
playground or the mall."

"Thanks," James said and turned to leave.
Before he reached the sidewalk, he turned to them again. "Your
daughter is more vulnerable than she lets on, but I think she's
much stronger than you might give her credit for."

With that, he jumped in his car and drove
toward the beach. It hadn't been the easiest interaction, but he
didn't care. He just hoped he could find Sasha.

~~~~~

"I don't even know what to say about that,"
Mark said to Stacey after the car was out of sight. "He isn't at
all what I'd pictured when she said he'd helped her."

Stacey felt a little dumbstruck.

"I've always worried that Sasha would never
have anyone outside of family who could care for her," she said.
"I've been wrong in that, haven't I?"

"I think we both have," Mark said as he
pulled his wife closer and kissed her. They were in a dark place,
but something about the knowledge that their daughter might have a
young man on her tail provided a sliver of sunlight for both of
them.

~~~~~

As soon as Sasha and Nicky arrived at the
beach, Nicky ran straight to the playground.

"Will you push me on the swing, Sasha?" she
asked and immediately received a smile and nod.

"Sure thing. Hop on and let me help you
reach for the sky, Nicky-kid."

The two of them got into the swing fun.
Hearing Nicky giggling was always good for making Sasha smile. For
a while, she forgot everything else and let herself just indulge in
the freedom and joy that came from being with her young friend.
Then she heard Nicky speak.

"He's coming."

"Who?" Sasha asked.

"You know. That guy."

Sasha heard the description and knew exactly
who Nicky meant. Instantly she felt a panic flow over her. She
didn't want any confrontation in front of Nicky. She didn't want
Nicky to know about anything that had been happening in her family.
She resumed her pushing of Nicky on the swing and breathed deeply,
hoping James wouldn't see them and, instead, would walk right past,
down to the sand.

~~~~~

James noticed the two of them and halted in
his steps. He didn't have to say hello. Maybe he shouldn't
say hello. They didn't look like they'd seen him. He could just
turn and get back in his car.…

No, he didn't want to do that. He wanted to
talk to her, but … 'Fuck!' he screamed in his head. He didn't want
to turn away from her. He'd been thinking about her all week,
especially after hearing weird things on the news about her
family.

He turned away. Then he turned back. He
could see the kid with her, so they wouldn't be able to really talk
anyway, and he had no desire to stress her out any more than she
likely was. He also didn't want her to feel like he no longer
wanted to know her. She obviously already had enough crap in her
life, and he'd suspected by things she'd said to him that she
sometimes felt abandoned by people around her. He didn't want to
contribute to that.

He began to walk toward the playground.

~~~~~

Through the corner of her eye, Sasha could
see him moving toward her. She cursed inside her head and resolved
to take whatever was coming. What she wished for most of all was
that he didn't abuse her in front of Nicky. That was more than
Sasha thought she could take. Hurt her, yes, but not in front of
the kid.

When he was close, she could feel his
hesitation. His walking speed slowed the nearer he got. As the gap
closed to only a few feet, he stopped. Sasha turned and looked at
him without stopping pushing Nicky on the swing.

James could see uncertainty in Sasha's eyes,
along with a healthy mix of fear. He hated seeing that. It seemed
like he'd gained a little bit of trust until that last moment he'd
seen her, and had since lost all of it again.

He took the final step forward.

"Hey, you know her name yet?" he and Sasha
both heard Nicky yell out. It was enough for both adults to realign
focus and put on a smile.

"Hey, Nicky. Yeah, I finally do know
Sasparilla's name," James said, forcing a grin onto his face.
Instantly he heard a small giggle come from the kid. It helped
relax him before he turned to face Sasha. Her hands were actively
pushing the swing each time it came back to her, but other than
that she appeared frozen. "Can we talk?" he asked her. Immediately
he saw her look at Nicky's back with a look of frustration. "Not
now. I mean later." He watched her face, but she said nothing.
"Okay, just tell me you're okay, please."

Sasha was surprised by the desperation in
his voice. She forced herself to nod and reply.

"I'm okay," she said quietly.

James lowered his voice and leaned in closer
to her.

"Are you safe?"

In response, he saw another nod. That was
enough. He wanted to talk to her, but knowing she was safe and okay
was a start. If that was as much as she was willing to give him,
that was acceptable.

"Okay," he said quietly and prepared to walk
away. "Don't go hitting and breaking the sun, Nicky!" he called
out, purposely putting himself in her view and smiling at her. His
words were received with another little giggle.

"James," he heard Sasha say loudly. When he
turned, she was still pushing the swing, but she was watching him
intensely. "Please don't leave."

He walked up to her and looked into her
eyes. He'd never liked women needing too much from him, but the
need in her eyes he wanted to confront and take care of.

"I'll go and do some thinking down on the
sand. I'm within reach," he said quietly and saw her nod in
understanding and relief.

Sasha watched him walk away and felt a calm
come over her. She didn't know what he wanted from her. Hell, she
didn't even know what she wanted from him. But once again,
when she felt she needed someone, he was there. Despite the hurt
her family might have delivered to his, he still wanted to see her
and talk to her. She wasn't going to just walk away from that.

~~~~~

Down on the sand, James felt his nervousness
heighten. The anger he'd felt at Sasha and her family had
dissipated and then disappeared. As it had worn away, what had
remained was only concern for her. He'd gone to the beach every
afternoon for the past week in the hope that he'd see her. He hoped
she would come down and talk to him, but he accepted there was a
chance she wouldn't. She hadn't said what was happening with Nicky.
Perhaps there wasn't going to be any alone time today anyway. He
resolved to just wait and see what happened.

~~~~~

"Hey," Sasha heard Nicky's mother, Susan,
call out as she approached. Sasha was sitting on a seat, watching
Nicky on the climbing frame and slide. "How are you going?"

Sasha saw Susan sit beside her and
smiled.

"I'm doing okay. How are you?"

"I'm good. Thanks for still spending this
time with her, Sasha. I know your family is grieving right
now."

Sasha felt tears threaten but gulped them
down.

"Yeah, but other things are important too,"
she said. "Nicky's real important. She shouldn't suffer because of
our sadness."

Susan looked at the young woman. Really,
Sasha Leadbetter was extraordinary in so many ways. It was sad that
it had taken so many years for her to be noticed by people for the
goodness inside of her.

"You're a good person," Susan said. "I feel
fortunate to have had you cross our paths that night."

"Me? Good? Thank you, but there's no good in
me."

"I think you're wrong in that," Susan
replied softly but didn't receive any reply.

Nicky came running over and greeted her
mother with a large smile and hug. Once again, Sasha wondered why
she'd never received anything like that as a child. Her mother had
never been mean, but why hadn't she ever hugged them as kids? The
two of them were sharing hugs now, with all that had been happening
lately. It was nice. Why hadn't Sasha and her siblings been
raised with those hugs?

"Are you coming to have dinner with us?"
Nicky asked her, breaking her out of her thoughts. Immediately
Sasha felt like she was going to have to let Nicky down. She wanted
to talk to James. She didn't want to hurt Nicky in the process.

"Not today, Nicky," Susan interrupted, to
Sasha's relief. "You and I have to go to Grandma's place for
dinner. She needs some company right now."

Nicky looked sad, but Sasha smiled at
her.

"Next week?" she suggested and instantly
received a great grin.

"Yes! Pizza!" Nicky said, making Sasha laugh
and nod.

"Pizza for dinner next week. That sounds
awesome."

