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Chapter One

 


Alfie thought about hurling insults,
he thought about punching Ryan in the face, but in the end, he
rolled his eyes and stomped his heel to the floor. The angry clomp
didn’t stop the snort of amusement from the man strolling
away.

For the past few months, Alfie had
been subjected to hundreds of colorful new names. Being called a
dipshit arse-wipe by the prisoners was preferable over what the
staff called him. Rookie, newbie, fish, tender meat—they were a few
of his new names from his colleagues.

“It’s Alfie.” He hissed,
then turned and leaned against the metal gate.

Alfie, that was all his mother gave
him. His name that sounded too soft for the world, a weak name he
was determined to strengthen. He was the youngest prison officer to
work at Larkwood in decades, but so far, he’d only be assigned to
the brain numbing nightshift. Every time a post opened up on days,
Ryan, his superior officer, always denied him. He said it was
because he was too inexperienced, but he couldn’t get any
experience until they shoved him on days, even working the
visitor’s corridor would’ve been a step up.

Ryan didn’t like Alfie’s age, and he
didn’t like that he was from the care-system. He never said it, but
Alfie strongly believed Ryan thought he was a plant in the prison
by one of the cons.

“Have a good night,
Rook.”

Alfie didn’t turn at the taunt. He
breathed deep and exhaled to an internal count of ten.

The day shift had just handed over to
the night staff. The graveyard shift where the very walls looked
like they were shifting in the darkness. He stood inside G-wing,
behind him was the lobby, and on the opposite side was another gate
the led to H-wing. The lobby acted as a space to ferry prisoners
through whatever gate they needed to go. Whether that was to the
hospital, the visiting area, the church, or the classrooms. Alfie
imagined it was bustling with activity during the day, but at night
it was an echoing chasm.

Staring straight ahead
without blinking, the darkness bled into Alfie’s
peripheral, until only
black splodges remained, forming faces, sinister ones that put the
prisoners to shame. The prisoners had been locked up since seven.
All of them accounted for in the droning roll call. It was
surprisingly quiet, and the only sound came from behind
him.

The office where the night staff
munched on doughnuts and drank coffee after coffee. Where the lack
of activity turned them to zombies, and the tug of weighted eyelid
was too much. People never grassed on those officers that fell
asleep, but it did irritate Alfie that it was always the same one.
Henry, wrinkled and frail, had wisps of white hair hanging from the
back of his creased neck. They might’ve been attached, but Alfie
suspected they had been trapped in his folds of wrinkles or had
been stuck there with glue.

Henry believed himself to be a crafty
bastard. He lounged in a worn chair facing one of the camera feeds
from the bottom floor.

Dark green sunglasses covered his
eyes. He claimed they helped with his apparent glaucoma, but
everyone knew it was to hide, so he could nap. Once Alfie walked
right up to him, clicked his fingers, rudely gestured, then finally
picked up a stack of heavy books and dropped them from a
height.

Henry had jolted forward so violently
the glasses had flung from his face, and he threatened to clip
Alfie around the ear for trying to kill him.

Six of them worked the night shift,
three officers assigned to each wing. The two others with Henry
were Ben and Dan. Identical twins with identical mullets, and after
two months Alfie still couldn’t tell them apart. They had identical
smoking habits too, and often left the lobby to satisfy them. Henry
and the twins were assigned to H-wing, while Alfie was assigned to
G, alongside Marie and Glen.

“Hey, newbie?”

Alfie cocked his jaw, then flashed an
irritated expression over his shoulder. “Yeah?”

Marie’s cheeks were bright red, and
she shifted from foot to foot like she was desperate for a piss.
Behind her stood Glen, grinning manically, and staring down Marie’s
open shirt as she jiggled side to side. She didn’t need a piss, but
they were heading for the staff toilets.

“We heard a noise, gonna
go check it out.”

Alfie nodded his head patronizingly
slow. “Sure, and when I hear wails and moans, I’ll just assume it’s
the ghost that haunts our shift…”

She cocked her head and wore an
expression of bewilderment.

Glen leaned over and bobbed his head.
“Thanks, bro.”

Alfie tutted and turned back to face
the prison. “Don’t mention it.”

At least ‘bro’ was better than all the
other names that had been thrown his way.

