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Thank you to all the magpie readers.

It really means so much to me when people reach out and tell me how much they love Chad and Romeo’s story. They’ve always been a selfish project of mine, and I’m so touched and grateful that they ended up meaning something to you too.

A huge thank you to Kat who beta read Six for Gold. <3

One for sorrow,

Two for joy,

Three for a girl,

Four for a boy,

Five for silver,

Six for gold,

Seven for a secret never to be told.
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Chapter One

There were six.

Then five.

And then four.

Three.

Two. 

Even hundreds of miles away while vacationing in a secluded cottage on a cliff edge, Romeo thought about the magpies. He’d found the third dead the morning of his and Chad’s trip, viciously pecked to death with its feathers drifting over the field. 

Romeo had stopped putting out seed, but the magpies still came. 

He sent stones hurtling the raven’s way whenever he caught a glimpse of it on the outhouse roof.

It was one bird he desperately wanted to kill.

One bird he aimed for.

But whenever he tried, he missed.

And Chad would lift an eyebrow at yet another loud thump to the outhouse tiles. 

But Chad didn’t understand.

This raven, this monster that had killed his magpies, Romeo had been unable to predict. There had been warning signs, ones Romeo had overlooked.  Chad had questioned him before over his favoritism towards the magpies, Romeo’s discrimination against other birds, but Romeo had just thought Chad’s jealousy endearing. 

He never saw the magpies like Romeo did. 

Chad had told him about a big black bird he kept spotting, but Romeo had rolled his eyes, believing Chad was seeing shadows where there wasn’t any. 

And then it had come and broke a moment of peace with violence. 

Romeo had been blind to what was happening, caught unaware, and that left him on edge. 

Time, Chad told him, give it time and the raven would lose interest. It would leave, and he could go back to feeding the birds—all of the birds—not just the magpies, and the order Romeo had changed would be restored. 

Romeo hadn’t replied.  It was a logical assumption yet offered Romeo no comfort.

Chad had snorted and called him superstitious. 

Romeo wondered whether Chad was right. 

His apparent ignorance to a situation had left him uncomfortable, and his gut continued to twist and curl days after he’d realized his mistake. 

By turning a blind eye to all others, he’d not foreseen a predator on the horizon.

Romeo sighed and ran a hand over Mercutio’s head. 

They were sitting on a huge rock facing the sea. Romeo admired the seagulls dipping and diving. Mercutio’s focus remained on his tennis ball. He dropped it from his mouth, watching as it rolled across the rock before falling out of sight. Then he glanced at Romeo, asking for permission to jump down to find it. His grey eyes found Romeo’s green ones, pleading silently to be allowed his ball.

“Go on.” Romeo murmured.

Mercutio jumped down. His paws crunched in the pebbles as he snapped up his ball, then he returned to Romeo’s side on the rock. He lay down, content, but twenty seconds later he dropped the ball again. It rolled off the edge, but this time Romeo ignored the pleading grey eyes and resumed watching the seagulls instead.

They’d needed the trip away, Chad in particular. Romeo turned, running his gaze up the cliff. It was a hundred foot tall, and an iron staircase had been built into the rock. The cottage at the top was small with only one bedroom, but it had a balcony off the living room that looked out over the sea. 

That was Chad’s favorite spot. 

He seemed to find some kind of peace gazing out at the waves.

But he wasn’t on the balcony when Romeo looked.

Romeo slipped off the rock. He whistled for Mercutio who came to his side, having retrieved his ball.

“Let’s go find dad.” 

Mercutio took off first, clambering up the metal steps, tail a blur as he hurried to find Chad. Romeo followed, just as eager, but with not nearly as many tells. 

He ran his hand up the rail as he took each step. It was early October, not cold as such, but definitely not warm. Most of their time had been spent inside the cottage, occasionally strolling out to walk Mercutio and make their way hand in hand up the beach. 

Romeo had banned Chad from using his phone other than to check in with Ally and Josh. They didn’t watch the news, but snuggled up to Netflix, and they bought their food in advance so Chad wouldn’t be potentially recognized in the supermarket.

The press and public were brutal, and Romeo knew he couldn’t keep Chad from them forever. He’d hoped the detox of negative influences would do Chad good, but Romeo couldn’t protect Chad from himself and whatever thoughts and memories swirled in his mind.  

He zoned out to them, but usually a snap of his name brought him back to Romeo, startled and apologetic.

Chad paced at odd hours, and if Romeo wasn’t careful, he lost sight of him, having woken to an empty bed as least once a night. There were bags beneath Chad’s eyes, and he walked around with a slumped posture. If Romeo had to describe it, he would’ve said Chad looked defeated. 

