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EVIL begins when you start to treat people as things...

WE WERE SURE THAT COMING back to the city would fix everything. But, if anything, it’s only pulled us further apart. 

Charlotte is back in the clutches of her abusive fiancé, and her father is certain that I’m the one who’s caused all this trouble - and has sequestered me away in one of his work camps to keep me busy. 

I need to get to her, need to get to Charlotte, and I’m willing to do anything that it takes to make that happen. 

Except, I’m not the only one looking for her. 

And even if we manage to get her fiancé out of the picture, there’s no promise that he’ll be willing to let those sleeping dogs lie...
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Tommy 
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I CAME TO WITH A JOLT in the back of a vehicle that was flying along the road, a throbbing pain in my side where the bullet had entered – but the only thing that I could think about was where the fuck Charlotte was right now.

“Where are we?” I demanded, trying to sit up and look around, but being hit with a cavalcade of pain for my troubles. I lay back down on the seat that I had been placed on, wincing. I didn’t even know who was driving, where we were going, what we were doing...

“It’s fine, Tommy,” Jerry’s voice assured me from the back of the car. I twisted around so that I could see him, and sure enough, there he was. He was watching me with concern, clearly worried about the effect that bullet might have on me. But I was fine. I could hardly feel anything. I didn’t want to focus on myself anymore. Not when I knew that Charlotte was out there, and she needed my help more than anything in the world. 

“Where are we going?” I demanded. “Who – who’s driving...?”

“Me,” a man called from the front seat. I sat bolt upright. I didn’t know the voice, and I had long-since learned not to trust anyone I didn’t have a clear relationship with.

“Who the fuck are you?” I spat at him furiously. I recognized him, one of Jake’s men, but there seemed to be an expression on his face that told me I might have had the wrong end of the stick.

“It’s Euan,” Jerry explained to me quickly. “He defected. He’s with us now, that’s how we got this car – don’t worry about it, he’s all good. I know he is.”

“He better be,” I growled, and I sank back down again to catch my breath. “Where the hell are we going?”

“I need to get you to a hospital,” Euan began, but Jerry leaned over to make sure that he got the message.

“No hospitals,” he growled at him. “I gave you the directions, now take us there. I don’t want to be going anywhere else right now, you hear me?”

“I hear you,” he muttered, and I could tell that he was already starting to wonder if it had been the right call to go along with Jerry when he could have stayed safe and sound with Jake.

But that’s exactly the attitude my brother hoped for. People too terrified to do anything other than go along with him, what he wanted, what he told them to do. It was ridiculous, really, to think that he would have had the good fucking manners to stay dead, given that he had never shown any interest in checking out early before. I had been stupid to think for a moment that he would have been willing to drop it all, even though I was certain that I had felt the last life bleed out of him when he had been in my arms.

But he didn’t get gone that easily, and I had to make sure that I put up the same amount of fight to him right now. He had shot me in the side, by my hip, low enough that I knew it wouldn’t have hit any major organs, but it hurt like a motherfucker. I winced as I shifted around in the seat, trying to find the position that would put the least amount of pressure on it. I was in so much pain I could hardly think straight, could hardly think about the fact that Charlotte was probably headed in the opposite direction. 

“Did you see where she went?” I asked Jerry, and he shook his head. 

“I didn’t see much,” he replied. “I was loading you in to the back of this thing and getting you out of there.”

“You should have gone after her,” I muttered, but I knew there was no point. He had made sure to get me out of there, and I should have been grateful for the effort and the energy he had made to get me in to this car alive. 

“We can do that as soon as you’re patched up,” he told me. “We need to get you cleaned up before we go after her again.”

“Right,” I replied, and I winced as I sank myself back down in to the seat. I felt my whole body aching with discomfort, the sensation of it nearly more than I could take. I just wanted to curl up in a ball and sleep, but I knew that I wouldn’t be able to, not knowing that she was still out there – not knowing that Jake could have been doing whatever he wanted to her at that moment...

I knew that he had no respect for her, after finding out that she had been involved with me. And I hated him for it, hated him for the way that he treated her, hated him for how little he thought of her, even though I knew that she was a million times the person that he would ever be. She had survived so much, made it through so much over the course of her life, and he had pretty much had everything handed to him on a silver platter and still spent most of his time bitching and moaning about it. Yeah, I had long-since passed the point where I had any sympathy for my brother. Right now, all that I cared about was making sure that I got the woman I loved out of his hands, because I had no idea how far he would take things to get what he wanted. 

The car tore through the burning heat around us, and we started to pass other cars on the road as the world began to wake up. I knew that we had to act fast. I was sure that her family would already be looking for her, but I couldn’t guarantee that they would get there fast enough – fast enough to stop whatever it was that Jake had in mind for her, at least.

“Where are we going?” I asked Jerry. I hated being on the road when I knew I should have been turning myself around and getting back to her. 

“We’re going to a doctor I know in the suburbs,” he explained. “I called ahead, told him that we were on our way. He’s done some patch-up work for Nico over the years, so I know that he’s good to keep quiet about this.”

“Good, good,” I muttered, clenching my teeth to hold in another groan of pain. I couldn’t stop the throbbing in my side, but I knew that it would get fixed up soon enough. Anything to take away the discomfort right now. 