Henry always fell asleep, the twins
took smoking breaks every ten minutes, and Marie and Glen
disappeared for their intimate ghost hunts. Eighteen, and Alfie
behaved the most professional out of all of them. It was somber
thought, and he shuddered. He had to grow up fast in the care
system, and he prided himself on being mature for his age, focused
unlike his peers. His colleagues taught him with age, came less
care. If they did the bare minimum, and got paid, they were happy.
That was maturity in the workplace.

Alfie ran his eyes along all the
closed doors, imagining the prisoners inside, most of them fast
asleep.

In the center of the room was a metal
staircase that led to the next rows of cells, and then another that
led to the second level of convicts. Those were considered the more
desirable cells, private cells instead of bunks. Those well-behaved
prisoners could even buy curtains, luxurious duvet sets, and paint
the walls as long as it was approved.

It was an incentive to do well—get to
the top and you can make your cell a home. Fall from grace and find
yourself at the bottom, where you’re welcomed by a bed of nails and
a chilly draft from the outside world.

The gate screeched open behind him,
but he didn’t turn to see who it was. There were tapping feet,
murmured voices, and then the startled croak of Henry. The officers
who had strolled into the prison exchanged small talk with him, but
they were too far away for Alfie to hear clearly.

“Freshman.”

The voice drawled the word, dragged it
out longer than necessary. Alfie didn’t recognize the voice and
didn’t care who it belonged to. He knew who it wasn’t. It wasn’t
his boss, or his ranking officer, Ryan. They were tucked in bed,
probably together. Alfie huffed and shuffled his shoulders against
the bars.

“Freshman,” he muttered.
“Well, it’s a new one, I’ll give you that, but I’m not a
freshman.”

“You should be. You
shouldn’t be in a place like this, surrounded by the scum of the
earth. You should be at university, your first year. Think of all
those experiences you’re missing, all those firsts if you haven’t
already experienced them.”

There was amusement lacing the man’s
words, and Alfie was reminded of the other nickname the staff
favored. He spun around fast, puffed his chest out and hardened his
green eyes.

“I’m not a
virgin.”

The air rushed from his chest at the
sight of the man. He wasn’t sporting a white, long-sleeve shirt and
black tie, but a tight grey t-shirt that barely veiled his muscular
chest. His eyes were dark, by the dull light Alfie could tell they
were blue, but the blue of the deepest ocean. A suffocating part of
the ocean that squeezed the air from your chest until you could do
nothing but sink.

“That’s a bit
disappointing.”

The hypnotic eyes didn’t blink, they
drew Alfie in and challenged him not to blink either. Bristles
covered the man’s jaw, merging into his sideburns, and the hair on
his head was light brown, in daylight it might’ve been blond. He
smiled smugly, and Alfie knew he’d be caught admiring his looks and
physique.

He shook his head, then stuttered.
“Wh-what is?”

Alfie’s conversation skills had fled
him, and he forgot what they had said to each other.

The prisoner cocked his head. “You
being a virgin … I’m disappointed you’re not.”

Alfie shook his head and cleared his
throat. “Watch what you say.”

He flicked his chin out to the
officers, Ian and Keith, chatting to Henry in the corner, oblivious
to the prisoner leaving their side. The prisoner leaned back,
watched the officers for a few tense seconds, then turned his
attention back to Alfie.

His shoulders were angled forward, the
usual look for a man who had his hands cuffed at his back. The
solid metal gate stood between them, and the prisoner stood a few
inches from it. He couldn’t get to Alfie, but he grinned like he
could.

Alfie didn’t want to give an inch,
bow, or blink first. He had to show no fear, even though the giant
in front of him was more than capable of crushing his head with a
hand or decapitating him with a skilled kick.

The prisoner rubbed his lips together
with a hum. “I don’t have to say anything, only have to
look.”

Alfie frowned and wobbled his head in
confusion.

Then the prisoner flashed his eyes
down, roamed from Alfie’s feet right up to the ruffled hair on his
head.

Alfie resisted the urge to shuffle at
the attention, but he couldn’t stop heat glowing in his cheeks. The
prisoner’s eyes metaphorically tore the clothes from his flesh, and
left him cold, fighting the need to shiver.

A toothy smile spread the man’s lips,
and his eyes crinkled. He looked older, but not in a bad way. The
wrinkles that lined his eyes, and cut through his brow, matured him
and made him look handsome.

“See, only a look, and
it’s a fine look. I like what I see. I like it a lot,” he
whispered.