Sasha watched as the two of them stood and
walked off. She waited till their car had driven away before she
looked down the beach. She could see James sitting as he had
before, looking out over the ocean. She still didn't know what she
wanted there but she was at least sure that she did like having him
around.

~~~~~

James heard and felt her approach and sit
down noticeably closer to him than she had done previously. When he
turned to look at her, he could see the seriousness on her
face.

"How are you holding up with all that's
happening?" he asked her gently. He was still afraid of saying or
asking the wrong thing and her bolting or pulling out that beloved
knife on him.

"I'm doing okay," Sasha replied quietly.

"I saw the news. I'm sorry about your
brother," he said. Instantly he saw tears begin in her eyes. He
extended his arm out in invitation. He was glad when she moved
closer and huddled against him, letting his arm rest around her and
hold her. "How's your family doing?"

"It's hard. I think my mother's taking it
hardest. Rex wasn't … I dunno … he was reckless and always in
trouble, but he was still my brother." She paused and assembled
words in her head before speaking further. "I guess you felt the
same when your brother was shot."

"For a while, it was uncertain if Max would
survive, but he did pull through, and he's fine now, so it's not
anywhere near what you must be feeling. The only person who I've
known who's died was my mum. I don't think even that would be the
same as losing one of my brothers."

"I hate the thought of losing my mother.
We've never been close, but I know she's there. I don't know what
I'd do if…" James heard her words tail off. He pulled her closer.
"Did you come here to talk to me?" she asked, pulling away and
looking at him.

"Yeah," James said, nodding. "I've been
coming here each day this week, hoping to see you."

"Why? My brother hurt yours."

"Maybe he did, and I was angry at
your family about that. All I've been thinking about lately,
though, is you. I needed to know you were alright and I didn't know
how to contact you other than turn up at your house. I've just come
from there."

"You went to my house?" Sasha asked in
disbelief. "Why would you do that?"

"Because, like I just said, I was worried
about you, and I wanted to make sure you're okay."

"Why?"

James looked at her with a mixture of
sadness and fear. He was sad for her living the life that she had.
He was fearful of saying the wrong thing and losing her
completely.

"Because I care about you," he said softly
as he watched her face. As soon as he saw her lips form to ask the
same question again, he smiled and cut her off. "And before you ask
why, I don't know. You've crept up on me somehow and knocked
me over. All I know is that trying to be angry at you for whatever
your family might or might not have done just hasn't been working.
I've been far more worried about you than feeling angry about
anything else."

Sasha closed her eyes as she rested her head
on his shoulder. Feeling his arm around her was nice. She liked it.
She didn't want to fight that.

For a long time, they sat in silence.

"I still don't want to have sex," she said
quietly, making him laugh out loud.

"Sassy Girl, sex has not been on my mind for
a long while! You're safe with me in that regard, as you well know
with that towel-drop trick you pulled. Don't you worry about me in
that regard."

"You don't want to change how I feel about
sex?" she dared to ask.

James looked at her and moved so that she
had to look at him.

"I do, actually, but not for me - for
you. Thinking about you being so closed off to something so
nice fucks me off no end," he said. "I hope that someday you change
your mind and give someone a chance to show you it can be
different."

"You mean you?"

"No, I mean someone. Whether it's
someone soon or someone later on … just be open to the idea that it
isn't always bad and horrible. That's the least that I hope for,
for you."

Sasha pondered. It was nice having such a
conversation with him. He opened her eyes up to other ways of
seeing things.

"What do you like about it so much?" she
asked and could see his face turn thoughtful.

"Hmm, that is a very good question," James
said. "Well, I suppose it's connecting with someone in a way that
you are … fully engulfed in them? I dunno. There's the physical
pleasure of touch, but it's also like being encased in a tight
bubble with one person, and neither of you have any other
distractions. For the duration, it feels like that person wants to
be nowhere else and doing nothing else except just being with you.
And while you're feeling that way, you know that they are too, so
yeah, it's pretty good. I think so, anyway."

"Touch doesn't feel good, though," Sasha
said quietly.

James pulled right away from her and turned
so that he was sitting cross-legged, facing her full-on.

"I was just touching you when I had my arm
around your shoulder."

"That's different…" Sasha began to
argue.

"Is it? How?"

"Because…" she started to say. "Because
there's clothing between your arm and my shoulder."

"Alright," James said, holding out one hand
with his palm up. "You've held my hand before."

Sasha nodded. When she sensed he meant for
her to place her hand in his again, she did so. She watched as his
fingers moved lightly over her palm and the back of her hand.
Neither said anything.

As she watched their hands move across each
other, James watched her face. She was such an intriguing person in
herself. After a long while, he saw her raise her eyes to his.

"Is it painful?" he asked her.

She shook her head. "No."

"Is it unpleasant?" he asked and received
the same response. "Is it pleasant?"

Sasha moved her fingers over his skin. They
were light and gentle with each other. She liked the firmness of
his hand. She knew she'd liked holding it and the strength it had
given her when they'd been in the hospital with his sister.

"Yes," she acknowledged.

James was pleased with her response but
didn't react. He said nothing, and he did nothing. He would hold
his hand out for as long as she wanted. The look on her face as she
kept exploring the simple touch of her hand against his was
incredible.

"It's my brother's funeral tomorrow," she
said, alarming James with her change of subject. "Would you … could
you…" she started to ask but then found she couldn't.

"Do you want me to come?" he asked quietly.
When he looked into her eyes, he saw tears forming as she nodded.
"I can do that."

"I know he stole your brother's car and…"
she started to say as sobbing began.

James moved closer to her and put his arms
around her.

"I'll be there for you." He held her for a
long time as she wept. When she stopped and pulled away, he looked
into her eyes. "What time and where?"

Sasha shrugged. She didn't even know.

"I'll have to ask. Sorry, I don't even…"

"How about I drive you home, and you can get
me the details then," he suggested.

Although not sure she wanted him to come
home with her, Sasha nodded. He'd already met her parents
apparently, according to what he'd said earlier. There was no-one
else that lived at home now with Rex gone and David's whereabouts
unknown. From now on, it would only be her, her parents, and
Anya.

After the two of them stood, James held out
his arms to her. Once again, she walked into them but didn't hug
him back. He was okay with that. It was enough that she let him
touch her even though she still believed she hated touch.

"Did my parents give you a hard time when
you went there?" she asked, trying to lighten the mood as they
walked toward the car park.

"No," James replied. "Your dad asked me
specific questions, which I answered honestly."

"What questions?"

"Sasha, your mum and dad know it was my
brother that was shot. Did you tell them that?"

"Yeah. I was trying to not talk about you,
but my father asked me specific questions too."

James laughed softly.

"Yeah, parents are annoying like that."

~~~~~

When they arrived at the Leadbetter house,
James jumped out of the car and opened the door for her. Mark and
Stacey were still sitting on the swing seat with their arms around
each other. They looked unhappy but comfortable. They reminded
James of his sister, Charlie, and her husband, Ash. He still wasn't
sure about the whole rest-of-your-life thing as far as love went,
but when he saw couples like that, he did question what he was
really afraid of.

James let Sasha set the scene. He was
surprised when she reached out to invite him to put his hand in
hers, but he happily obliged. Together they approached her
parents.

"I take it you've already met James," she
said quietly.

Although surprised … no, stunned … at
the sight of their daughter holding hands with a man, Stacey
quickly got herself together.

"Well, we haven't been introduced, Sasha,
but he sure did want to find you earlier."

Sasha felt her face blush. The sight made
Mark smile on the inside. He'd been thinking Nicky was the sole
reason his daughter was changing. Now he wondered if that was the
case at all.

"I'd like James to come to Rex's funeral
with me tomorrow," Sasha said quietly, looking from one parent to
the other. Their faces showed nothing. They said nothing.
"Please."

Mark looked over James again. It was
something else, wanting to be close to the Leadbetter family when
they had caused grief in his own family. He hoped like hell the kid
in front of him wasn't looking to use and hurt Sasha. Mark truly
believed that if any of his remaining kids were hurt in any way, he
really wouldn't be able to take it.

"Of course it's okay, Sasha," he heard
Stacey say as she squeezed his hand. It was her silent signal to
either be supportive or shut the hell up. "James, you are
welcome."

Sasha breathed out a sigh of relief that was
heard by all. James asked for and was granted the information he
needed and then said his goodbyes. Before he climbed into his car,
Sasha came to him one more time and nudged against him, encouraging
him to put his arms around her.

