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CHAPTER ONE
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Charlotte Stonewarden. She kept saying her own name over and over again to herself as she sat at the large dressing table in her bedroom. Sitting on the antique chair, she studied her face as she leaned in close to the good-sized mirror before her. She'd never been a girlie girl. Now, at 18 years of age, she suspected she never would be. The attire she currently wore - jeans and singlet - was her standard dress for the summer months. On slightly colder days, a t-shirt would go over the top of the singlet. On colder days still, a zip-up hoodie would complete her ensemble. No, definitely not a girlie girl. It just wasn't who she was. Perhaps having grown up with only a father and five brothers since she was nine had something to do with that. 

She leaned back in her chair and let out an audible sigh. Eighteen. What was she going to do with her life? It was expected that she would contribute to her family business. If that had been something ordinary like a retail shop or a bakery, perhaps it might have inspired her more. Not that she really had a choice. Her father, Mitchell, was a strict ex-military man of stature who had lived through the horrors of wartime. Having seen things he'd never forget, he had always ensured all of his children knew their place. After their mother had died, he had raised them alone. 

As far as Charlotte knew, all of her brothers were happy to be in the place their father instructed them to be. For her, though - well, surely there was something different for her. Something better. Something more.

Leaning in toward the mirror again, she lifted both of her hands and ran them through her hair. She lifted it this way and that, then she laughed. It wasn't able to be tamed. Pale mousy in color, it was neither straight nor curly. It had a life of its own. Yes, she knew. It was good that she wasn't a girlie girl because she sure wouldn't have made a very good one, even if she'd tried. Even her name, she found too girlie. In the privacy of her bedroom, she let herself pretend she was Charlotte, but in reality, she made sure that everyone called her Charlie. That was who she was really - 10% Charlotte, 90% Charlie. Or maybe closer to 5% Charlotte and 95% Charlie. 

Looking at the dresser, she ran her hand along the length of it. It had always been in her bedroom, even when she was very little. She didn't know how old it was, but she loved it. She loved the solidness of the real timber it was constructed from. She loved knowing that it had been made with love by a quality tradesman and was of the highest quality workmanship. She could appreciate that even more now that she had friends who were starting to leave the sanctuaries of their family homes and venture out by themselves. Almost every one of them had succumbed to the cheapness of flat-pack furniture. Charlie had never thought about furniture at all until she started seeing that flat pack stuff everywhere. No, that wasn't for her. She would be happy to stay right where she was, in her bedroom in the house where her mother had lived many years earlier. There she could enjoy the fullness of the high-quality items surrounding her. All through the large home was old furniture and old everything, but it was home. 

"Charlie!" she heard her older brother Max scream out to her from the lower level of their modest home. It was a run-down old two-story bungalow that was unremarkable from the outside, but it was a home that had been large enough to house the whole family in it when they were younger. Her oldest brothers now lived away from home, of course, but her father seemed to not even regard the idea of the remaining household members moving to a smaller home. Charlie was glad. It was the only place she could almost summon memories of her mother having been. Most days, she forgot about her mother. Other days she wished desperately that she was still alive and that whoever had handed out the terminal cancer card had bypassed her mother and passed it to someone else. 

"Come on, or I'm going without you!" she heard Max call out again, extreme impatience very evident in the tone of his voice. Although he was twenty-one and they were three years apart in age, Max was the brother Charlie had always been closest to. Each of her brothers had always shown a strong protectiveness over her, but Max was the one who had always ensured he was fairly close by most of the time. He wasn't the youngest brother she had. Fitz - short for Fitzroy (a name he greatly hated) - was twenty, so one year younger than Max and two years older than her. Even though it could have been expected that the two of them would be close, they were as different as could be. He had never shown as much concern for her, or anyone else, as her other brothers did. There was something different about Fitz. She'd never been able to put her finger on it. Something about him had just always kept her wary about him - and out of his way.

Charlie heard the rattle of car keys as they were being picked up off the side table in the large hallway downstairs. At the sound, she finally started to move.

"I'm coming! Wait!" she yelled out, pounding down the stairs. 

At the bottom of the staircase, Max was standing still, calmly waiting with a large grin on his face. Never cottoning on to his same technique to make her panic and get moving when they had to get going somewhere, Charlie tried hard to glare at him but ended up laughing softly instead. She followed that up with a traditional punch on his arm.

"Ouch!" he called out, sounding like a young child as he rubbed the spot she'd punched.

Charlie shook her head at him and grabbed her bag from the coat stand beside the door. No snazzy handbag for her. Nope. A man's duffle bag was far more useful and comfortable to wear. Having slung it diagonally across her body, the two of them finally headed out the door.