I wasn’t sure how long we were on the road for, but eventually, the car drew to a halt outside a nondescript-looking house surrounded by a few suburban detached bungalows. Jerry climbed out of the car, and then went to help me to my feet. I had to lean on him heavily to be able to move properly, and my entire system ached with pain as I tried to put one foot in front of the other.

“Okay, okay, you’re all right,” he told me, and I prayed that none of the neighbors were nosy enough to look outside right now and see what was going on. I knew that there would be hell to pay if they caught wind of someone like me around here. The last thing we needed right now was cops on our tail. They would just slow us done when all that I had to focus on right now was going forward, moving forward, finding her. 

Finding her. 

By the time that we reached the door, the doctor had already opened it, and he looked us up and down before he stepped aside to indicate that we could come inside. 

“Be quiet,” he told us as he pulled on a pair of rubber gloves. He looked as normal as they came, with round glasses and slightly thinning hair, and I wondered how he had managed to get pulled in to something like this. How he had managed to make this part of his world. I ignored the family pictures that lined the hallway – I assumed he would prefer it if I pretended that they didn’t exist. 

He led me to a back room, closed the door behind us, and gestured for me to sit down on a seat that was draped with thin tissue paper. I did as I was told, letting out a heavy grunt as I went, planting myself down as quietly as I could.

“Okay, is it just one wound?” he asked, and Jerry nodded.

The doctor approached me and started to work. He clearly knew what he was doing, and I wondered how many times he’d had to pull bullets out of the people who turned up on his doorstep like this; how many times he’d had to hope that the cops didn’t turn up in the middle of the surgery and demand to know what the hell he was doing. I gripped hold of the seat tight, trying to work out some of the pain as he moved his instruments into my body, carefully, removing the bullet from the wound and then cleaning it up before stitching it back up. As soon as he was done, he let out a long sigh of relief, as though he was glad to be able to see the back of this.

“That should do you,” he told me. “Just make sure not to put any pressure on it, try not to let it get wet if you can avoid it, and keep it clean as best you can.”

The way he was talking, it was as though he already knew that none of that was going to happen. The kind of person who took a bullet like this was hardly the kind who would make sure to be attentive to the wound, and it was a lost cause trying to suggest that to me when the only thing that I cared about right now was getting my girl out of the mess she was in. 

I stood up as soon as he was done, pulled my tattered shirt down over my torso, and tested the range of motion that I had in my newly-healed body. It still hurt, but it would do. I could take it. I looked over to Jerry, who was already talking with the man about payment, and he nodded to me.

“We need to get out of here,” I told him. “Euan’s still outside?”

“Unless he’s changed his mind and decided that he doesn’t want anything to do with us after all,” Jerry replied, and I could tell that he was trying to make a joke. Not exactly a very funny one, all things considered, given that we would be totally and utterly stranded out here if he decided to make a break for it. 

“Let’s go,” I told him, and with that, we headed for the door and outside to where Euan was still waiting for us. I knew that we had to act fast. I wasn’t going to let my shithead of a brother get his hands on Charlotte if I could help it, and there was no way in hell that I was going to let him hurt her. I didn’t know where he had taken her, but I knew that I would turn over this whole state, this whole country to find her if that’s what it took. 

Anything, as long as she came back to me in one piece.
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Charlotte

––––––––
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I CROSSED MY ARMS OVER my chest, feeling like a petulant kid as I watched the men moving around me. 

How many were there? Ten, twenty? More? So many had come and gone in the time since I had arrived that I didn’t even know what the count was. I felt like my head was spinning just trying to keep up with them. 

Or maybe that was just how terrified I was right now, knowing that Jake had managed to find me and having no clue what he would do with me now that he had me where he wanted me.

They had driven me through the morning and into the afternoon, and I had tried my best to take in any landmarks and street signs outside, but I hadn’t been able to see anything of use. It was driving me crazy – I didn’t know what it was going to take to work out where the hell I was or what the hell they were planning to do with me, but I had to have something in case I could contact someone who wanted to help me. 

I had no idea if they were looking for me. Hell, I had no idea if Tommy was even alive. I couldn’t stop thinking about that bullet going into his side – I had tried to work out if it would be enough to kill him on the spot, but I didn’t have the medical knowledge. I just wanted to scream, to claw my way to him and pull him into my arms and tell him that I would do anything that it took to make sure that he was safe and well again.

But instead, I was here, in this giant warehouse, while Jake’s men scuttled around like the cockroaches they were. I didn’t know how long they were going to keep me here, but honestly, I was fine with it for the time being. I knew that the chances of at least one of them stepping in to stop things going south if someone tried something inappropriate was higher if there were more of them around, and I would take what I could get right now, to be honest. 

I couldn’t stop thinking about the last encounter I’d had with him, back at the mansion where I had been held when this had all started. How terrified I had been of him, how sure I had been that he was going to rape me when he had me pinned down to that bed. How relieved I was when Tommy was there to pull him off of me. I knew that Jake was capable of things, dark things, things that I didn’t even want to think about. And I prayed that he had at least decided to leave some of that behind him for now. At least long enough that I would be able to make it out of here in one piece. 
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