Romeo’s gut knotted and he hesitated on the top step. He took a deep breath. They had been defeated. Vincent Whitehall had beaten them in his twisted game and had taken from Chad. He’d taken the detective away from him, and Chad looked lost knowing that part of himself was gone.

He’d never be a detective again. 

Romeo should’ve realized a serial killer of Vincent Whitehall’s caliber would have an ace up his sleeve, he was the gold standard and had proved it to his last breath. 

Romeo should’ve known.

Like he should’ve known about the magpies.

He had failed to protect Chad, and he’d failed to protect them too.

Mercutio waited for him by the front door. 

“Good boy,” Romeo touched his head, then opened the side door into the cottage. The smell of roasting potatoes wrapped around them. 

It was open plan. 

Cozy, the ad had described it as, which meant small but clean and well kept. 

Over the kitchen counter, Romeo saw Chad crashed out on the corner sofa. He lay on his side, with one hand beneath his cheek and the other curled towards his chest clutching the TV remote. 

His skin was pale, except for the purplish tint beneath his shut eyes. 

Romeo slipped off his shoes and checked the oven. He grabbed the oven mitts, gave the pan inside a quick shake, then shut the door on the potatoes. The tinfoil covered beef was resting on the side, and a fresh salsa Romeo had prepared waited in the fridge.

At some point, he’d started to enjoy cooking. He hadn’t before. Before he made food with no passion, needing only to fuel his body for the next day, but with Chad, he started to like it, love it even. It was homey and domestic and not influenced by the dark thoughts in his head. It was more than a hobby, and it helped that he was good at it. With their situation, he couldn't be the one with the stable job who provided for them, but he could take care of Chad and be the best house husband possible.

He smiled at the term. House husband. 

Romeo crossed the room to get to Chad. He pulled a blanket off the back of the sofa and lay it on Chad before slipping the TV remote from his lax hand and placing it on the coffee table.

Mercutio dropped his ball to whine softly.

“I know,” Romeo whispered. “But he’s going to be okay. We’ll make sure of it.” 

They would be okay. Romeo knew it like he knew the sun would rise the next morning.

He ran his hand through Chad’s brown hair, then stroked the back of his fingers against his cheek. His skin, although pale, held the heat of fever. Chad didn’t wake, but he did let out a deep sigh at the touch. 

“You keep him company,” Romeo said, patting the sofa for Mercutio. “While I cut the beef.”

Mercutio clambered up and settled behind Chad’s bent knees with his chin on Chad’s thigh. He watched Romeo in the kitchen, licking his lips every so often like he assumed the beef was for him, and him alone.

Chad stirred a short while later, groaning as he rubbed his fingers into his eyes. 

He paused and looked over to Romeo. Chad’s eyes were vacant, lost for a moment, then he threw himself upright. 

“Shit,” he said, slapping his palm to his forehead. “I was supposed to shake the potatoes.”

Romeo smiled softly at him. “It’s okay, a few crunchy edges but it should be fine.”

“Damn it,” Chad pushed to his feet. He swayed slightly but quickly found his balance. “I’m sorry, Romeo.”

“It’s fine.”

Chad padded closer. His eyes were red, and when he spoke, his voice seemed extra nasally.  

“I can’t believe you managed to get a cold out here.”

“Ally’s got one,” Chad grunted. “Must’ve got it from her before we left.”

“You hungry?”

Chad hesitated. “A little.”

Romeo nodded. Chad wasn’t off his food as such—he still ate, but there were more and more leftovers for Mercutio each day. Before they’d set off for the cottage, Chad had thought ahead and gone to the pharmacy to buy some cold and flu capsules at the first hint of illness. Romeo had hoped he’d get better by the time they had to return home, but it had lingered in Chad’s system until the last day. 

“It smells amazing.” Chad said, coming up behind Romeo and slipping his arms around his middle.

Romeo snorted. “And by it do you mean me?”

“I mean your delicious beef.”

“Still talking about me, right?”

Chad groaned as he pressed his face between Romeo’s shoulder blades. He exhaled, and Romeo felt the warm puff of air through his t-shirt. “I’m sorry I forgot about the potatoes.”

“I said it was fine.”

“But I shouldn’t have—”

“Chad. You’re ill. You’re exhausted. The only way I’d be mad is if you left them so long, they burned the place down and I had to battle through fire to save you.”

Chad smirked. “You would, though.”

“I would.” Romeo put the knife down then turned in Chad’s arms. He knocked his knuckles to Chad’s chin. “Damn right I would, but I’d be angry.”