"You have the list, right?" Max asked her, teasing her again because he knew that she always forgot the shopping list when it was time for them to go and buy groceries for the house. Because she was so forgetful, he always grabbed the list, as he'd just done. That didn't stop him from teasing her that she should have grabbed it and implying it might still be inside the house even though it was in his pocket.

Charlie glanced at him, startled before she really read the expression on his face.

"Shut up and let's go already," she responded, pretending to be annoyed at him. She wasn't really. As far as brothers and sisters went, they had an easy-going sibling relationship. He teased her a lot, but she knew it was in good jest. She never regarded Max as having any kind of spite or resentment in his nature. If there were another guy out there just like him, she'd probably consider he'd be suited to be her boyfriend. 

They climbed into the old Mustang Max had bought a year earlier and had spent countless hours on, doing it up. Why he thought painting it yellow with black stripes running down the length of it, in an effort to make it look like a Transformer, would turn the heads of the young women he constantly pursued, Charlie just didn't get. Really? A woman would turn her head as a car painted like Bumblebee drove past? 

But then, what did she know? She was only 18 - almost 19, mind you - but she hadn't had a boyfriend yet. She'd had crushes. All of them had either been completely one-sided, or they'd been completely crushed by the presence of an ex-military father and four of her five brothers showing their muscles and protective side. She did love her family, but overpowering and overprotective? Definitely!

"So, how's things with the pursuit of ... umm ... what is her name? The blonde one? No, wait. No, the one with black hair?" Charlie teased her brother as they finally began their journey to the supermarket. He didn't have the nickname of Romeo for no reason. Max was a player. He loved women. All through high school, he had loved to chase girls. In that regard, he hadn't changed a bit. They loved him - all of them. Charlie chuckled at the thought of how many young women she'd seen just about hanging off him in an attempt to try and become 'the one' - the one that finally turned the head of Max Stonewarden.

Max turned and grinned at her. As far as little sisters went, he did think he'd lucked out. Charlie was okay. She made him laugh. That was something that none of his friends ever said about their younger sisters. His friends seemed to avoid their younger siblings like they had the plague, but Charlie was okay. They had both been young when their mother had been sick and then left them completely. Despite having a brother between them in age, it was Charlie who'd looked out for Max, as much as Max had looked out for Charlie. 

"I'm not pursuing anyone, Sis, and you know it. They come to me. Why would I have to go out and chase them?" Max teased. Seeing Charlie roll her eyes at him, he laughed. 

She knew he was teasing in his words. She also knew that he was making a valid point. They did chase him, so why would he need to keep chasing them? 

"Your modesty continues to astound me," she responded and changed the subject. "Did you check the list before you grabbed it? We've got everyone coming over on Sunday, so we need to make sure we have enough to feed everyone in one sitting that day."

"Yeah, don't panic," Max said. "We'll remember. As a matter of fact, we are remembering!"

"I meant when we are actually in the supermarket. You always forget the most obvious things, and we always need to come back. Not today!"

After Charlie saw him give her a mock salute, they spoke no more for the rest of the fifteen-minute journey. As they pulled into the supermarket carpark, Max saw Charlie's face sharpen and get serious. He turned and followed her view and immediately saw what had captured her attention.

The local thug gang was out in force. That might have been enough in itself, but it was no ordinary gang, and Max and Charlie were no ordinary citizens at that moment. The gang made their money not through drugs like other gangs. No, that stuff this gang didn't touch. Their income came from theft - specifically jewelry theft. They were so discrete and well skilled in their pickpocketing and small theft ventures that members of their gang rarely got caught. Members of the public might not have even known the gang existed, let alone what they did as their 'job'. But the Stonewardens knew because, in some ways, they were their adversaries. 

Stonewardens didn't do small jobs. They were highly trained and masters of world-class heists. The local gang couldn't have pulled off a Stonewarden job even if they tried. That fact aside, the reality was that both sides wanted the jewels that were available for the taking in the city. And while the general public knew nothing of either group, both sides certainly knew about each other. Neither was entirely sure who each other was, but they had strong enough suspicions to be slightly nervous when they were in close distance to each other.

Charlie and Max sat still and waited for the black Chrysler Valiant to disappear from view before they exited the car and made their way into the supermarket. 

"Join and conquer, or divide and conquer?" Max asked his sister. 

Charlie smiled at him in reply, but Max could see she was tense. She hated the world that their family was part of, and he knew it. She had been too young to be brought fully into the business as yet, but they both knew that the day was coming when their father would call her into his office. She would receive the same speech all of her brothers had received when they had each turned nineteen - the great speech about family and honor. Yep, it was coming, and  Charlie wanted no part of it. 