“I said to watch your
tongue.”

The prisoner closed his eyes and
sucked his bottom lip as if savoring a taste. “Watch and tongue in
the same sentence. That’s a dirty tease, Freshman. All I’m gonna
imagine later is—"

“Last warning.” Alfie
snapped.

The prisoner smiled, then nodded.
“Okay, Freshman. I don’t wanna end on bad terms. I might even treat
you to breakfast in the morning. I usually come down about
seven.”

Alfie shook his head. “I won’t be here
for your breakfast, thanks for the offer.”

The prisoner bunched his lips
together, and lines of amusement appeared around his eyes. “You
hurt my feelings, use me like that and run out in the morning.
That’s harsh, Freshman. Most unexpected for a man with a pretty
face like yours.”

Alfie snorted. “There goes your last
chance.”

He knocked his radio to the gate, and
the metallic ping got the attention of the chatting officers. They
looked up and raised their eyebrows in unison. If Alfie wasn’t
annoyed it would’ve looked funny. A progression of age through
their eyebrows. The thirty-year-old Ian, had a bushy black set, the
man beside him, Keith had streaks of grey through his, and then
there was Henry, white and sparse on his brow all the way to his
ears.

“What is it, fish?” Henry
shouted.

Alfie chomped the inside of his cheek,
then released the flesh and forced a smile. “Isn’t he supposed to
be somewhere?”

The prisoner narrowed his eyes and
stared to the ceiling as if considering some complex problem. Then
he levelled his head and stared Alfie in the eye.

“Fish? If anyone in here
shares traits with a fish, it’s Henry and his stench.”

The snort that escaped Alfie was
involuntary, and he hid it with a shuffle. The prisoner beamed at
him through the bars, eyes tracking the lift of Alfie’s lips he
battled hard to control.

Henry didn’t hear what the prisoner
said, but the other guards did.

“Nate, enough now. Come
on, let’s get you in,” Ian mumbled.

Alfie took an involuntary step back at
the name. There was only one Nate in the prison, Nate Mathews. On
H-wing for triple murder. The staff shuddered at the mention of his
name. Alfie assumed he’d look like a monster, scarred, with busted
teeth and narrow eyes, but the man before him was attractive with
an intimidating vibe that both scared and drew Alfie in.

Nate closed his eyes and opened them
slowly. His lips twitched at the edges, and a smile bloomed over
his face. “I’m gonna remember that pretty smile of yours,
Freshman.”

Alfie pressed his lips in a hard line
then raised his eyebrow.

Nate laughed, backing away from the
gate. “Night, Freshman.”

Alfie didn’t reply, he turned back to
watch his vacant wing of the prison. Gates opened and clicked shut
behind him. Alfie listened to the clomp of feet, one set heavier,
slower, an unrushed stride into the prison. A short time later the
same gate opened and closed without the distinctive set of
footfalls. Nate had been locked back in his cell.

Ian and Keith waved a goodbye to
Henry, then opened and closed the several gates that led back to
civilization. Alfie waited a few minutes before unlocking the gate
at his back to join Henry in the office. He wanted to catch Henry
before he fell back to sleep.

“So that’s Nate Mathews…”
Alfie mumbled.

Henry stilled his hands, glasses
inches from his face, then he lowered them into his lap.

“Evil that one. What he
did to those men…” He trailed off, then shuddered before pointing
at the filing cabinet in the corner. “It’s in there, the details if
you wanna read them.”

Alfie glanced at the browning unit,
with its dented door, and deep scratches. The files of each
prisoner were on computer, but the prison still liked to keep a
paper file on each too.

Alfie shook his head. “I know he
killed three people, if that doesn’t make you evil, what
does?”

Henry nodded. “Makes me despair the
death penalty was banned. I say send him to America and let them
put him down.”

Marie’s cackle broke their tense
conversation. She appeared in the office doorway, shirt buttoned
wonkily and thick fringe in disarray.

Glen appeared behind her, a dopy grin
on his face and ruffled red hair. His rose-tinged cheeks made it
look like he had run a marathon.

Alfie inwardly shuddered at the
disturbing visual. “So, you sorted the noise?” he asked.

Marie cocked her head and wrinkled her
nose. “What noise?” She stumbled forward at the slight shove from
Glen.

“You know … the noise,”
Glen said with zero subtly.