"I'll see you tomorrow," he said quietly as
she pulled away from him and returned to the footpath.

~~~~~

From where they sat, Mark and Stacey both
watched the entire interaction. Their daughter allowed the guy to
put his arms around her. More than that, she looked like she really
wanted him to. Of all the surprising and unexpected things
that had happened in their family in recent months, that
might have been the most surprising of all.

"I know it's weird, but he's been there for
me when I've needed someone," Sasha said when she returned to the
porch.

Stacey stood and moved to hug her
daughter.

"Then don't be afraid to lean on him however
you need to."

They pulled apart, and Sasha moved into the
house, leaving Mark and Stacey alone on the porch again. Inside
both of them was extreme sorrow and guilt about so many things.
They had to keep going, though. They still had two daughters living
in the house with them. That was something to latch onto and hold
as a reason to just keep going.


CHAPTER 26

 


On the morning of the funeral, Phillip
Leadbetter woke with Daisy wrapped tightly around him. Despite
everything that had happened, he still smiled when he was with her.
The death of his baby brother had been devastating, but for the
most part, he worried mostly about his mother. She seemed to be
moving forward and doing whatever needed to be done. She'd cried
each time he'd seen her, but Phillip sensed that there was grief
much deeper than what she showed. He worried about what extent that
grief might come out in the future.

Today he had a funeral to go to. They were
going to say a final farewell to Rex. Phillip felt the guilt of not
having handled anything well, right from the moment he'd found out
that Rex had stolen that car from the supermarket car park. He kept
running situations through his mind, wondering if at any point
after that, he could have done something differently that would
have prevented his brother's death. It was a pointless exercise. It
was natural, but he tried and tried to stop his mind from thinking
about it. He had to focus on more happy things. He wanted the woman
beside him to be his wife. He wanted to take her last name and
never be a Leadbetter again. He wanted the kids that she'd been so
eagerly asking him for. More than ever, he believed his mother
could appreciate and feel needed by grandchildren. They would be as
much for her as they would be for Daisy.

The body beside him moved, huddling even
closer. Phillip chuckled quietly. He was glad she was in his life.
He still didn't know what she saw in him, a simple grease monkey
who came from a family of crime. He'd had to stop wondering about
that. There was never any real answer to the question.

"Hey," he heard a sleepy voice say. When he
turned his head, he could see Daisy's eyes were trying to open,
rather unsuccessfully. He smiled and kissed her lips softly.
"More," she said, making him grin more and kiss her again. "Much
more."

Phillip laughed and rolled her onto her
back. As he settled down between her legs, she finally opened her
eyes fully and smiled at him.

Daisy suspected it was going to be another
difficult day for him. She hated that he had so much misery in his
life. She wanted to pull him away and only make him happy, but that
wasn't real. His brother had died, and today he had to show support
for his family. They'd discussed if she would go or not. She wanted
to. He wasn't sure his family would like it, and it was a day he
didn't want to be disrespectful to his parents. The decision was
yet unresolved.

Daisy pulled him down to her and kissed him
passionately. Nothing was said for a long while as he slid into her
slowly and lovingly, grinding his hips down on hers in a way that
resulted in her climaxing just from that. When he'd reached the
same place, he relaxed down on her and indulged in the feeling of
safety that came from her arms holding him tightly.

"What time do you need to go?" she asked him
as a way to let him know she didn't expect to go.

Phillip raised his head and looked at
her.

"I'll leave here at eleven," he replied and
kissed her softly. "I want you to come with me, Daisy."

"I thought you didn't think your parents
would li…"

"I know, but I need you there with me. You
are going to be my wife and the mother of my children. My parents
have to accept you sometime."

"I agree, but today, Phillip? At your
brother's funeral? Is it really the time to upset anyone?" she
asked as she gently ran her fingers through his hair. "I don't mind
missing it. I understand…"

"I know, but if you want to come, I want you
to come."

"Okay."

~~~~~

Across town, Mark held Stacey tightly in
their bed as she wept. She'd been doing a lot of crying since the
news had come, as had he. Mark didn't know if she was yet at the
pinnacle of her grief, but all they could do was get through every
single day and then sleep before getting through the next.

They hadn't been intimate since receiving
the news about Rex. With the exception of the last weeks of each of
her pregnancies, it was the first entire week they hadn't indulged
in sexual pleasures. It had been the last thing on their minds, but
as Stacey's tears dried and she kissed Mark, both knew it was
needed. On that particular day, hours before they would bury their
son, they needed to love one another.

Stacey kissed him deeply. As soon as she
indulged in it, she found herself hungry for it. She quickly
discarded the t-shirt she'd slept in, lay back, and guided his
mouth downward. She needed her mind to escape everything real for
just a little while. When she felt her husband's tongue hit its
target, she moaned and focused on that one little thing.

Mark worked her slowly to make it last a
long time. He wanted her to be mindless to the task ahead later in
the morning. He wanted to spread the pleasure out and show her how
much he loved her.

After she exploded in deep climax, Stacey
guided him upwards and reached down to encourage him to move into
her. She felt him move with unwavering control and grace as he
slipped into her over and over.

Kissing his wife passionately while feeling
himself wrapped in her wetness was a deliciousness Mark hadn't even
realized he'd missed. Indulging in it, he found it almost
overwhelming.

"Don't hold back," he heard her whisper.
"Please."

At her request, he started thrusting faster
and harder until he was moving with power and speed. The faster and
harder he pushed into her, the more she moaned. Seeing and hearing
her like that only pushed him on more. Finally, he exploded, the
orgasm rocking his entire body.

"Thank you," Stacey said after a long time
of silence. "I've missed this."

Mark kissed her.

"I love you so much," he said as tears
began.

"I know," Stacey replied before kissing him.
"I love you too. Today's going to be so hard," she said, feeling
sobbing coming on again. "How do we keep living without him?"

Mark held her close and tried to soothe her
while he fought back his own tears.

"We keep moving forward in honor of him,
Stace," he said. "We got to enjoy 21 years with him. It wasn't long
enough, but we were blessed in having him for that long."

Stacey nodded and wiped her tears.

"I know."

For a moment, she gave thought to the child
she'd had that hadn't survived. They would have been an adult too
if they'd lived past those moments of birth. They had lost her as
well, and they had survived. It wasn't the same as losing Rex, but
they'd get through it and survive.

"Phillip's bringing his woman with him,"
Mark said after reading a forewarning text from his son.

Stacey wasn't surprised. Her oldest son must
have felt torn in the situation he'd been in with the woman he
loved.

"Well, I think that's only right, Mark. He
kept her away from us for so long, worried how we would react at
her having been on Rex's case. He shouldn't have to keep her from
us. We need to accept her as his partner."

"I know," Mark agreed. "And she was good to
share with us the information she did. I don't think we should
dwell on Rex's court case either."

"Our children are really growing up. Phillip
has his Daisy. Sasha has James…"

"You don't think they're together, do
you?" Mark asked, stupefied by the thought of his usually-angry
daughter letting anyone into her life in that capacity.

Stacey laughed softly and enjoyed the
feeling of being able to in what would be a horrific day ahead.

"I think it might take time for him to break
through her barrier entirely, but from what we saw yesterday, I
think he's well on his way there. I've never seen her seem so
close to anyone as she did when she was with him. It's nice
to see."

"But what kind of man is he? How does anyone
look past what he has to?"

"I don't know. I don't know if I
could in his situation, if someone in his family had hurt one of
us. Maybe that says something about his character, though - and
about how much he cares for her."

"Maybe."

~~~~~

Arriving at the funeral parlor, Stacey,
Mark, Sasha, and Anya could see masses of people assembled already.
The strength of the Leadbetter clan was on full display. Many of
them would hardly have ever met Rex, but he was one of their own,
so they turned up to honor his life. For a fleeting moment, Stacey
wondered how any of them truly felt, given what had happened to
Pete that same night. There was presently no official Leadbetter
leader as such. She hoped no-one came knocking on her door in an
attempt to lure Mark to that position again. She hoped that some
Leadbetter far, far away would do whatever they wanted and just
leave her and her husband and kids alone. She'd put up with the
Leadbetter way of life for more than thirty years. It had taken one
of her babies. Now she wanted nothing to do with it anymore.

They stood and lightly spoke to the faces
they knew. At the front of the room was the coffin. Inside of it
was her baby boy. She couldn't look at it. If she did, she wouldn't
make it through the day. She needed to just remember him when he
was alive. She didn't want to think of his lifeless body and the
husk that it now was without his soul attached to it.

"Ma," Stacey heard Phillip's voice call out.
When she turned, she saw him approaching with Daisy beside him.

Daisy looked on as Phillip enveloped his
mother in his arms. From all that she'd read about the Leadbetter
family as a whole, she never would have pictured them to be
affectionate at all. As she was deep in that thought, she saw
Phillip's mother approach her with a hand extended.

"You make my son happy," Stacey said. "It's
time to forget the court case of before and just look to the
future."

Daisy felt tears come to her eyes at the
speech that had been presented to her. She went to reach out to
shake Stacey's hand. At the last moment, she found herself pulled
close against Stacey in a full-on hug. Daisy had no hesitation in
hugging Phillip's mother right back. After everything that Phillip
had worried about, perhaps they'd worried about nothing after all.
Perhaps everything would be alright, and his family could accept
her after all.

Phillip smiled and then moved to hug both of
them, making them both laugh softly, although he could see they
both had tears in their eyes. From his side, he saw his father
approach.

"Welcome, Daisy," Mark said to the woman in
front of him.

Daisy reciprocated by shaking his hand.

"Thank you."

Phillip beamed. It wasn't the right time to
be happy, but he felt glorious inside at seeing both of his parents
react to Daisy so well. Anything could happen at any time, but it
was a good start.

"It's about time I met your flower," they
all heard Anya's young voice add in. Phillip couldn't help but
laugh. "Hi, I'm Anya," she said to Daisy as she pulled her hand
into a handshake. "I'd like to say he's told us all about you, but
he hasn't. You're his best-kept secret."

Daisy looked at the young woman and laughed
softly. Phillip had told her Anya was 'like a ray of sunshine'.
Daisy could see he hadn't been exaggerating.

"I am very pleased to meet you, Anya," she
said, smiling broadly and receiving the same in return.