"You start at that end, and I'll start at this end," Charlie replied. "We'll meet at the meat section in the middle since that's where I know you'll start arguing with me."

Max grinned at her and walked off, shaking his head in fond mock frustration. Charlie turned in the opposite direction, readying herself for the task ahead. 

~~~~~
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Serving at the checkout counter was Ash Thomson. Twenty years of age, he'd been working in the supermarket for over a year, and he loved it. It paid him enough so that he could afford his own apartment and be free from his family. It wasn't an independence that was needed financially, but he had desperately needed it emotionally. He loved his parents but hated the feeling of suffocation. He also didn't want to live off them. He wanted to live his own life. He wanted to make it a successful life, on his own, without any influence or help from them.

The supermarket wasn't busy. That always made for a long day. In front of him, an elderly woman he saw every week was chatting to him. He didn't mind. In truth, he quite liked it. Every week she seemed to seek him out and make sure she was in his checkout lane. He smiled at her and patiently listened to the latest sagas with her cats. Ash wasn't sure how many cats she had, but the list of names she gave when she talked about what they'd been doing seemed endless. 

As she informed him of the latest little thing that adorable little Toby did (one of her repeat conversations), Ash noticed that girl walk past him. He'd seen her in the supermarket loads of times over the previous year. He wondered how it came to be that she never seemed to grace his presence by going through his checkout lane. To her, he was invisible. To him, she definitely was not. He loved her individuality. He loved that she was so natural but still attractive. She didn't have any airs about her. She didn't make herself up so that she looked completely different from who she really was. He was intrigued by her. He didn't know anything about her, and he'd never had the courage to approach her, but one day she would walk through his checkout lane. Then he would get to talk to her. He was sure of it. 

Today she was wearing her Mickey Mouse t-shirt. That made Ash smile. She was a tough-looking chick, but every time he saw that Mickey Mouse t-shirt, he thought her toughness took her instead to the brink of cuteness. Yep, she was original, and she had definitely caught his eye. All he had to figure out was how to build up the guts to speak to her.

At twenty, he'd had girlfriends. Women didn't throw themselves at him, but he got along well enough in the dating department. The problem was that he got bored with them so easily. Sometimes it felt like all the women he met looked great but had no skills in conversation whatsoever. It frustrated him. He knew it wasn't outer beauty that would secure his interest in someone. It was intellect and passion - not sexual passion, but a passion for something.

"Could you help me carry this to my car today? I am not feeling very steady," his elderly customer asked.

Ash smiled at her, having already anticipated the question. It wasn't common practice to do such a thing, but the checkout supervisor gave Ash the nod and quickly stepped in behind the checkout desk to fill in for the following few minutes. 

"Of course, I shall help you. Here we go. I have everything here. Now take my arm and let us be off to find that beautiful car of yours," Ash said, enjoying being able to at least pretend to be a gentleman.

"It is an original, you know. Nothing on it has ever needed to be replaced..." began the regular conversation about her classic car. 

From the supermarket to the carpark, Ash said nothing. He let her walk at her pace and made sure she was secure in her car before he returned indoors. 

"Thank you for letting me do that each week," he said quietly to his supervisor as they changed places once more.

"Ash, there are few men these days who would want to do such a thing, and she is a good regular customer," the supervisor said. "Happy customers talk and spread the word. Keep it up."

Ash settled behind the counter again, but with no more customers in the supermarket that he could see, he let his eyes wander to the girl once more. He could see her moving up and down the aisles. Now and then, she would reach his end of one and then do a u-turn to go down the other side. He could look at her all day, suspecting she would never even notice him doing it. 

Toward the other end of the supermarket, Ash could see the guy she always came in with. He had pondered if it might be her boyfriend, but their looks made him think they were more likely brother and sister or cousins - definitely some kind of family. He'd never seen her with anyone else. 

Expecting it to be a long, slow, uneventful day, Ash thought he might as well lean on the counter and just indulge in watching her.

So he did.

~~~~~
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Charlie wandered up aisle after aisle. Upon reaching the meat section, she waited for Max to appear. As he rounded the corner and saw her, they began a lengthy session of chat and negotiation in deciding what would be cooked and eaten by whom in the coming week. It was a usual discussion. He wanted to eat certain things but hated to cook. Their father was on a strict diet in order to keep himself in prime physical condition, so he needed certain foods also. 