She turned to him, then whipped back
to Alfie. “Oh, yes … the noise. Nothing, it was
nothing.”

They moved from the door, giggling as
they went.

“See, you need to be more
like them. Young, playful. Not working in a prison at eighteen.
Mark my words, you’ll either get depressed and turn to suicide, or
end up on the other side of the bars hooked on drugs.”

Alfie sighed heavily. “Thanks for the
vote of confidence.”

Henry waved his hand. “Not about
confidence. You’re good, you’re efficient, but it won’t last.
Sometimes the straightest men bend when they start working
here.”

“Well, I’m already
there.”

Henry stared at him like he had grown
another head.

“I mean, I’m gay. It was a
joke, about sexuality.”

Henry continued to stare at him and
developed a twitch in his eye. Then he shook his head. “I would
keep that to yourself in here.”

Alfie nodded, then gestured across his
heart. “Noted.”

“Wait, that’s not how you
get your kicks, is it? Teasing the prisoners, seducing them. That’s
a dangerous game you’re playing if it is.”

“Of course not! I’m here
to do my job.”

Henry picked up his glasses with a
tut. “Nothing but a fish, an innocent fish waiting to be caught.”
He breathed on the glasses before wiping them on his
shirt.

Alfie twitched his nose at the slight
odor in the air, before backing away.

Nate may’ve been a triple murder that
deserved to be ‘put down’, but there was no disputing the accuracy
of his nose.

 




Chapter Two

 


Ryan leaned back in his chair and
crossed his ankles on the desk. His brown eyes were fixed on
Alfie’s, and he rubbed vigorously at his chin.

The small patch of hair irritated
Alfie. For some reason, Ryan kept his chin dimple unshaved. It
reminded Alfie of a hairy arse crack. It was the only patch of hair
on his head other than his bushy eyebrows.

His shift had ended, but Ryan had
asked for him to stay behind. The rest of night shift lingered in
the lobby, pretending they were busy when actually they were nosey
as hell.

“I’ve got some good news
for you,” Ryan said.

Alfie’s throat tightened, and he
forcibly swallowed. “What?”

Ryan hummed. Then a broad smile
stretched his thin lips. “I’m changing your shift. I’m moving you
to H-wing.”

Alfie widened his eyes. H-wing, that
wasn’t just a step up, but a giant leap. He would be surrounded by
hard-case criminals. Not just repeat shoplifters and drug addicts.
H-wing was full of violent men. Those in there for GBH, serious
assault, rape, manslaughter, and in the case of Nate Mathews,
triple murder.

“H-wing, if you think I’m
ready, I’m all for it.”

Ryan nodded. “I think you are. You,
Marie, and Glen. You’re all gonna swap with the night staff on
H-wing. They deserve a break.”

“Wait … night
shift?”

Ryan snorted and closed his eyes in an
extended blink. Another thing Alfie found irritating. A lot could
happen in a blink like that, and the pens littering the desk were
tempting to throw.

“You didn’t think I’d move
you on to H-wing and put you on days? You’d be dragged into a cell and violated,
and although that might knock some sense into you, it would drag my
name through the mud.”

“Another night shift
then?”

Ryan popped his lips, then removed his
legs from the desk. “Yep, you just don’t have the
experience.”

“Will you at least
consider me for holiday cover?”

Ryan shook his head. “Let’s just see
how this goes.”

Alfie opened his mouth to protest, but
Ryan wagged his finger sternly. “Enough, Rookie. I’ve put you on
nights, accept it. Henry, Dan, and Ben are swapping to G-wing, and
you Marie, and Glen are on H. My decision is final.”

Alfie pressed his lips together, then
stood from his chair. After a curt nod, he left the office and
moved into the lobby. Marie, Henry, Glen, and the twins gathered
around him, wide eyed and pale. Even Henry looked more blanched
than normal.

“So, what he say,
fish?”

“It’s Alfie, and we’re
moving to nights on H-wing, you, Ben, and Dan are on G.”

The twins smiled and clapped their
hands. Marie and Glen shared a worried look, but Henry just
shrugged.

“It more pay,” Henry said
to them.

“More insults and
threats.” Marie added this with a shudder.

One of the twins snorted, then
muttered, “Oh yep, definitely more of that, but these ones mean
it.”

Glen rubbed Marie’s shoulder. “We’re
all in this together. It’ll be fine.”