Chad hummed. “Angry Romeo is hot Romeo.”

“Am I not hot all the time?”

“Of course, but the added angry edge does things to me.” Chad lifted onto tiptoes to press his lips to Romeo’s. Romeo didn’t reciprocate. He could’ve easily kissed him back and they would’ve ended up in the bedroom, but he didn’t.

Chad pouted in disappointment.

“You’re ill.”

Chad rolled his eyes. “Like that’s the reason.”

“It is.”

“You don’t want the beef to go bad.”

Romeo froze. Chad raised a knowing eyebrow.

“Well, it is at the perfect temperature. It won’t taste as good after being refrigerated or microwaved, and I’m not leaving it out on the side,” he glanced back to glare at Mercutio. “I’ve made that mistake before.”

Mercutio hung his head. 

“You’re picking this beef over my beef.” Chad said with a sparkle in his eyes. 

Romeo’s breath caught.

It seemed an age since Chad had looked at him like that.

The coil in his gut relaxed a little, and before Chad could question his pause, Romeo smiled, and replied, “Now who’s using the awful beef innuendo?”

Chad laughed and pressed his body flush with Romeo. Romeo wrapped his arms around his back, squeezing him tight. They hugged, and just like the last few times they had hugged, it felt momentous. It felt like Chad was clinging on, and no matter how much Romeo tightened his hold, it didn’t seem enough to make the man in his arms feel secure. 

“Now,” Romeo murmured, loosening his grip. “Come eat what your house husband has prepared for you.”

Chad’s eyebrows met his hairline. “House husband?”
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A shrill whine cut through the night. 

Romeo’s eyes snapped open, and it took a few seconds to remember they weren’t at home. Chad wasn’t beside him in bed. The duvet cover was folded from where he’d left Romeo sleeping alone. 

Romeo brushed his hand against the mattress, gut tightening when he found it cool to the touch. 

He sat up, glancing at the bathroom, but no light shone around the door. Once he’d found Chad asleep propped against the side of the bath, another time, crashed out on the sofa, and a third time he’d been restless pacing just outside the cottage. 

Romeo pulled the duvet off himself, leaving it folded over like on Chad’s side.

“Chad?”

There was no answer, just another shrill whine coming from the living room. Chad had left the door open, and Romeo tugged on a t-shirt as he stepped out. The lights were off, other than the standby button and the oven’s setting screen, but they’d left the curtains open, allowing a small amount of moonlight to illuminate the space. Mercutio sat in front of the sliding doors that led to the balcony. 

He looked at Romeo, and his harsh whimper made Romeo wince. 

Romeo stepped across the room barefoot with his gaze locked to the glass doors. Chad stood on the other side, pressed against the railing. The full moon acted as the only source of light, and it was enough that Romeo could see he was only wearing boxers and a t-shirt, just like Romeo.

“Stay,” Romeo said firmly, not even making eye contact with Mercutio. He slid the door open, then closed it behind himself. 

The wind howled and seemed to push and pull in every direction. Rain pelted down and the waves below crashed, slapping against rock and pulling at the stray stones. 

Chad was still. 

Romeo doubted he had heard the door opening and closing behind him.

Both of Chad’s hands were curled over the railing, holding on, and he stared straight ahead.

“Hey,” Romeo said softly as he approached. When he got close enough, he touched Chad’s waist before slipping his hand around Chad’s middle. Romeo did the same on Chad’s other side until he could fold his arms across Chad’s front. He curled forward slightly to rest his chin on Chad’s shoulder. “Couldn’t sleep?”

Chad shook his head, then turned to rest his cheek against Romeo’s. 

“It’s cold out here,” Romeo murmured.

He’d only been out there thirty seconds, but he could tell Chad had been there a lot longer by how cold he felt. Goosebumps covered Chad’s arms, and his neck, too, where Romeo lay a kiss as he leaned back. Chad’s t-shirt was soaked from the rain and the sea water spraying up at him, but he didn’t shiver.

“Is it Lucinda?”

Chad didn’t answer.

For every good moment, a bad one followed. They’d eaten that day, teasing each other and acting like themselves, Chad and Romeo, but Romeo knew Chad’s mental state would dip again.

Romeo understood failure, disappointment, even anger at being bested by Vincent Whitehall. He had experienced loss—although not in the same way Chad had the detective torn from him—but he understood the hollowness it invoked.

What Romeo struggled to identify with was the guilt. Chad had killed someone. Someone who in Chad’s eyes didn’t deserve it. There was no black and white for Romeo, there was only grey. Everyone and no one deserved to be his victim. He didn’t have bias, although there were a few people on his list he thought would feel particularly satisfying to kill.