Catering to a large family was something they'd all learned skills in after their mother had died. Until that moment, no-one had thought about where the food came from or who was putting time in to prepare it for the crowd in the house. Afterward, they'd all gotten a bit of a shock before everything had finally seemed to slot into place. From that moment, they'd started to work as a team to get everything done that needed to be done.

"Right, are we finished?" Max asked and saw Charlie nod in reply.

"Yeah, let's get out of here."

Making their way to the checkout area, the two of them approached what seemed to be the only counter open for the moment. 

Ash felt like he was a lottery winner. She was finally there, right in front of him! Now, if only he could summon some courage to speak to her...

"Ugh, Charlie, we forgot the special high calcium milk that Dad wants. You start putting all this through. I'll run down and get it. I'll be back in a min," Max said to Charlie and turned to begin his walk to the dairy coolers at the back of the store.

Charlie turned to the guy behind the counter and managed only to mumble a short 'hi' to him before something caught her eye. Out the front of the supermarket - directly in front of her - was the gang car. Not only was it in the supermarket carpark, but it was driving along the front of the building, only a meter or so from the large glass windows. 

Charlie was fortunate to have enough time to spot the gun as it was brought up and prepared to take aim. 

"Get down!" she yelled as she reached around and pulled the checkout guy down to her side of the counter. 

Ash didn't know what was happening, but his instincts were fast enough to immediately follow her lead. He, in turn, pulled her right around the back of the checkout counter, to where a deep freezer for ice cream treats stood. They'd just ducked down to safety when they both heard the sound of gunshots and the explosion of glass. Slivers of it flew over the top of them. Charlie silently thanked him for having moved her that small distance further so that the solid metal freezer protected them so well.

They remained absolutely still. Sure it was the day he was going to die, Ash closed his eyes and tried to let himself find peace in that. 

Charlie watched him. She, too, was too terrified to move. She couldn't help but wonder if the bullets could have been intended for her and Max...

Max! Not wanting to move from where she crouched, Charlie strained her ears to listen out for him. Turning her head away from the guy huddling next to her, she tried to look down the aisles that she could see. The milk chillers were further away, she knew. He must have made it safely there and be waiting also.

Outside they could hear angry voices. It sounded for a moment like they were moving closer. Charlie felt tears come to her eyes. She hadn't wanted to move forward and become a part of her family business, but she didn't want to die! She wasn't ready to die. She hadn't even had sex yet. 

As if tuned into that very thought, she saw Ash open his eyes and look right at her. It wasn't a conscious thing done, but he suddenly leaned his head that little bit closer and kissed her. She accepted it. They both accepted they were going to die. One kiss would hardly hurt in their final moments.

The sound of sirens broke into their thoughts, followed by the voices outside seeming to become panicked. They could hear the car start up and screech off loudly from outside the window, with what sounded like at least one police car in pursuit, siren blaring.

Other cars could be heard approaching outside, followed by voices. Charlie was relieved to assess that the voices sounded authoritative. The police had arrived. She hesitated before shifting only far enough to be able to look around the side of the freezer they'd huddled behind. Seeing the blue uniforms, she started to stand up slowly. Ash did the same. 

"Kids, are you okay? What happened here?" one of the officers asked as he approached. "Is anyone hurt?"

Charlie thought again about Max and turned to find him. She called out to him again and again as she moved from a walk to a jog and then a run.

"Max!" 

Calling his name and getting no response placed Charlie into a panic. 

Ash and the officer saw her growing more and more desperate and began to walk in her direction to catch up with her. Just as they did so, all three saw blood pooling in a slow progression across the floor. It was flowing thickly, dark and red, from underneath the tall shelving unit they were beside. 

Nausea flowed over Charlie as she slowly walked down to the end of the aisle and around to the other side of the shelving. It was there that she finally found Max. She rushed to him, saying his name over and over, but there was no response.

"We need an ambulance!" the officer called out.

In the distance, Ash could hear someone radioing to arrange one to come immediately. 

The officer leaned down and checked for a pulse before placing a hand on Charlie's shoulder. "He's alive. The ambulance is on its way. He will be in good hands very soon."

To Ash, it seemed like only minutes before paramedics were securing the young man before him onto a stretcher and easing him into the back of an ambulance. To Charlie, it seemed like hours.

"I need to ask you two some questions," one of the officers started to say.

"I have to go to the hospital," Charlie started to say, not caring about any stupid questions they wanted to ask.

"I'm sorry but..."

"I said I'm going to the hospital. That is my brother, and these might be the last minutes of his life. Do whatever you have to do to me later, but I'm going with him right now!"

Ash watched as she walked away and pushed herself into the back of the ambulance.

"I will answer your questions, Officer," he said, trying to at least attempt to distract the officer so that the girl could get away in the ambulance without any problems.