~~~~~

James Stonewarden looked in the mirror. He
was going to the first funeral he'd been to in eleven years. The
last had been that of his mother. He hadn't known the guy who this
funeral was for but thinking about him being of similar age to Max
made it real easy to think about how hard it must be for Sasha and
her parents.

Looking at his watch, he finally moved. He'd
said he'd be there, and he was determined to not let her down. He
had no idea how funerals worked or what the correct etiquette would
be, but regardless, he would be there for her.

Once at the funeral parlor, he could see
masses of people. It alarmed him slightly. He had imagined it would
be a small family affair with maybe a dozen people at most. He
wasn't prepared for the hoards that seemed to fill the inside of
the building and flow out toward the street.

He walked around in an attempt to see Sasha
or her parents. Finally, he saw them making their way to the front
of the large room of seats. Quickly he moved forward.

"Sasha," he said as loudly as he dared. He
saw her turn and look at him before moving back towards him. He
gladly opened his arms and wrapped them around her as she walked
into them.

"It's about to begin," Sasha said. "I need
to sit with my parents."

"I know. I'll be at the back. I won't
leave," he said, daring to reach up and touch her cheek. It was a
bold move of intimacy, but he just needed to touch her. He was glad
she didn't flinch or move away.

Sasha nodded and pulled away. She hadn't
minded the feeling of him touching her face. In truth, it had felt
kind of nice. She put that thought away and returned to her family.
Although she couldn't sit with him, she was glad to know that he'd
turned up and he was going to stay.

~~~~~

The funeral seemed to be over quickly.
Despite his wayward lifestyle and incredible ability to find
himself in trouble, Rex Leadbetter's death had hit a great many
people. Throughout the service, Mark held Stacey tightly and willed
his strength to spill over onto her. They shouldn't have lost their
son. Guilt lay deep inside of Mark for handing the reins over to
his cousin Pete. Guilt lay even deeper inside of Stacey for nudging
Mark to hand the reins over. Both would feel that guilt for a long
time to come, but they had to get through that day, and the next,
and the one after that. They still had one child who was only a
teenager. They would work harder to keep her safe.

When everyone filed out of the service,
Stacey saw James slowly and gently approach Sasha again. Stacey
watched their interaction. She watched what he did and how he did
it. She could see that he had sussed out something about Sasha that
perhaps no-one else had. The way that he made sure she could see he
was there, without rushing toward her in any way that could have
caused stress in Sasha, told Stacey that he wasn't just intending
to use Sasha or hurt her. He was already in tune with exactly what
she needed and how she needed to be treated. The thought made
Stacey smile. Someone had come into her daughter's life who would
guide her softly and slowly, enabling her to blossom at her own
pace. Somehow the thought of that helped to make such a miserable
day seem just that little bit brighter.

"Who's that?" Stacey heard Phillip ask as he
appeared beside her.

Stacey chuckled softly.

"I think your sister has an admirer."

"But who is he?" Phillip pushed.

"He's someone who I think has been helping
her in many ways. Look at her. I've never seen her like that."

Phillip watched. He suspected the guy was
the one Sasha had told him about - the one who had ensured her
safety the night of the gala event, and the brother of the
guy who'd been shot in the supermarket. Phillip secured the image
of James into his memory. If he laid one unwelcome finger on
Sasha…

"Phillip," he heard Sasha say, not even
realizing she'd walked right up to him while he was thinking about
her. "Phillip, this is James," Sasha continued.

Phillip watched as the guy in front of him
held out his hand for a handshake. Doing a quick appraisal, Phillip
was surprised. His sister was a tough looking girl with all of her
tattoos and her raw approach to everything, including personal
presentation. The guy being presented was immaculate in grooming.
In some ways, he oozed money while at the same time kind of not
doing so.

"Hello, James," Phillip finally said as he
shook the guy's hand. Looking at Sasha, Phillip resolved to not be
the protective big brother. If there was any woman on the planet
who could look after herself, it was Sasha. Even in her vulnerable
moments, she had a strength that was there, even though she didn't
always see it herself.

Introductions were made between Daisy, Anya,
and James before Sasha led him away from her family.

"Thank you for coming," she said to him as
they stood off to the side in a quiet corner of the grounds. "I
know it must be hard for you to be here."

James smiled sadly. It should have felt
incredibly difficult for him to be there … but it
didn't.

"I want to be here for you. Whenever.
Wherever."

Sasha felt tears threaten. She rubbed her
eyes in an attempt to not let them flow. As she did, James reached
up and gently coaxed her hands away.

"You don't have to hide being sad," he said,
remembering a similar conversation they'd had on a different day,
in a different place.

Sasha nodded.

"I know," she said as the dam broke. She was
partly crying for the sadness of the situation. She was partly
crying because she was actually starting to feel kind of happy.
Unable to even try to look strong, she moved close to James in the
way he was now getting used to. He wrapped his arms around her and
held her quietly, letting her cry as much as she needed to. It was
a comfort he was beginning to enjoy a lot.

When he felt her arms come around and
embrace him in return, he felt something in his heart he'd never
felt before. A hug would normally mean nothing much. Receiving a
hug from Sasha Leadbetter felt like the most amazing thing to
him.

From a distance, Sasha's brother, mother and
father, all discretely watched the interaction. The day wasn't
about Sasha but seeing her look almost happy was so new that it was
almost hypnotic watching her. Seeing her allow a man to hug her,
and her hug him back, was enough to stun all three of
them.

~~~~~

Sasha held onto him tightly as her tears
flowed. He said nothing. He did nothing. She appreciated how much
he gave her strength to lean on him and just let her cry herself
out without having to feel ashamed about it. It felt strange to hug
him back, but at the same time, it felt right. She hadn't forgotten
that his brother had been shot, possibly by someone in her family.
He probably needed someone to lean on too.

As the tears dried up, she pulled away
slightly so she could look at his face. He was still a pretty boy,
but that was nothing to her. Looking into his eyes, she found
herself studying them. She'd never really liked people looking at
her too much. In that, she was changing, too.

"Do you want to kiss me?" she asked quietly.
Instantly she saw surprise on his face before he grinned at
her.

"I don't know if this is the time or place
for that," he said.

"I know. That doesn't tell me if you
want to though."

James laughed.

"Stop being a sassy girl," he said, making
her laugh and relax.

Sasha pulled away from him. She felt happy,
but she also felt that today she probably shouldn't.

"I should get back to my family."

James nodded. "I know."

"I…" she started to say, suddenly feeling
sad again. "I really do appreciate you being here."

James stepped toward her again and gave her
one more hug.

"I want to be here for you."

"I still don't want sex," she said, half in
jest to make him smile.

James couldn't help but laugh out loud.

"Okay," he said, nodding, not able to think
of any other reply.

"Please don't just disappear," she said with
an incredible sadness in the tone of her voice.

James looked into her eyes.

"Why would you say that?"

"I just…" Sasha started to reply. The
thought of the last guy she trusted doing what he had still made
her angry and sure that all guys hurt women.