Romeo didn’t understand guilt. Ally and Josh helped Chad with that particular demon, but they were hundreds of miles away.

“Want to talk about it?”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” Chad replied in a whisper. “I couldn’t sleep, that’s all.”

There was more, Romeo knew there was more by the tremble in Chad’s voice.

“And you came out here because...?”

Chad stiffened. Romeo kissed the notches of spine in his neck until he relaxed again.

“I didn’t want to wake you.”

It wasn’t enough of an answer for Romeo, but he didn’t push for more. 

Chad slumped. “And I was resisting the urge to check my phone.”

“Ah,” Romeo hummed. 

It itched at Chad, not knowing what was being said about him. 

“Did you resist?”

“Yes,” Chad lowered his head. “I’m sorry I woke you.”

“You didn’t, although I wish you would when you can’t sleep. It was Mercutio who alerted me to you in distress.”

“I’m not distressed.”

“It’s cold, it’s wet, the wind is battering you from every direction and you’re standing in the dark in your boxer shorts and a thin t-shirt.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m distressed,” Chad argued. He glanced back to meet Romeo’s eyes. “It just means I’m weird.”

“Well, I’d prefer to take your weirdness inside if that’s all right with you.”

Chad pouted. “Well, actually—”

“I wasn’t asking.”

He pulled Chad around the middle and there was a moment he resisted, a moment he gripped the railing tighter and Romeo’s heart skipped at the jolt. Then Chad let go, and he allowed Romeo to pull him away from the edge.

Romeo kept a tight hold on one of Chad’s arms as he slid the door open and led him inside. He turned on a lamp, still gripping onto Chad.

Mercutio barked, and Chad’s eyes snapped to him.

“Hey,” Chad said softly, crouching down. Romeo released Chad’s arm but hovered above him. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” Chad pet Mercutio on the head. “I didn’t want you to get cold and wet.”

“What about yourself?” Romeo said.

As if a switch had been flicked, Chad looked down at his damp t-shirt and shivered. “It didn’t feel so bad when I was out there.”

Romeo hummed, unconvinced. “Back to bed. I’ll warm you up.”

“I won’t be able to sleep.”

“But you are tired...”

Chad lowered his gaze instead of replying. 

“Let me relax you.”

“I don’t have the energy for—”

“Let me,” Romeo said slowly. “Relax you. I’ll take control. I’ll make you feel good. All you have to do is lay back and enjoy it.”

Chad got back to his feet. Romeo snatched up his hand and brought it to his lips. He kissed the back of it before lacing their fingers together.

“I want to take care of you.” Romeo’s eyes burned into Chad’s. “Please let me.”
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Chapter Two
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Romeo pulled the duvet off the bed after stepping into the bedroom and latching the door. He tipped his head towards the mattress, signaling for Chad to lay down. 

“On my back or front?” Chad asked.

“Back.” Romeo decided. “I want to see your face.”

The room was too dark for Romeo to see Chad blushing, but he knew he would be. Despite everything they’d done, sexual and otherwise, he still got embarrassed at Romeo expressing a need to see Chad’s expression. 

“Wait,” Romeo said, stopping Chad with a hand to his chest, “t-shirt off first.”

Chad peeled the damp t-shirt from his skin. Romeo took it from him before he could toss it aside and hung it over the side of the wardrobe with a blatant glare. 

Chad rolled his eyes. Romeo didn’t see him do it, just knew he would’ve, but the t-shirt wouldn’t dry if left in a heap on the floor, something Chad never seemed to learn.

“Bed.” Romeo ordered.

Chad crawled onto the mattress then collapsed onto his back. He watched Romeo with big brown eyes as he strolled around the bed and pulled open the curtains. The moonlight shone through the window. Chad’s right hand flexed, as if he was instinctively trying to clutch the duvet to cover himself. 

The scars from Marc Wilson bothered him. 

If Romeo was honest with himself, they bothered him, too, not because they were unsightly or a sadistic claim to Chad by another killer, but he hadn’t been there to stop them from happening. 

They were a reminder of what Romeo had almost lost, but also a reminder that Chad was a survivor, and for that reason he climbed onto the bed and brushed his lips over every number carved and sliced into Chad’s skin. He worshipped them, not for being there, but for healing, for becoming part of Chad.

Chad shut his eyes, sighing softly as Romeo licked over one of the deeper numbers. 

A three that had been cut beneath his left pectoral. 

It wasn’t clean lines like the others. 