"Alright. What happened? What did you see and hear?"

As the questioning began, Ash answered all of the questions as much as he could. His mind wasn't in it. That was centered securely on the girl he'd always wanted to meet, and whatever she was having to deal with at that moment. He had no right to be so focused on her since he expected she didn't even know he existed, but he was worried about her. She had just seen her brother lying in a pool of blood, shot. Did she have someone with her to support her? Did she have friends or any other family? The thought of her being alone and having to deal with whatever was happening with her brother became too much for Ash. He probably wouldn't be welcome, but he had to get to the hospital and make sure she was okay. It didn't matter if she rejected him. It didn't matter if she didn't even remember ever having seen his face. He just had to get there and make sure she was okay.

~~~~~
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In the ambulance, Charlie sat quietly and out of the way of the paramedic who was moving around and over Max. She couldn't believe what had just happened. She knew there was an ongoing rivalry between her family and another, but shooting? When did that start? Was it something new, or had it been going on for years as one of those things that her family had shielded from her?

The paramedic turned to her with a sympathetic look on her face.

"He's stable for now. It will only be a few minutes before we reach the hospital. Are you doing okay?" she asked.

Charlie nodded in reply. There were no words that she could find right at that moment. She could hardly think until the paramedic spoke again. 

"Is there anyone else who should be called to meet you at the hospital?"

Suddenly all the faces of her family flashed over Charlie's mind. Yes, all her brothers would want to be there, but most importantly, she had to call her father. 

As if she'd forgotten it was still slung over her body, she looked down and saw the duffel bag, feeling somewhat surprised that it was still there. Reaching in, she found her mobile phone and pulled it out. Because her hands were shaking, she became frustrated that she kept entering the wrong lock code because her hands were all over the place. 

"Let me help you with that," the paramedic said, taking the phone from her. "Tell me your code and I can enter it for you."

If anyone else had said that to her, Charlie might have punched them. The whole point of having a lock code on her phone was to keep every other person out. But it was hardly the time to care about things like that. She said the combination of numbers out loud and was promptly handed the phone back in its unlocked state.

"Thank you," she said quietly and proceeded to scroll through her contacts until she found her father's number. She took a deep breath, began the call, and closed her eyes.

"Charlie, I'm busy right..."

"Dad! Listen to me!" she said in a tone that she never, ever used with her father. The tone was enough to silence him and make him listen. "Max..." she started to say and suddenly felt the tears begin to flow heavily. "Max has been shot..."

"No! What happ..."

"Dad! Not now!" Charlie exclaimed. "We're on the way to the hospital. Please meet me there. I don't ... I don't want to be there alone."

She heard her father take a deep breath as if to force himself to calm down.

"I'm leaving now," he replied. "I'll find you when I arrive."

All she heard then was the click of the call being disconnected. Despite how well all of her family got on together, she suddenly just felt alone. She couldn't lose Max. He was the best man in her family. He was kind and good, and funny. Only his jokes made her laugh. 

"We're approaching the hospital now," the paramedic said quietly. "It's important that we move him as quickly as we can, so please stay right where you are when the doors open, alright? I know you'll want to be with him, but the best thing for him right now is for you to let everyone here do their job."

Charlie nodded and remained still and quiet, determined not to interrupt anything that the medical professionals needed to do to save her brother. 

~~~~~
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Mitchell Stonewarden stared at his phone for a few minutes before he jolted himself to move. His son had been shot. He wanted details about that, but he couldn't ignore the pleading in his daughter's voice over the phone. His natural reaction was to find out what happened and seek justice somehow. Someone had to pay! At the same time, he had to do what was needed, and right now, his little Charlie needed him. She was his only daughter. Raising her without the help of her mother since she was nine hadn't been easy for him. Not only was he a man, but he had been a military man. When he'd first walked away from the military, he had found it hard to let himself feel, and even harder still to let himself show how he felt. It just wasn't the way he'd been brought up. 

He'd persevered in determination to be a good father to his children when they'd been left without a mother. It had been a long, hard road, but he couldn't be more proud of any of them. They each had their personality quirks, but they were good kids. Knowing he was a full-time dad to six of them, they could have wrecked so much havoc, but they hadn't. They'd all stuck together and worked out systems and processes that helped each other and made things run as smoothly as they could, given the horrible circumstance they had all found themselves in. 

No, he had nothing to be ashamed of with his children. Now his son needed him, and his baby girl needed him.