"Sasha, I'm right here," James reassured
her. "I'm here for you…"

"I know. I know you are. But will I
see you again?"

"Are you kidding me? You turn up
everywhere I'm going," he said, lightening the mood and
making her smile. "Have you got your phone? Do you want me to put
my number in it?" he asked softly.

Sasha pulled her phone from her pocket and
presented it to him. She'd never called a guy. She didn't know if
she ever would. It would be quite nice to know how to contact him
if she needed to, though.

James entered his number and handed the
phone back to her.

"I'm here for you. All you have to do is
call or message me."

"Okay," she said, nodding. "I need to get
back to my parents."

"Okay."

James watched as she turned away slowly and
began walking toward her family. He saw her look back at him once …
twice … and then she was immersed in people. He walked back to his
car and drove away, his head full … but not quite as full as his
heart was.

For the first time in his life, James
Stonewarden was actually feeling his heart.

It was pounding. It was aching. It felt
heavy with emotion.

And it felt great.

~~~~~

Mark Leadbetter held his wife, Stacey, well
into the night in the private retreat of their bedroom. The day had
been long and emotional. Their youngest son was gone forever. There
was no doubt about that. They would never again see him, hear him,
or learn of the crazy stuff he'd done. Whether they would ever see
their next oldest son was unknown. So far, David hadn't shown
himself except to Sasha that day. He and his car had disappeared
from sight and sound.

In the quiet of his heart and head, Mark had
hoped that David would resurface at least for his brother's
funeral. If anyone had seen him there, no-one had let on, but Mark
suspected he was long gone.

David. The quiet one. The one who crossed
paths with the law hardly ever. That he could be the one who fired
upon innocent people in a supermarket in broad daylight was still
unfathomable to everyone in the family. But there was one upside.
At least he could be alive. That was more than could be said
for Rex.

On the run wasn't an ideal existence. Mark
had known enough people through his life that had done it, and it
was a hard way to live. He wasn't even sure that David needed to be
on the run. From what police had indicated by announcements, they
believed Rex had been the shooter both times. But did David
know that? It was a subject not worth pondering. David had acted
and then reacted. Now it was solely up to him to figure out what he
was going to do and when. He would have to do it without any input
from his parents.

Hearing Stacey's sobs as her body convulsed
in emotion helped Mark to keep his concerns at bay. What he wanted
most of all was to scoop his remaining family up, carry them away,
and store them somewhere safe. Somewhere that the Leadbetter name
wasn't known. Somewhere that they could all start over.

Thinking back over the day, he let himself
consider two happy things that were happening. Phillip had his
Daisy. For all that Mark should have not wanted to know her,
knowing she'd helped on the prosecution side of Rex's trial, he
couldn't feel that way. Finally seeing Phillip so happy, and seeing
Daisy look at him exactly the same way, Mark had to be happy for
his oldest son. Phillip was a good man with a good heart. Both of
his parents had known that for a long time. He'd always followed
instruction and carried out the crime jobs assigned to him, but
deep in his heart, he was good.

The other thing to smile about was Sasha.
Mark only had to cast his mind back a few months to remember how
angry she'd always been. When he'd seen her with a guy - even if
they were only friends - Mark thought of a rose opening up into
bloom after being closed tight for all of its life to that
point.

"I can feel you smiling," he heard Stacey
say from her huddle in his arms.

"I was thinking about Phillip and Sasha," he
replied as Stacey sat up enough to be able to look into his eyes.
"They both looked happy today, despite everything."

Stacey wiped her eyes and nodded, a smile
also gracing her face.

"I know," she said. "Who would have thought?
Maybe there's hope for them after all. Maybe we will get to
become grandparents!"

Mark chuckled. It felt wrong to smile and
laugh on the day they'd buried their youngest son. At the same
time, it felt good. It felt good to have something so happy to
smile about when things had seemed serious for so long.

"Maybe."

After a few minutes of silence, he heard
Stacey whisper, "Love me, Mark."

When he looked at her face, he saw tears
beginning again. It was no effort at all to pull her closer and
kiss her with all the passion she needed at that moment.


CHAPTER 27

 


"Hey, Sassy!" Sasha and Nicky heard that
voice call out. With two weeks having passed since Rex's funeral,
Sasha was treating Nicky to an afternoon out at the local mall.

"I think he likes you," Nicky said,
smiling up at Sasha.

Sasha laughed softly and winked at the young
girl beside her. The previous couple of weeks hadn't been easy, but
slowly everyone in the Leadbetter household was loosening up …
those that were left, that was. The dynamics of the household had
changed. Now Sasha had opened up to more people, she was finally
finding the patience to interact with her sister. She'd never had
time for Anya before, but that was changing too. They were too
different to be close, but the communication line was opening up.
Finally.

"Hey, wait up!" the girls heard again.

Turning around, Sasha saw James slowing from
a mild jog. When he looked right at her, he smiled before turning
to Nicky.

"Hey, Nicky," he said. "How's things with
Saspodimus today?"

Nicky shook her head and rolled her eyes,
but the smile on her face was unmissable.

"You know her name!" she said to him. She
didn't know him. but he was likable too. As far as adults went,
Sasha and James were okay.

James chuckled.

"Yeah, I do. But don't you think she
suits Saspodimus for a name?" he asked, making Nicky
laugh.

"No!"

He realigned his focus on Sasha.

"What are you guys up to?"

Sasha smiled at him. She was liking the
smiling thing. She now particularly found it easy when around
him.

"We're going to get some ice cream, and then
we're going to see a movie. Nicky's mum is picking her up at four
from out front."

"Ahh."

"Are you coming too?" Nicky asked, looking
from one adult to the other and back again.

"Well, if Sasha will ask me, I might," he
said, winking at her in reply.

Sasha laughed softly.

"Wanna have ice cream with us and then come
see a movie?" she asked him.

James stepped closer to her and looked into
her eyes as he ever so lightly touched her bare arm.

"I'd really like that."

Two hours later, the three of them walked
from the cinema to the front entrance of the mall.

"Mummy!"

Sasha and James watched as Susan showed her
usual open arms and then picked Nicky up in a spinning hug. Always
when she saw that, Sasha wished her mother had been so close to her
when she was little. Always when James saw anything like that, he
was reminded of his own mother and how loving she'd been.

"We have to get going. Grandma's coming to
see us tonight," Susan said to Nicky before turning to Sasha.
"Thanks, Sasha," she said quietly as she seemed to shyly look at
James.

"Oh, Susan, sorry. This is James. James,
this is Nicky's mother, Susan," Sasha said when she remembered they
hadn't been introduced.

"I am pleased to meet you, Susan," James
said.

"You also seem to have made an impact on
this little one," Susan said, smiling at him. "So I'll thank you
too. Both of you are … well, you're amazing." She paused and looked
at the smile on Nicky's face. "Next week?"

"Absolutely. I'll catch you then,
Nicky-kid," Sasha said, sharing a personalized handshake with
Nicky.

After mother and daughter were out of view,
James turned to the woman beside him. He didn't want to push her
into anything, but he was pleased when she turned and moved slowly
toward him and into his arms. He was even more pleased when once
again her arms wrapped around him.

"You didn't call," James teased her gently,
making her smile.

"Yeah. I'm not much of a phone chatter."

James nodded. "Okay."

"What are you doing now?" Sasha asked as she
pulled away from him. "Were you on your way somewhere when you saw
us?"

"Nope. I have to work tonight from eight,
but I've got a few hours free till then."

"You work?" she asked. The idea hadn't even
crossed her mind since he seemed to appear at any time of day or
night.

"Yeah," James replied, laughing softly. "Not
much, but I do work in a bar downtown."

"Are you a stripper?" Sasha asked, imagining
him … hmm, where did that thought come from?

James threw his head back as a roar of
laughter escaped him.

"You're in a mighty fine sassy mood today,
Sasha Leadbetter. No! I'm a bartender. Just casual, though.
I had a heap of time off recently, but I'm back on regular roster
now."

"Okay, well, do you wanna hang out from now
till then, or do you have to sleep or something?"

James shook his head.

"I don't nap before work. What do you want
to do?"

"I want…" Sasha started to say before
feeling her face go red. She closed up, and James saw it.

"You want … what?" he asked softly as he
moved right up to her once more.

"I want … I want you to touch
me."

"Like this?" He lightly ran fingertips of
both hands up and down her forearms slowly.

"Yes … but…"

"But … what?"

Sasha looked him in the eye.

"Can we go to your place?"

James gulped.

"Sasha, I'm not going to have sex with you,
if this is another attempt at…"

"No, I don't want that either. I just want …
I just want to explore simple touch. Just like you're doing
now."

James studied her face. It was so relaxed
compared to when he'd met her. If he hadn't seen with his own eyes
how angry she'd been those first few times they'd run into each
other, he would hardly believe now that she could have such a level
of anger in her at all. In her eyes, he could see how much she
wished he'd help her get past a huge obstacle in her nature.

Slowly he raised one hand and caressed her
cheek. As his fingertips lightly moved to the line of her jaw and
then up into her hair, he continued to watch her eyes.

"James Stonewarden," both heard a female
voice say from behind them. When they turned, James saw one of his
semi-regular play friends, Jessica. "It's been a while. When are
you going to come and see me again?"

James openly cringed. He was surprised at
seeing her. He was further surprised at the fact that even though
he always got turned on when he saw her, suddenly he didn't seem to
have any such feeling inside of him at all. Looking at her at that
moment, he felt … nothing. No attraction. No sexual tension. All
the physical feelings he'd felt for his play friend in the past
were just gone. It was a surprising revelation, but a welcome
one.

"Jessica … ah, hi," he mumbled.

Sasha watched the interaction and felt a
rush of emotions flowing right through her. The one that she hated
to feel, though, was anger. It was like a tidal wave rising and
thumping down on her. She fought to breathe deeply to control it.
She talked to herself in her head as she distanced herself from the
conversation that was happening in front of her. She kept talking
to herself, telling herself there was nothing to be angry about.
James was becoming a friend to her - a non-sexual friend. He'd
admitted he had friends he had sex with. He hadn't hidden that.
There was no reason to be angry or upset or anything else she might
be feeling.

Over and over, she chanted inside her head
while she remained silent on the outside.

"Jessica, I'm involved with someone," she
heard him say. The words made her groan and have to hold back the
anger further still. He was involved with someone? Holy fuck! She
hadn't even asked him if he had a girlfriend. Not once in all the
times they'd seen each other had she asked him that. What a fucking
idiot she was. And she'd dropped her towel and stood naked
in front of him … fuck!

"No worries," she heard the woman say.
"We've had some fun. You know where to find me if you want to play
again."

James watched as Jessica said her final
words and simply walked away. The ease of it relieved him - until
he turned and saw the look on Sasha's face.

"What?" he asked her, surprised by the
tenseness he could clearly see.

Sasha looked at him but said nothing. She
had no idea what she was supposed to say or even could
say.

"Sasha, why are you looking like that? I
told you I had friends like that…"

"You didn't say you had a
girlfriend!"

Sasha watched as a grin broke out on his
face. The sight infuriated her.

"No, I guess I didn't. And you know why?
Because I don't."

"But you just said…"

James stepped up to her.

"I just said what I had to, to get her to
not want to see me again."

"Why would you do that?" Sasha asked,
confused. "You like having friends you fu…"

"I did like that."

There was silence for a long while. James
could almost see her trying to formulate words and thoughts in her
head before she spoke.

"You don't like having friends like that
now?"

James shrugged his shoulders.

"I'm kind of liking a different kind
of friend right now," he said.

"Really?"

James grinned broadly and nodded.
"Really."

"What kind of friend is that?"

"The kind who sits with me in silence
sometimes without needing conversation. The kind who doesn't want
to use me for sex but not spend time with me in any other way. The
kind who seems to really like my hugs."

Sasha smiled shyly. "Me?"

"Yep, definitely you," he replied, laughing
softly.

"Even though I don't want sex?"

"Even then."

"I might not ever want it."

James nodded. "I know. I hope you will, but
I'm not going to push you into that. Our boundaries are set. I
won't be trying to push over them."

"But if I do … sometime … want to cross the
boundary?"

"Then I hope that whoever you do that with,
they treat you like you deserve to be treated."

"And if I want to cross it with you?"

James stepped forward and cupped her face in
his hands.

"Then you have my promise that I won't hurt
you," he reassured her.

Sasha studied his face. He wasn't lying. He
wasn't being some asshole, trying to seduce her by making her
believe he wasn't seducing her. She trusted his words,
wholly and securely. She was safe with him. There was no doubt in
that.

And that was something completely and
utterly new for Sasha Leadbetter.