Alfie turned his head and inwardly
tutted. All in this together. That included Glen and Marie shacked
up in the toilet, and Henry, their senior officer, asleep in his
chair. The greatest team of unity ever.

Alfie turned at the squeeze of his
shoulder.

Henry looked up at him and offered a
weak smile. “Don’t listen to the things they’ll yell. Just do your
job and none of them will get you.” Henry stopped talking but
didn’t release Alfie’s shoulder.

Marie and Glen moved away to talk
between themselves, and Henry turned back to Alfie with a serious
expression.

“No riling them
up.”

Alfie drew his eyebrows together.
“Riling them?”

“No opening the hatches on
the doors and teasing them with your face, blowing kisses and that
kind of stuff.”

Alfie brushed Henry’s hand from his
shoulder. “Why the hell would I do that?”

“You might find the
thought of frustrating them funny, but I’m telling you now, they’ll
find a way to get you back, and it won’t be pretty.”

Alfie scrunched his face and stepped
back from Henry. The old man had always thought it was strange
Alfie wanted to work in a correctional unit at such a young age.
After four months, he had come to a sordid conclusion, and no
amount of telling him he wasn’t interested in sexual thrills from
the prisoners convinced him.

“I’m just here to do my
job,” Alfie said.

Henry nodded. “Exactly, keep that
stuff private, express your fantasies in the comfort of your own
bed.”

Alfie shook his head and went to swap
his keys for his house ones. He walked out of Larkwood, kicking out
at the curb in frustration. He was too annoyed to sleep and curled
up on the sofa with a bowl of cereal.

****

The protocol for H-wing was the same
as G. Any inmate at high risk was regularly checked throughout the
night. They were kept in the lower cells for easy access. Between 4
AM and 6 AM, there was the dreaded roll call. Every prisoner had to
be accounted for, and that meant waking them and asking for their
names. The inmates of G wing whined, whinged, and called Alfie
every curse word they could think of. It wasn’t pleasant, but Alfie
could handle their name calling.

At 4:30 on their first shift on
H-wing, Henry stumbled from the office with a yawn. “It’s time for
H’s roll call.”

Alfie nodded and took the clipboard of
cell numbers and names from him. “Should I radio for Marie and
Glen?”

He frowned at the thickness of papers,
then looked to see Henry holding the other clipboards, only he
wasn’t holding any.

Henry clacked his tongue to the roof
of his mouth, then bunched his cheeks in a pitiful expression.
Alfie waited, not knowing what the hell was happening on the old
man’s face. He worried it was a stroke until Henry finally
spoke.

“The thing is, Ryan wanted
you to do the first roll call alone.”

Alfie rocked back on his heels.
“Alone?”

“Yeah. Said it might scare
some sense it to you. Get you to rethink your career.”

Alfie stared through the gate into the
gloomy prison. One hundred and fifty violent men were the other
side.

“It will take me
forever.”

Henry tapped him on the shoulder.
“Sorry, Fish, but it’s the captain’s orders.”

“Fine.”

Alfie unlocked the gate and relocked
it behind himself. Henry returned to the office and pushed the
green glasses back up the bridge of his nose. If one of the
prisoners had escaped and lurked in the shadows, Alfie doubted
Henry would be much help even if he was awake. Alfie breathed deep
through his nose and walked up to the first cell.

He knocked his fist to the cell door
firmly, and the metal rattled louder than intended.
“Name?”

The man beyond the door roared and
flung something at the door. A barrage of curse words immediately
followed, spoken harshly and fiercely. Then began the threats. The
threats of disembowelment, of rape, and brutal murder.

“I just want your
name.”

“I’ll carve it in your
face, how about that?”

Alfie shuffled and tapped on his
clipboard. “Name?”

“Tony Blair.”

Alfie rolled his eyes. “Yeah right,
Tony Blair … and I’m Obama.”

He scanned the top of the list and
froze when the printed name was indeed Tony Blair.

“What the hell did you
just say, wise guy? You took the piss out of my name.”

The door rattled with a hard thump,
and Alfie’s eyes snapped to the hinges. They held, but Alfie still
shot a cautious look back at the gate to the lobby. Marie and Glen
still hadn’t returned from their night time lovemaking.

Tony’s roars and possession flinging
woke the man in the neighboring cell. A brief conversation of
mainly swear words and grunts went back and forth, and then the
insults started from cell number two.