This wasn’t merely etched into his skin, but Marc had sliced the outline of the number before peeling away the skin with surgical tweezers, leaving a bloody three behind.

There had been talk of skin grafts to cover the wound, but Chad had asked for the surgeon to stitch it together, leaving overstretched skin, and a ragged scar that was sensitive to Romeo’s tongue. 

Chad hissed through his teeth and Romeo moved on, licking up his pec to his left nipple. He nipped, he sucked. Chad gasped and flailed.

Chad’s erection strained in his boxers, and Romeo thought about grabbing him, jerking him off with familiar pulls of his wrists and bringing Chad to orgasm, but that would only get him an hour, maybe two of rest afterwards, Romeo wanted to make sure Chad had a lot longer.

Chad’s skin held the tang of sea-spray, and it was cool under Romeo’s lips. He kissed his way up Chad’s neck to his face but avoided Chad’s mouth when he turned his head for a kiss. If Romeo kissed him, it would be over too soon. If they kissed, Romeo would need to own and devour, so he kept his mouth from Chad’s, ignoring the twitches of Chad’s lips.

Romeo kissed, licked, and caressed Chad’s body until Chad stopped trying to kiss him, and his erection softened in his boxers. Chad’s eyes stayed closed, and the only sounds he made were content sighs. He relaxed fully into the bed, breathing heavily. Romeo didn’t pinch or pull or nip for a reaction. He didn’t want goosebumps, or shivers, or a restless Chad begging him. Sure, there was a time and place for that, but it wasn’t then.  

This was all about relaxing Chad so he could get the sleep he so desperately needed.

Romeo removed Chad’s boxers, slipping them down his legs, and letting them drop to the floor. He took hold of Chad’s left calf, placing his foot flat on the bed before doing the same to the right. 

“You’re so fucking beautiful.” Romeo murmured.

The only reply he got was a blissed-out sigh. 

Romeo snorted and reached for the bedside table. He grabbed the bottle of lube, placing it next to Chad’s left foot while he kneeled between Chad’s legs. 

He didn’t need it yet. 

With a little more forward thinking, Romeo would’ve laid a pillow beneath Chad’s lower back, propping him up, but there was no way he was going to break the relaxed spell he’d put Chad under. 

Romeo kissed down Chad’s thigh, then pressed his face into Chad’s ass, spreading his cheeks as much as he could with his hands, but it wasn’t the best angle for that kind of play. All Romeo succeeded in doing was frustrating himself, unable to press his tongue into Chad’s hole. He swiped and licked instead. Chad didn’t clench, or twitch—he remained completely relaxed, allowing a small moan to slip past his lips. 

Romeo licked him for as long as he could, until his chin started to burn from rubbing against the mattress, then he grabbed the lube. 

He coated his fingers, but only used one at first, pushing it inside without resistance. Two went in just as easily, and when Romeo stretched Chad open with three, he didn’t bear down, or clench, he exhaled a long breath.

Romeo pushed his fingers inside Chad, leaning back to watch Chad’s face for any sign of discomfort, but he knew Chad’s body as much as his own, and knew exactly what he needed. Romeo sunk his three fingers deeper, brushing against Chad’s prostate. 

Chad groaned softly.

He didn’t rush pleasuring Chad, he wanted him completely boneless on his fingers. Chad relaxed into the touch, and Romeo lowered his legs back to the bed, so he was lying flat with Romeo’s forearm between his thighs. 

Romeo stopped sliding his fingers as far as he could. His knuckles twitched as he got the right position, the right depth. He applied steady pressure with his index and ring finger while stroking with his middle one. 

He took his time massaging Chad’s prostate, keeping the speed easy and the touch gentle. 

There was no outward sign Romeo was doing it right. Chad didn’t react, his cock remained soft, but Romeo knew his man, and when it happened, it did so almost unexpectedly despite Romeo knowing he was building towards it. 

Chad’s cock didn’t have a chance to get hard. He was too relaxed for his blood to fill him out, but he didn’t need a full erection to orgasm, not like that.

Chad’s easy breathing abruptly stopped as he held his breath, then his semi-hard cock released waves of cum. It didn’t rush out in squirts but drooled in great gushes until his cock rested in a sticky pool on his lower abdomen. Romeo bit back a moan. There was something insanely arousing about watching Chad come like that, with no stimulation to his cock only his prostate. Completely relaxed and swamped with pleasure.

Chad exhaled a long breath, then resumed breathing heavily. 