Without any further thought, he got into his modest car and made his way to the hospital accident and emergency department. He needed to call the other boys, but that was a secondary consideration. First, he had to support Max and Charlie. Then he would call their brothers.

~~~~~
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Ash rushed into the hospital and to the front desk. 

"Please, a friend was shot and brought in by ambulance. Where would they be?" he asked with a level of desperation in his voice.

The receptionist directed him to the right area of the hospital before informing him he shouldn't expect to see the patient in question. Ash ignored that. He didn't need to see the patient. He just wanted to see the patient's sister and make sure she was okay.

He moved quickly while avoiding other people who seemed to be in even more of a hurry than he was. When he reached the department he needed to be in, he saw her. She was sitting on a seat, alone, with her head down. For a moment, he contemplated walking away. Just as he was about to do that, he saw Charlie's head come up, and her eyes focus on him. Immediately she stood and walked right to him. She said nothing as she wrapped her arms around him and leaned her cheek against his chest. 

Ash was so overwhelmed that he could say nothing. Instead, he tentatively wrapped his arms gently and loosely around her and just let her be still for as long as she wanted to be. He thought that perhaps she was in so much shock that she thought he was someone else, and would soon scream when she looked at him and realized she didn't know this guy with his arms around her. What actually happened surprised and stunned him.

"You saved my life," she said and then pulled away from him far enough to be able to look into his eyes. "You pulled me behind that freezer, and that saved both of us. Thank you."

Charlie watched his face and could see his uncertainty about how to act. For a moment, he reminded her of Max. The thought began the flow of tears again. She knew she didn't know the guy she was clinging to, but she couldn't find the strength to move away. She needed someone to lean on, and he was there. 

"Charlie!" she suddenly heard.

When she started to turn around, her father was already by her side. He had a curious look on his face as he saw Ash, still with his arms around Charlie. 

"Who are you?" Mitchell asked.

Ash felt the power emanating from the older man and instantly pulled away from the young woman in his arms. He wanted to simply introduce himself, using the good manners he always had. Something about the presence of the man scared him immensely. 

"Dad, he saved me," Charlie spoke up. "He pulled me to safety. He saved my life. Please don't harass him. He's done nothing to deserve it."

Mitchell looked upon the young man who'd had his arms around his daughter. No man would ever be good enough for his little girl. That was his natural thinking. He knew it was also illogical thinking. 

"Perhaps you should introduce us then," he said to his daughter and wasn't at all surprised by her being stunned into silence. "Unless, of course, you haven't yet asked him his name."

The situation they were in wasn't funny. Her brother and his son was in surgery with no certain outcome. But just for a sliver of a moment, both laughed softly and then turned to Ash.

"I'm sorry, my dad is right. I don't know your name," she said and held out her hand for him to shake. "I'm Charlotte Stonewarden, but everyone calls me Charlie."

Ash looked at the hand presented to him. He felt full of surprise for so many reasons. He'd seen her at the supermarket so many times, and she'd never even looked at him.

He shook himself out of any thoughts and gladly took her hand in his.

"I'm Ash."

"Well, Ash," he heard Charlie's father say deeply and quietly. "I guess I owe you thanks for saving my little girl."

As Mitchell held out his hand, Ash shook it, extremely intimidated by the man standing before him, exuding an intense depth of power.

"Stonewarden Family!" a voice called out loudly, making all three turn around.

"Yes! Max is my son," Mitchell spoke up, abruptly reminded of the horrible circumstances that had brought him to the hospital.

"Mr Stonewarden, your son has come through surgery but is still in critical condition. The bullet has done serious damage."

"Can we see him?" 