It was destined to be the longest roll
call of Alfie’s entire life, and he was on his own. Unlike G-wing,
they didn’t hurl abuse, and then shove the duvet over their heads
and go back to sleep. They stayed awake, encouraging each
disgusting taunt.

It wasn’t the first time he had heard
their grumbles. He had listened to their roll call when he worked
on G-wing, the storm that gathered momentum, sometimes lasting
until unlocking at seven. H-wing didn’t complain about the racket,
that was inmate suicide.

Cell seventy-eight had a particularly
growly resident who fixated on Alfie’s mum. He described horrific
details of what he would do to her once he got out, barking with
laughter after each gory fantasy. The seventy-seven prisoners
before him all jeered their agreement, laughing like a pack of
ravenous hyenas.

Alfie sighed slowly and pinched the
top of his nose. “Well good luck finding her. I’ve looked for ten
years, but maybe you’ll have more luck.”

It was the first time he had replied
to one of them rather than repeat the same old, ‘what’s your
name’.

Mr. Growly paused, as did the rest of
the rabble. “Smart arse,” he said, finally.

Alfie smacked his lips together. “No
smart arse on the list. Try again.”

“Daniel
Greaver.”

“Thank you.”

He moved on to the next cell and
tapped the door. The next inmate started with the insults, no
longer focused on his mum, but his dad. Alfie bunched his lips and
listened to the inmate graphically describe fucking his dad. He
reiterated his dad would love it, and beg for more, hoping it would
anger Alfie, but he only shrugged.

“My dad might enjoy all
that stuff. Don’t know and don’t care. Exactly his sentiments for
me…”

That stumped the man in the cell, and
he gave over his name with a huff. Alfie continued up the metal
stairs, then asked for the names of the next thirty prisoners, one
by one. It was a job that took the three of them twenty minutes on
G-wing, and the insults were said with less venom, less promise. An
hour passed, and Alfie was finally on the home straight.

Two more prisoners left, he knocked on
the cell door 149. The voice momentarily stunned him. Not the
aggressive deep tone he was expecting, but higher, and softer. The
feminine voice told him to go hang himself, and he looked over the
railing, then shrugged.

“I didn’t bring my
rope.”

The man in the cell laughed, deeper
than his spoken voice.

“You could use your
intestines after I cut you open.”

The nearest inmates howled with
agreement and boomed their hands together.

Alfie grimaced, then smacked his lips
together in distaste. “Sounds messy. I’d feel bad for the poor guy
that would have to clean it up in the morning…”

“That’s my job, and I
think I’d enjoy it.”

Alfie snorted and shook his head.
“Name please?”

“Tyrone Gear, but I’d
prefer if you call me Queenie.”

Alfie ticked off Tyrone but didn’t
move on from the door. He stewed the name in his head before
nodding.

“Queenie it
is.”

Queenie was one of the few that didn’t
continued to hurl abuse his way. His cell fell silent, and a smile
twitched on Alfie’s lips. He moved along to the next door, and
before his fist struck the metal, a hissed word seeped
through.

“Freshman.”

Alfie took an unconscious step back.
With all the violent threats and foreshadowing of rape, he had
forgotten about Nate. Even when Ryan told him he was to move to
H-wing, the disappointment at a nightshift blinded him from the
most notorious inmate.

Nate hissed the word again, and Alfie
blinked when he realized the whole prison had gone silent. The
sudden muteness was eerie, and he leaned over the railing to see
the lobby below.

Marie and Glen both stood behind the
gate. They peered up at him with their mouths open, and Alfie
shrugged with a matching expression.

“Freshman…”

Alfie jolted at the voice. Nearer than
before. It sounded like it rushed through the cracks of the door. A
whisper of wind only meant for him. All the other prisoners had
kept their distance. They’d hurled insults from their beds or threw
whatever possessions they had at the door.

He knew Nate was out of bed, pressed
right up against the metal. The door stood between them, and
Alfie’s eyes lingered on the hinges and the chunky lock. He was
safe, but he didn’t feel it.

“Name,” Alfie said with
all the confidence he could muster.

“I could say a name, but
how do you know it’s really me? How do you know that any of the
guys that answered you are who they said?”

Alfie was momentarily stumped. Nate
was right, one hundred and forty-nine prisoners had answered him.
Had given him the correct name for the cell, but it didn’t prove it
was them. He didn’t know what any of the prisoners looked or
sounded like.