Romeo kept stroking until the last few drops left Chad’s cock, then he removed his fingers. He rubbed his thumb against them. They were still sticky with lube, and he bit back a groan knowing they’d been inside Chad, touching him in his most intimate area, bringing him to orgasm. Romeo kneeled up on the bed. He used his left hand to pull his boxers down, and took hold of himself with his right hand, the hand he’d used to get Chad off, and began to stroke himself. 

He wanted to make it last, tease himself a little while he watched Chad beneath him, but Romeo was too far gone for that. He pulled brutally at his cock, watching a now asleep Chad as he got himself off. 

It was the surrender, the trust, which did it for him. 

Chad trusted Romeo with himself completely knowing what he was, the inclination he had. 

He accepted and loved Romeo. All of him.

Romeo bit his lip not to moan, and shifted suddenly as he came, hitting the bed instead of Chad’s chest with his load. He sat back on his heels, doing his best not to pant as his heart went back to normal, then he crept into the bathroom without flicking the light on, and grabbed some tissue to clean Chad’s skin.

They’d need a shower, but Romeo wasn’t even risking turning the tap on in case it woke Chad. He padded back to the bed, wiped off Chad’s stomach, then the bed where he’d come. Chad didn’t wake, not even when Romeo returned from the bathroom for a second time after throwing the tissue in the toilet to flush down in the morning.

Romeo pulled the duvet up from the floor and over them as he settled beside Chad on the bed. He didn’t care about the damp patch against his hip as he gently eased Chad onto his side, his preferred sleeping position, and sidled up behind him.

Chad sighed out Romeo’s name, and Romeo tensed, but Chad didn’t wake, he reached back with a sluggish hand to find Romeo’s arm and pulled it around himself.

“My Juliet,” Romeo whispered into the back of Chad’s hair.

****
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Romeo woke first, much to his surprise. The open curtain let in the sunlight which shone directly onto the bed, but it hadn’t woken Chad. Romeo still had his arm over Chad’s side, and he cupped his hand to Chad’s chest, closing his eyes at the feel of his heart. 

It was strong and steady beneath his palm.

Romeo pressed his chest to Chad’s back, hoping subconsciously he’d feel Romeo’s beating, too, completely in sync with his. 

It was the last morning of their weeklong getaway. 

Mercutio, apparently sensing Romeo was awake, whined at the door. Romeo sighed, carefully retrieved his arm and went to feed him. Even when he returned, Chad was still asleep, and Romeo slipped beneath the duvet. He ran his hand up and down Chad’s side, stroking him before picking off a piece of cum covered tissue.

“Ouch,” Chad murmured. He shifted, pressing his back into Romeo’s chest as he looked down his body to the patch. 

“Time for a shower,” Romeo said, before slapping Chad’s ass when he didn’t move immediately.

Chad grumbled beneath his breath as he slipped from the bed and trudged to the bathroom. Romeo followed, stripping off his boxers he’d hastily shoved on so he could feed Mercutio.

They brushed their teeth first before climbing into the shower, needing the minty freshness in close quarters. 

Romeo washed the cum from Chad’s stomach, then Chad returned the favor, washing Romeo’s hip where he’d been lying on his side all night. Chad didn’t need to crouch down to do it, but he did, running his hand up and down Romeo’s thigh.

Romeo bit his lip, gaze fixed to Chad and how tantalizingly close his face was to Romeo’s crotch. He suspected that was the point and was proved right when Chad began kissing the head of his cock. Romeo went from half hard to straining in roughly three seconds and beat his fist weakly against the tiles. 

“You play dirty.”

Chad leaned back to smile at him. “I can stop if you want?”

Romeo shook his head.

Chad snorted, then took hold of Romeo’s cock at the base with his dominant hand.  He kissed, he licked, he flicked his tongue. He did all the things that drove Romeo crazy. Chad knew how to tease, and when he parted his lips, slipping them all the way down Romeo’s cock to meet his steady hand, Romeo groaned, shuffling forward so he could rest his forehead against the tiles. The same way Romeo knew Chad’s body, Chad knew his. 

Chad bobbed his head back and forth, dragging his squeezing hand along with him until Romeo was panting at the tiles. “I love your mouth.”

Romeo loved all of Chad, but right then, all he could remember about him was his warm, wet mouth, his soft but firm tongue, the perfect amount of suction, the occasional touch of teeth.

“Fuck,” he moaned, coming on Chad’s tongue.

And Chad’s mouth, his perfect mouth, ceased sucking, and touching, and held Romeo’s cock while it jolted, catching and swallowing it all before waiting for the sensitivity to wane, then licking Romeo clean. He resumed kissing the head of Romeo’s cock, and there was a moment Romeo thought about letting him carry on, and fucking Chad’s mouth in a mad chase for a second orgasm. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d done so, but Chad hadn’t been well. He’d been feverish and croaky, and Romeo doubted any rough treatment, no matter how much they both enjoyed it, would help his recovery.