"He's in recovery for now, but a nurse will come and get you when you can go in to see him."

"Thank you." 

That was all that Mitchell could say. What more was there to say? He was sure they'd done all they could for Max. Now it was a matter of waiting to see if he recovered. As he took in a deep breath and sat down, Mitchell placed his head in his hands. The smell of the hospital reminded him of when his wife Caroline had been ill and later died. The memory felt raw even though it had happened so many years earlier. For a moment, he forgot Charlie was there and let himself go as he wept for his lost wife and his hurt child. No longer a child at all, of course, but still. That was all he had from his wife - their home and their children. He would hold onto all of those as long as he was able.

"Dad?" Charlie asked him tentatively as she sat beside him. "Dad, we need to tell the boys."

Mitchell raised his head and looked at her, seeming to come back to her from a place of deep thought and reflection. She saw him nod at her.

"Yes, of course we do," he said as he put his arm around her and kissed her forehead. "Just give me a minute, Charlie. Then I'll ring each of them."

Ash watched on, wondering what he should do. He wasn't needed, but he also didn't want to interrupt their conversation. He thought the only option was to remove himself quietly and leave them to it.

When Charlie saw him turn away and start to leave, she quietly and softly extracted herself from her father's hold. After following Ash until they were a distance away from her father, she called out to him.

When he heard her, Ash stopped and turned around. It wasn't the right time to think it, but when he turned and saw her walking toward him as she was, he thought she looked stunning. She had enraptured him months earlier. She just didn't know it.

"Ash, thank you for coming here," Charlie said as she placed her hand on his arm. The movement was nothing to her. With five brothers, it was natural for her to touch a man's arm - albeit usually to punch them in the case of her brothers. To Ash, it felt like something.

"It's ... you're ... I'm ... no problem, Charlie. I hope your brother is okay," he stammered out and was about to turn away again to walk out when he felt her approach and put her arms around him once more. 

"Sorry, I know you don't know me, but you feel really nice to hug," she said.

Ash smiled even though she couldn't see it with her face buried into his chest. 

"Well, then, you can hug me anytime you like," Ash replied and heard her quietly laugh. "Think of me as the hug fairy," he continued and then saw her pull away as she laughed louder. 

"I need to get back to my dad," Charlie said and saw him nod with a sad look on his face. "But would ... could ... I'd like to see you again. I don't know where or when, with all that is happening..."

Ash took her hand in his, raised it to his mouth, and kissed it.

"I'm going to give you my number. Just call or text me whenever you want to," he said. 

She watched as he held out his hand to prompt her to give him her phone. As she watched him enter his number into it, she smiled on the outside and the inside. Once she had the phone back in her hands, she reached up, kissed his cheek, smiled at him, and then turned and walked back to where her father still sat and waited.

Although it had been a horrible day, Ash felt like maybe it was an okay day after all. He made his way out of the hospital, not knowing what to do or where to go. He walked as far as he could to be able to see the supermarket from a safe distance. It was obvious he wasn't going to be going to work for a while. The entire frontage of windows was missing. It looked as if a bomb had gone off, leaving only destruction behind. Police officers surrounded the area within the bounds of the tape designed to keep people out.

Seeing it from that angle shocked him. It was pure luck that he and Charlie had escaped unharmed. If she hadn't been at the counter right at that moment and seen what was going to happen, he would have been oblivious to that car driving close to the frontage. His back had been to it. He would never have seen it.

He didn't know that if Charlie and Max hadn't been in the supermarket, the shootout possibly wouldn't have happened. He had no idea whatsoever that perhaps it was Charlie and Max that the bullets had actually been intended for.