~~~~~

Walking into his apartment, Sasha found
herself remembering back to the night of the gala event. She still
hardly knew him, but she'd known him even less then. He could have
done anything to her that night, but he hadn't. Instead, he'd
welcomed her into his apartment, just as he was now.

Thinking back to that weekend, she focused
only on her time with him. If she didn't, she knew she'd be
thinking about all that had gone wrong, including the death of one
brother and the flow-on disappearance of another. She was getting
used to living normal life again, but only if she didn't stop and
think about those things too much.

"I need to eat before I go to work. Do you
like steak? Salad?"

"Oh, you don't have to feed…"

"Sasha," he said, grinning. "I'm making
dinner. Do you like steak?" he asked again and saw her nod meekly.
"And salad?"

Sasha nodded again as she grinned at him. At
that moment, she truly believed she understood what other people
were talking about when they said they'd found happiness. She
suspected it could get even better, but right where she stood felt
pretty darned good.

~~~~~

Sitting down beside one another on the small
couch, eating their simple meal, neither spoke for a long while. It
felt relaxing enough to just sit and eat and enjoy the feeling of
having someone to sit next to. Nothing more was needed.

After finishing, Sasha stood up and grabbed
his plate.

"What are you doing?" James asked,
amused.

"Dishes."

"Sasha, I can do the dishes tomorrow…"

"No!" she said with more force than she
meant. "No, I don't want to keep putting things off till tomorrow.
Sorry, I know it seems silly, but I have to get on and do things
today, James. Sometimes there just isn't any tomorrow to come…" she
said as he saw tears begin in her eyes.

Instantly he jumped up, took the plates from
her, and then pulled her into his arms.

"Come on then," he said when he felt her
body relax again. "Let's get these done. You're right. I'm just
being a lazy bum, and dishes don't get any more enjoyable if you
wait. You only end up with more dishes to wash!"

Sasha nodded and let him lead the way.

~~~~~

"I only have another hour before I'll have
to jump in the shower and get ready for work," James said when they
returned to the sofa.

"Oh, do you want me to leav…?"

"No! I want you to stay right here. I'm just
keeping an eye on the time," he said as he relaxed back against the
sofa back.

Sasha watched his body movement and mirrored
it. They sat close, facing one another but not touching.

"I like being around you," she said softly.
"When I'm with you, I feel normal, like I'm just an average
girl."

James smiled and reached out slowly,
touching his fingertips to the back of her hand as it sat on her
lap.

"There's nothing average about you."

"I want to be average," she said.

"Why?"

"Because all my life I've been different
from … everyone. I don't want to be that girl who stands out
all the time. I want to just be unnoticeable."

As James watched her face, he felt their
hands moving. She was changing things so that she was now lightly
touching the back of his hand. He remained still, letting her
explore as much as she wanted to.

"I don't think you could ever be
unnoticeable, Sasha. You're an incredible person…"

"No, I'm not…"

"Yes, you are!" James said with
passion in his voice. "You can see just as well as I can how much
you've changed in only these past few months. You are doing
that, no-one else."

Sasha looked up into his eyes, then studied
his lips. She felt the pull - she just didn't know what to do with
it. She'd never longed to kiss anyone before. What she felt was
natural and happening without her driving it. She didn't know it
could be like that.

"Can I kiss you?" she asked him softly.

James remained still. He felt it too, but
there was no way in hell he was going to move quickly and scare
her. He only nodded, saying nothing, doing nothing else.

Sasha took a deep breath and slowly moved
closer. She looked into his eyes again, but that felt too raw. She
felt too vulnerable like that. She lowered her eyes to focus just
on his lips. That removed some of the anxiety. Not looking into his
eyes, she could pretend she was doing something alone, like she was
detached from him.

The gap closed as she lightly pressed her
lips to his. James remained still, unmoving, letting her move her
lips as she wanted to. It had been a long while since he'd been
with a woman. Generally, he didn't let too much time pass between
seeing one and seeing another. The craziness of the previous couple
of months had shifted women to the wayside in his life. That had
been his excuse for not being his usual attentive self to the women
of his acquaintance.