“Enough,” Romeo mumbled.

Chad smiled again as he got to his feet. Caught in a daze, Romeo’s brain reiterated that it loved Chad’s mouth whether it was stretched round his cock, sighing in contentment or smiling at him.

“Thank you.” Chad said so softly Romeo barely heard him above the shower. He leaned in and pressed his lips to Romeo’s, and Romeo got to taste his perfect mouth, picking out himself on Chad’s tongue and loving it. 

It made his stomach flip. 

Chad’s words caught up in Romeo’s brain, and he broke the kiss, frowning. He turned the shower off.

“Why thank me? If anyone should be thanking—”

“For last night,” Chad said. “It felt really good. I ... I needed that.”

He ducked his head, blushing. Romeo caught his chin, lifting him so they could look each other in the eye. “I love you.”

Chad’s breath stuttered. His gaze was awed. “I love you, too.”

“And we’re going to work this out. We’re going to be okay.”

Chad’s forehead wrinkled. He averted his gaze until Romeo squeezed his chin. 

“Do you believe me?” Romeo asked.

“I...” Chad’s voice died.

“Believe me.” Romeo said firmly. “It’s me and you against the world.”

Mercutio barked loud enough to be heard through two closed doors. Chad’s eyes snapped towards the sound, but he didn’t remove his face from Romeo’s hand.

“Me, you, and Mercutio.” Chad whispered.

Romeo rolled his eyes. “If you like.”

Chad’s expression softened. He pinched Romeo’s side. “You love him really.”

“I tolerate him.”

“Keep telling yourself that,” Chad said, sliding the shower door open. He stepped out and passed a towel back for Romeo.

They both dried off.  

“I didn’t check if the mattress had a protector on top.” Romeo mused.

Chad glanced back at him blankly. “You need to work on your post sex talk.”

Romeo snorted. “I came all over the mattress—excuse me for thinking about your reputation on the booking website.”

“You think we’ll get a one-star rating from the owner?”

“Yes. One-Star for the cum stain on the mattress.”

Chad laughed and Romeo closed his eyes, relishing in the sound. 

“It’s a bed,” Chad snorted. “It’s one of its functions.”

“To be a semen sponge.”

Chad laughed harder. He wiped his eyes. “If you’re that worried about it, you can clean it while I take Merc for his morning walk.”

“I want to come with you.”

Chad pouted. “Rather than on the bed.”

Romeo scoffed. “That was weak, even for you.”

Chad flung his towel at Romeo’s face and bolted from the bathroom. Romeo pursued him, and they both dressed quickly, Chad on one side of the bed, while Romeo stood on the other. Before Romeo could launch across the bed, and possibly get Chad naked again, Chad opened the door and Mercutio ran in, yipping and yapping while pawing at Chad’s leg.

“We’re coming,” Chad told him before pointing a finger in Romeo’s direction. “If you try to make that dirty, I’ll ban you from the walk.”

“I wouldn’t dream of lowering myself to your level.”

Chad grinned, then held out his hand for Romeo to take. They left the cottage with Mercutio trotting in front of them and headed down the staircase to the beach.

Chad didn’t let go of Romeo’s hand as they stepped their way over the biggest boulders to get to the smooth pebbles to walk along. Mercutio trotted up front, glancing back every few meters to ensure they were following him, and Chad filled his lungs with sea air before letting it go again on a sigh. He caught Romeo watching him.

“What?” Chad asked.

“Nothing.”

Chad’s eyebrow twitched, unconvinced, “Uh huh...” 

“It’s just,” Romeo swallowed. “I never thought I could have this,” he squeezed Chad’s hand. “I never thought I wanted it, but, fuck, I do. It’s everything, and I’m not going to lose it. I’m not going to lose you. If it’s us against the world, then the world is in trouble, because there is no way it can win.”

Chad stopped. His eyes were wet, and his bottom lip shook. He tugged on Romeo’s hand until he got the message, leaned in, and kissed Chad on the lips. 
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Chapter Three
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The whole drive back home, Chad sat ramrod straight behind the wheel. Romeo watched from the backseat, sun visor pulled across both back windows to ensure no one saw him. 

“No unnecessary risks,” Chad told him.

It was an over-the-top precaution, but Chad insisted on Romeo traveling in the backseat in darkness. Mercutio struggled to settle in the back of the car until Romeo swung an arm over the seats to pet him on the head, then he laid down in the tightest ball he could manage. 