~~~~~
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Charlie sat next to her father. He once again had his arm wrapped around her shoulder and was letting her cuddle into his chest. She'd always been a cuddly kid. He wasn't surprised that even at 18 - almost 19 - she still sought comfort in cuddling into him like she was. If he was completely honest with himself, it felt good to him too. He hadn't gotten involved with anyone after his Caroline had passed away. It wasn't a logical decision to remain single. He just hadn't met anyone who could replace her. Maybe one day he'd be in that place where he could move on, but not yet. Now was for his kids. No matter how old they were, they were always his priority.

He'd made the phone calls to his other four sons, each of whom would be passing through the hospital in the approaching hours. He wanted to ask Charlie more about what happened, but he was scared of what she would tell him. If he heard what he suspected he would - that their adversaries were responsible for shooting his son - he might be driven to do something extreme. He didn't want that. Not now. Now was the time to just sit, wait, and be there for Max when he woke up.

~~~~~
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"Dad!" Charlie heard through the haze of her sleep. She woke with surprise at how easy and comfortable it had felt to drift off as she leaned against her father. He was a strict, solid man, but even though he could portray himself as someone no-one would want to be on the wrong side of, Charlie had to admit that he had always been loving toward her and her brothers. He was tough, but he wasn't afraid to show affection and never had been.

When Charlie looked up, she saw her brother James standing before them. As she pulled herself away from her father, she saw he'd also unintentionally fallen asleep. 

"James. You made it," Mitchell said as he sat upright and stretched.

"What's happening?" James asked. "How's Max?" 

"I don't know. They were going to come and tell us when we could see him," their father said as he stood up. "Wait here. I'll go and find someone who can give us answers."

As Mitchell stood up and walked away, James sat down in the seat his father had vacated.

"How are you doing?" he asked Charlie as he reached out to hug her briefly. 

The two of them got on well, although they weren't as close as she was to Max. The age gap between them meant that James was much more protective of her and fairly often introduced her as his 'baby sister'. She had to keep reminding him that as she was his only sister, then 'sister' was a fine enough way to introduce her to people. But no, always with him it had to be 'baby sister'. She didn't really mind. She was glad to have a big brother who still wanted to spend time with her now and then.

"I'm okay," she started to say.

As her thoughts returned to the moment she'd first seen Max on the floor, with all the blood, tears began to flow. When she felt James tighten his hold around her, she found herself, for the first time since their mother had died, openly and loudly sobbing. 

James sat quietly and let her cry. There were many moments when it was good fun to tease his little sister, but that wasn't one of them. He held her close and let her make the decision about when she would want the hold to break.

Charlie felt her sobs calm, and the tears slow down until the flow stopped. She pulled away and wiped her eyes. The expression of concern on James's face touched her, knowing he had a tough streak in him just like their father did. 

"Charlie, what happened? Was this some freak instance of being in the wrong place at the wrong time?" he asked.

As she looked closely at him, she felt uncertain whether to tell him her assessment of what had happened. If she spoke her fears, he most certainly might act and do something that would end up very, very bad for him, and possibly for all of them. Could she risk that? She didn't want to be sitting in the hospital with another of her brothers having been shot - or worse. It was bad enough that Max was there without having done anything to deserve it. 

Before she could answer, they saw their father walking back toward them with a grave look on his face. Charlie felt as if her heart dropped in her chest. Dead? No, Max couldn't be dead. She started to panic. What would her life be like without him to tease her? To tell her jokes that actually made her laugh?

In the short time it took for Mitchell to walk along the passageway and reach them, Charlie had worked herself up into a panic attack, hyperventilating. James saw it and put his arms around her, rubbing her back to try and soothe her. According to their father, Charlie had never had panic attacks before their mother had died. She'd rarely had them since, but when her stress levels rose, it sometimes hit her hard. All of her brothers had seen it at different times and knew what worked for her. By the time their father had reached them, she had calmed slightly and was concentrating heavily on maintaining her breathing steadily.

"Dad, what did they say?" James quietly asked as he continued to hug his sister, still moving his hands soothingly over her back as he spoke.

Charlie turned and looked at her father. Usually a man who emanated strength and power, all of a sudden, he looked worn down and timid. When she saw her father shake his head, Charlie thought the worse. Then he spoke, and she was able to breathe once again.

"He hasn't woken up. They said he's in a coma, so there's no telling when - if - he'll wake up." 

The siblings heard the words come from their father's mouth and then watched as he seemed to crumple. It was the first time that to Charlie, her father had actually seemed old. James guided his father to a seat and comforted him.

For a long time, Charlie watched the two men hold each other and lean on one another. She looked at the clock on the wall. It was getting late. She could see the dark enclosing them outside the windows. As if sensing her movement, her father looked up at her.

"Go home, Charlie," Mitchell said. "I don't think there is anything more you can do here tonight."

"Dad, you need to come home, too," she said quietly. She didn't often speak back to her father, but tonight she would. And tonight he would accept it, rather than giving her the powerful glare that he'd given her a few times when talking back before she finally learned not to do it. "Please."

"Dad, one of us can stay here, and one of us can go with Charlie and stay at home overnight," James suggested. "We can swap tomorrow. But you choose. Do you want to stay here tonight, and me go home with her? Or do you want to go home and come back in the morning? I don't mind..."

"James, you go and take Charlie back to the house," Mitchell replied, nodding. "Both of you keep yourselves safe. If anything happens here, I'll call you. Keep your phones on charge right beside your beds, please. Hopefully, it will be an uneventful night, but I can't leave him. Not yet."

James nodded and hugged his father before he stood up and let Charlie do the same.

"We'll see you in the morning, Dad," she said quietly.

Mitchell kissed her forehead in affection. Sometimes when he looked at her, she reminded him so much of her mother that it hurt, but he loved her as much as any father could love their child. They were all special, but she was his little girl. He had to keep her safe.

Charlie and James left quietly, both in their own thoughts, wondering if they would get to see their brother again. They also hoped that Max wouldn't slip away in the night without any opportunity to say goodbye.

~~~~~
[image: ]


"I don't get what happened, Charlie. You need to tell me how you and Max ended up in a shootout at the supermarket!" James asked as he drove to their family home. It was no longer where he lived, having set himself up in a small apartment just outside the city. He did, though, still regard it as his true home. Their father had changed nothing since he and Victor had moved out. It was a run-down old place, but each of them had the same rooms they'd had their whole lives. It made James feel nostalgic every time he entered.

"James, please. I can't talk to you about this right now. I need to turn my mind off for a while..." she said and saw him start to object. Immediately she cut off his words. "Please! I will talk to you about it tomorrow if you want, but tonight I just want to get home, go to my room and
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