As he felt her lips moving against his, he
found himself experiencing a different kind of kiss. With the
aspect of sex having already been firmly removed from any
possibility, he found himself able to focus just on the feeling of
her lips on his. There was no need to rush to grope. There was no
need to rush to undress. All of that simply didn't exist in the
moment. Because of that, his awareness of their lips was
heightened. It had been so many years since he'd kissed a woman but
not then had sex with her that it felt like it was his first kiss
all over again.

He held his hands and body back. The only
thing connecting them was their lips. He wanted to pull her into
his arms and engage her tongue with his. Knowing he could do that,
but not daring to do it in case she freaked out, made him
acknowledge just how important she really had become to him. She'd
been hurt in the past. There was no way in hell he was going to
contribute to her hurting again.

Sasha explored. Moving her lips this way and
that, she tentatively moved a little closer to him. They both had
one knee up on the sofa. As she moved closer to him, their knees
touched. It was like a barrier, signaling a proximity alert to her.
She pulled away from him.

"Will you touch me now?" she asked
quietly.

James took a deep breath.

"Touch me first," he said.

Immediately he saw surprise on her face.
That expression was quickly replaced by curiosity. She raised one
hand and moved toward touching his cheek. When her fingers were
only an inch away from his skin, she stopped and looked into his
eyes one more time.

"Don't stop, Sasha. If you want to touch …
touch."

Sasha closed her fingers over the distance.
She'd touched his hands, and now she'd touched his lips. Letting
her fingertips lightly dance over the line of his jaw, she felt a
faint roughness, like he hadn't shaved that morning. She ran her
fingers along the length of it from one ear, down around his chin,
and up to his other ear. He didn't have any visible beard, but she
didn't mind finding that sliver of stubble. It made him seem less
perfect and more real.

As her eyes drifted back to his lips again,
Sasha felt the pull to kiss him once more. Instead, she dropped her
sight to his hand and took it in hers.

James watched as she lifted his hand and
moved it against her cheek. He gently took control and began to
touch her jawline just as she'd just done to him. In front of him,
he saw her close her eyes as if indulging in the touch. It was such
a strong focus in its entirety that he was mesmerized. With him,
sex had always been rushed and passionate. He was only touching her
face, but it felt infinitely more intimate than the sex he had with
any of his numerous play friends. It seemed like a long while that
they sat like that with Sasha enjoying the feeling of his skin
against hers and James enjoying watching her enjoyment.

Sasha opened her eyes and looked into his.
The way he was watching her should have made her uncomfortable with
the intensity of his eyes. It didn't.

James was hesitant to break the mood, but it
had crept up on him that time was passing.

"Sasha," he said as he gently stroked her
cheek again. "I need to have a shower and get ready for work."

Sasha pulled away, suddenly feel stupid and
confused.

Sensing her change in mood, James leaned in
to kiss her gently.

"I won't be long," he said, regretful that
he had to rush.

Sasha watched him as he stood and walked
into his room, then moved into the bathroom. As she heard the water
start, she sat back on the sofa and closed her eyes. Gently she
touched her lips. She could still feel his kiss. It was so
surprising, his gentleness. She had for so long expected no such
thing possible that she felt slightly stunned.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound
of something resembling singing emanating from the bathroom. She
couldn't help but smile and then laugh softly. He was a pretty boy,
but that aspect of him sure wasn't pretty!

He would be going to work. When Sasha
thought about that, she pondered why her parents had always wanted
their kids at home. Sure, they survived on theft, but the rest of
the world went out and did normal jobs to earn their money. She
wondered if she was employable. As she considered doing a real job,
she shook her head. She wasn't ready for that. She needed to work
on her people skills more before she could go into a workplace. She
was changing - no doubt about that - but there was still a long way
to go. That had to be her priority for the moment - that and
helping a little 10-year-old girl to gain more confidence and
realize how amazing she was.

~~~~~

"Do you want me to drop you home?" James
asked as he readied himself to leave. After checks of wallet, keys
and phone, he finally stopped still and looked at Sasha. She looked
like she'd sat as still as a statue the whole time he'd been
running around getting ready. "Are you all good?" he asked as he
smiled and walked to sit beside her.

Sasha looked at him and smiled sadly. She
felt like she might have made an idiot of herself over a guy - the
one thing she'd sworn she'd never do again.

"Yeah."

James slowly and gently eased in and kissed
her softly. It was such a different kind of kiss from what he was
used to, but that only made it feel more sensual. As he pulled
away, he saw her smile shyly. The sight was so relieving that he
let out a deep breath as he grinned.

"Right. Come on, Sassy Girl," he said as he
stood and held out his hands to help her up. "I'll take you home,
unless you want to go somewhere el…"

"No, I'll be going home. Thanks," Sasha
replied as she edged her way forwards into his arms. She was glad
when his arms wrapped around her. It was a comfort she was finding
she needed more and more.

~~~~~

In the car, Sasha felt a wave of sadness
roll over her. She'd let a guy kiss her. Was she stupid in that?
Had she given him the green light that he could now do to her
whatever he wanted? As she questioned that, she turned and looked
at him. Was he just like all other guys, doing whatever it would
take to get into a woman's pants? She knew he already had friends
that he had sex with. Why would he bother with her if that was what
he wanted? He could just go and be with any of them.

James felt her eyes on him and glimpsed at
her briefly. He didn't ask what she was thinking about. Whatever it
was, it was consuming her. He was cool with that. They had their
times when they just thought inside of their heads. It bothered him
not at all.

As he pulled up in front of the Leadbetter
home, he turned to her.

"This has been a great afternoon, Sasha.
Thanks for letting me join you and Nicky."

Sasha smiled sadly. His words felt like a
huge rejection to her - like the kisses hadn't even happened.
Regardless, she nodded.

"I enjoyed it too," she said as she turned
away from him.

She thought that would be it until her door
magically opened and he was already standing there, guiding her
out. The feeling of him tentatively pulling her into his arms
helped release a little of the stress that had been creeping up on
her.

"Are you feeling comfortable with me kissing
you?" James asked her quietly. He wanted to kiss her and keep
kissing her. He didn't want to freak her out.

Sasha smiled slightly and nodded, looking at
his face. She liked his face. She guessed everyone would
like his face, but she realized then that she saw in it much more
than the pretty perfection of it. She saw honesty and strength. She
didn't pull away at all when he leaned down and kissed her gently.
Instead, she tightened her arms around him and let herself give a
little bit more effort to kissing him back.

James eased away, smiling.

"It's hard for me to pull away from you, but
I can't be late for work," he said.

"I know," she replied, nodding. "Go! I'll
see you … around."

James laughed as he opened the driver side
door.

"I don't have your number. Text me, and I'll
call you tomorrow after I get up."

Sasha nodded, smiled, and waved before
finally beginning her wander up the path to her home. As she heard
the engine start and the car to pull out, she glanced back and saw
him grinning and waving at her. It was such a small gesture but
made her giggle slightly inside. Her mind fought to take her to a
negative place. It tried to tell her that he was using her … that
he only wanted one thing. The words in her head were destined to
make her want to find her blade and caress it, believing it was her
only friend. Her heart argued, insisting that he was a good guy. He
wasn't using her, and he wasn't only after sex.

As she walked in the front door of her home,
she was well aware of the conflict going on between her head and
her heart.

She decided to listen to - and believe in -
her heart.


CHAPTER 28

 


Mark and Stacey Leadbetter were finally
allowing themselves to move forward. It was hard, knowing one son
was gone forever and not knowing where another one was. Each day
they loved each other and pushed themselves. Each day it got a tiny
bit easier and more natural to wake and get on with the day without
pondering too much about the sadness in their lives.

"It's good to have you here," Stacey said to
Daisy quietly. In an effort to bring her into the fold, the
Leadbetter household was having the first sit down dinner together.
It hadn't taken much for Phillip to hear the insistence in his
mother's voice that he bring Daisy too.

"Thank you," Daisy replied.