That got a smile out of Chad and a soft look in the mirror. 

“Home,” Chad said, turning onto their track road. He exhaled a slow breath. There were no cars outside, but litter, cans, and packets, were noticeable in their field. 

The car bounced and juddered along, and Mercutio sat up with a whimper. 

“It looks okay.” Chad said, coming to a stop.

Romeo raised an eyebrow. “What were you expecting, the place to be burned to the ground?”

Chad climbed out of the car instead of answering. He moved towards the trunk and flipped the lid for Mercutio to jump down. 

It was midafternoon on a grey dreary day.

Romeo ran his gaze along the top of the outhouse as he heaved himself from the car. As far as he could tell, the raven wasn’t there. He listened, but there were no birds at all, only the whistle of wind rushing around the buildings, but regardless of the raven’s no-show, Romeo’s nape still prickled. 

It was there.

It was watching. 

“Maybe if you try summoning it like a demon,” Chad said.

Romeo glared his way. “You’re not funny.”

Chad patted his thigh and Mercutio glued himself to him as he strode to the front door. Romeo scanned the top of the outbuilding one last time before joining Chad and Mercutio.

They stepped inside. Chad paused as if listening until Romeo gave him an encouraging push. The hallway and the kitchen were exactly how they’d left them, but the living room curtains billowed, and glass sparkled on the rug and the top of the coffee table. 

Some had even showered Mercutio’s bed.

“Shit,” Chad gasped, before ushering Mercutio into the kitchen and shutting the door.  

Romeo gripped Chad’s hips. “Stay.”

“What?”

“Stay right there.”

“Why?”

“I’m going to check the upstairs in case someone is unfortunate enough to be here,” Romeo squinted. “But don’t worry, if there is someone up there, I’ll drag them downstairs and kill them in front of you so we can both enjoy it.”

“Romeo,” Chad growled in warning.

Romeo released him and rushed upstairs to check no one was in their house.

Chad was still waiting where Romeo had left him when he returned empty handed.

“Disappointed?” Chad asked.

“A little.” Romeo winked. “I know you are too.”

Chad ignored the remark.

“Come on, let’s sort the living room.”

Romeo retrieved the dustpan and brush from beneath the stairs. 

Chad crouched down, finding the rock that had been thrown at the window. A piece of paper had been wrapped around it, secured with elastic bands.

“Don’t,” Romeo warned.

Chad didn’t listen, and revealed the note meant for him. “Her blood is on your hands,” he read, then he showed Romeo the black and white print out of Lucinda Hastings. “Oh, and for good measure...”

Chad held the rock out for Romeo to see. 

The word monster had been painted on one side of it. 

“You’re not a monster.” Romeo whispered. “And I know monsters.”

Chad shook his head, slapping a hand to his hip as he assessed the damage. “At least it only looks like the one window has been smashed.”

Romeo pointed to the empty space the TV usually occupied. “I’ll order another one in a bit.”

Chad did a double take, gawping at the missing TV. “I didn’t even notice.”

Despite having more money than either of them knew what to do with, they didn’t splash out on unnecessary things. The TV was the most expensive thing in the house, and Romeo’s gym was the most expensive thing in the outhouse. 

Romeo made a mental note to check the outhouse hadn’t been broken into once they’d cleaned up the mess.

He swept up the glass and snatched the note from the coffee table when Chad wasn’t looking. He didn’t know where the rock had gone but didn’t want to draw attention back to it by asking. 

Chad’s phone buzzed, startling him. He clutched his chest as he retrieved it from his pocket. “It’s Josh.”

He glanced at Romeo like he was asking for permission.

“Aren’t you going to answer it?”

Chad shot him a small smile and turned his back as he answered the call. He strode out of the living room, choosing to chat with Josh in the hallway. Romeo searched for the rock, running his hands along the edges of the sofa and the armchair before getting to his knees and checking the floor.  

He even peeked out of the smashed window, thinking Chad might’ve thrown it out when he wasn’t looking, but he couldn’t find it.

Chad returned looking pale. The dark smudges beneath his eyes appeared darker, and he shivered. 

“What’s happened?” Romeo asked.

Chad blinked. “Nothing. He wants to catch up, that’s all.”

“Right ... and you look like you’re about the pass out because...?”

“What if he knows something,” Chad’s gaze flicked to the window in the direction of the outhouse, the other car and the field of bodies. 

“He doesn’t know anything,” Romeo said. “If he did, the police would be screeching up that track road.”

Chad pursed his lips and blew out a breath. “That’s not the most comforting thought. And as the qualified police person here, that’s not how we’d
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