Sitting among the family, she felt slightly
intimidated. She'd read almost all there was to read about every
single person sitting at the table. The only one not on record so
far was the youngest - Anya. But out of all of them, the one who
most intrigued Daisy was surely Sasha. The lengthy words she'd read
about the young woman's long violent history had etched everything
about Sasha into Daisy's mind. As she sat near her at the large
family dining table, she found it difficult to align who those
words were about and who was actually right in front of her.

"It's nice that Phillip has a flower," Anya
piped up with a large grin on her face.

Phillip smiled. Day to day, he still
officially lived in Greg's house but stayed over at Daisy's
mostly.

"No sign of Greg yet?" Mark asked, pulling a
cloud back down over everyone.

The smile on Phillip's face drifted away as
he shook his head.

"No," he said. "I'm not there much, though.
It is possible he comes and goes, and he's just not there
when I am."

"No, he said he was going away and wouldn't
be reachable," Sasha added into the conversation. Her speaking and
contributing to conversations was still something everyone was
adjusting to. "Reckoned he needed time out, or something like
that."

Mark sighed and nodded. He missed his
cousin. He missed his friend, Rhett, too. Nothing had been heard
from either of them. All he could hope was that they were safe.

Rhett. Greg. David. All gone without a
trace. For a moment, he let himself believe that perhaps they were
all together, safe and protecting one another from whatever it was
that they were all running from.

"Are there going to be baby flowers?" Anya
asked in an attempt to lift spirits again.

Daisy burst out laughing and looked at
Phillip. Stacey watched with a sliver of glee as her oldest son
turned and looked at the woman beside him. Besotted. That was the
word she would use to describe that look. The thought made her very
happy indeed.

"Well, actually, first we have something
else to do," Phillip said as he took Daisy's hand in his and looked
around at everyone. "Daisy has agreed to become my wife. We are
getting married."

Mark looked on as Phillip raised Daisy's
hand to his lips, smiling at her the whole time. For that moment,
he considered that what his oldest son was experiencing, was
something his youngest son never would. As far as Mark knew, Rex
had never had a proper girlfriend. Now the opportunity for him to
do so had passed forever. Mark gulped back a sob that threatened at
the thought. It wasn't a moment to be sad. It was a moment to
rejoice.

"Congratulations to you both," he said,
smiling sadly. "It's really nice having you with us, Daisy. You
will be a welcome addition to our family."

"Actually," Phillip said, swallowing heavily
in uncertainty about how his father would react. "I'm joining her
family, not the other way around."

Stacey looked at her son, confused.
"What?"

"I … am…" he started to say. "I've decided
that instead of Daisy taking the Leadbetter name, I am going to
take her family name instead."

Mark looked at Phillip. So many emotions
crossed his mind. Disappointment, disbelief … but then
understanding. He nodded.

"Given how things are with our family, that
may not be such a bad idea. So," he continued, looking straight at
his son. "What will your last name be?"

"Leefton," Phillip replied quietly, looking
around all of the Leadbetter faces sitting with him.

Mark nodded again.

"Well, no matter your last names, Daisy, you
are still welcome as part of our family."

Daisy grinned in relief. Any parent could
take their child wanting to change their surname in any way. Both
of Phillip's parents had handled the news remarkably well. She
wondered if either of them had ever wished they weren't a part of
the Leadbetter name.

~~~~~

"It wasn't so bad, telling your parents
about the name change," Daisy whispered to Phillip that night as
they lay in bed.

Phillip pulled her close.

"No. To be honest, I think they've had too
many scares lately. I think they both know what it would mean to
have a different surname." He turned enough to be able to kiss her.
"So, future wife, when would you like to get married?"

Daisy pushed him back and straddled him,
grinning.

"As soon as you want to."

"Hmm. Do you want or need a big
wedding?"

"Nope," Daisy replied, shaking her head from
side to side. "Your family, my family, and a couple of handfuls of
friends between us would be perfect."

Phillip sighed in relief inwardly. He wasn't
an attention seeker. He wasn't a performer. He just wanted to marry
her. He'd happily have done it quietly on the beach with only two
witnesses if she'd wanted that.

"Well, I know my parents and sisters are
flexible, so you talk to your family and friends, and we'll arrange
a date to suit everyone," Phillip said.

He was rewarded by Daisy smiling, leaning
down, and kissing him passionately before taking both of them to
the heights of intimacy yet again.


CHAPTER 29

 


Mark Leadbetter lay back and watched his
wife, Stacey, slowly moving up and down on him with incredible
control. No matter how much they each aged and their bodies
changed, she remained the only woman in the world that he had ever
wanted to touch and be intimate with. She was everything to him. If
anything happened to her, he didn't think he'd survive.

Stacey watched her husband's face as he
reached up with his hands to guide her down. Their lips connecting
while she continued to move on him made the circuit complete. They
were made for one another. Despite the roughness of the family he'd
been born in, she couldn't imagine ever being with another man.

The combined joy of her lips and torso
moving resulted in an orgasm growing quickly. The heat of pleasure
flowed through Mark's entire body. As it did, he moved his arms
around her and held her tightly.

After a long while, she eased up slightly
and looked down into his eyes.

"We're gonna be okay, aren't we?" she asked
him as she felt her emotions heighten and a tear begin.

Mark pulled her down to kiss her deeply.

"We are."

As he held her closely, he gave thought to
the three people missing from his life now.

David. Rhett. Greg. He didn't want to keep
pondering the same question over and over, but he did. He couldn't
go very long at all without the same question voicing itself in the
forefront of his mind.

Where were they?

~~~~~

The End
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Greg and Rhett. They've grown up together
since they were teenagers. They've fought together. They've stolen
together. They've even loved women together.

 


But something deeper has existed in one of
them for years. He's hidden it well. Being part of the great
Leadbetter gang and family, the prejudice of certain situations has
always been loudly expressed by many of its members - too
many, and certainly enough to make anyone fearful of what would
happen if feelings were revealed and brought out into the open.

 


A night has passed when finally, in a moment
of wondering if he'd survive till morning, Rhett's taken the chance
and kissed the person of his desire. Given their circumstances,
what can they do, and where can they go?
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HOONIGAN

 


Tristan Clarkson has woken up, over and over,
bound to a chair, and unable to see. He has no idea where he is, or
why he is in the situation he's woken to. His memory is vague,
protecting him from recent events that will eventually haunt him
for the rest of his life. He wants to remember, but at the same
time, his mind acts as though he really, really doesn't. Initially,
he's confused. With each waking, his memory clears that little bit
more, as do his senses. He soon becomes aware that the very person
who has abducted him, is in the room with him, determined to make
Tristan pay for something he cannot even remember.

 


Meanwhile, in a hospital nearby a patient has
been taken. With the help of Special Agents Ashley Power and Tim
Moore, an investigation begins into where the man has been taken,
and who would have reason to remove him. With the patient having
already been weak from time in a coma, time is of the essence in
finding him alive.

 


Hoonigan is a blend of crime and suspense,
intermingled with the strength of friendship, and the awakening of
one father's realization of just how much his son really means to
him.

 



RESOLUTION OF HAPPINESS

 


Fiona Thompson - better known as Flo to
everyone who knew her - took a plunge and stepped out of her
comfort zone and into the world of online dating. With persistence,
she found her prince. He ticked all the boxes. He was handsome. He
was financially secure. He loved her. He married her.

 


She was warned by friends and family that
there was something off about him. She didn't listen.

 


Then she woke up cold, inside the darkness of
a wooden box.

 


Join Special Agents Ashley Power and Tim
Moore as they investigate the disappearance of Flo, going on a
surprising journey that nobody in Flo's world could possibly
anticipate.

 


 



HOME BY THE SEA

 


A decade ago, homeless people began
disappearing from four neighboring towns. Day to day, the commuters
making their way to and from work never took notice of the less
fortunate they passed. They didn't notice as the number of homeless
reduced. They didn't even notice when entire groups of homeless
people vanished.

 


A young woman, eager to find out where her
grandfather disappeared to, began trying to find him. When four
police departments dismissed her, telling her that her grandfather
would no doubt turn up when he wanted to, she was too young to
realize she should pursue the matter further.

 


Now, ten years on, she's stepped up and
pushed harder for something to be done to find not only her
grandfather but also the countless other people who seemed to have
disappeared around the same time.

 


Called in to investigate the disappearances,
Special Agents Ashley Power and Tim Moore find themselves searching
for - and finding - so much more than they thought they would.
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