“I’ve got you thinking,
haven’t I, Freshman? Maybe to be on the safe side you should open
the hatch, check it’s really me.”

Alfie shook his head. “I know it’s
you.”

“Oh? How?”

By the shiver of his skin, the sinking
in his gut, and the chill at his neck. The voice, Nate’s masculine
purr, affected him, and his body reacted.

Nate couldn’t see him, and he couldn’t
see Nate, but he remembered the look, the way he dragged his irises
over Alfie’s body. The naked feeling that lingered long after Nate
stripped him with his gaze.

The prison heated up around Alfie, and
after a few seconds, he released the fire in his cheeks. He wiped a
hand against them, hoping to disperse the blush, but it
persisted.

Nate chuckled, then he spoke with the
same drawn out voice.

“Nate Mathews.”

Alfie rolled his shoulder and shook
his head. “Thank you.”

He ticked the last name off, then
turned on his heels and rushed along the corridor to get to the
stairs. No voices followed him, and he was overly aware of his own,
slightly panicked, footsteps.

He only relaxed once he was the other
side of the gate.

“That was odd,” Marie
said. She looked to Glen, then to Alfie.

“Did Nate say something to
you?” Glen asked.

Alfie shook his head. “Nothing
horrible.”

In fact, out of all of them, Nate was
the only one that hadn’t threatened him. Alfie didn’t know why, but
it scared him more than the promises of violence.

 


 




Chapter Three

 


The roll calls that followed were
easier to bear. Alfie strolled the last stretch of cells on the
second landing. Gruff voices called out their names, all until
Queenie’s softer tone gave Alfie whiplash.

After his brief conversation with
Nate, Alfie looked up the photographs of the inmates. Some of the
most masculine voices had skinny faces and frail bodies. Or at
least that was the way they entered the prison. The scariest faces
had the scariest voices, but Queenie’s appearance stuck in Alfie’s
mind. The voice of Queenie didn’t suit the photograph on the
system. A round body type with a chubby face and cracked lips. He
had dark skin and dark eyes. Alfie wondered if the voice was a
guise to get him to check the cell, but on the rare occasions he
heard Queenie speaking to the men in the neighboring cells, he
still sounded feminine.

“Freshman…”

Alfie glared at the Nate’s cell door,
then tutted.

“It’s prison officer
Alfie.”

Nate hummed in amusement, and the
hairs of Alfie’s nape stood up. He smacked the back of his neck
like it was the prickle of an insect.

“I prefer Freshman. How
you liking your first week on H-wing?”

Alfie shrugged, rubbing the place he
had struck. “Quieter than expected.”

“You have me to thank for
that.”

Alfie shifted from foot to foot. He
had suspected as much but didn’t wish to draw attention to
it.

“I don’t need any favors.”
Alfie mumbled.

“I’m looking out for you
Freshman.”

“I don’t need you
to.”

Nate tutted. “Don’t get defensive. I
can’t have the meaner ones throwing insults at you.”

“I can handle mean insults
fine.”

“But you don’t have to.
I’ve got your back. So how you gonna thank me? I was thinking
opening the hatch and letting me see that smile of
yours.”

“Not on your life. Name,”
Alfie said, tapping his pen to the board.

“You know who I am, no
need to ask, but you still do. You like our little chats just as I
do.”

Alfie narrowed his eyes, then pressed
the pen hard enough to spear through the paper. He walked away but
still caught Nate’s chuckle. He shivered, then tightened his face
in anger. Nate toyed with him like a cat with a mouse. A cat that
was muzzled and chained, but still managed to make the mouse squeak
and scuttle away.

****

The first few weeks passed without
incident. As soon as he heard the word freshman he ticked Nate from
the list and walked back down the stairs, but his eyes stayed on
Nate’s cell door.

The word freshman stirred something in
Alfie’s chest, but he quickly fled the cell door before his cheeks
pulsed red and his body got jittery. Marie always noticed his
change in skin tone and offered him a sympathetic smile.

“Just ignore Nate and be
thankful we don’t work days.”

She thought the redness to his face
was out of fear, and she was half right.

Nate terrified him, but not for the
obvious reason. After a week, he trusted the door not to fall under
Nate’s whisper. He was safe from the triple murderer, but his heart
still jumped into his throat, and his skin still tingled at the
sound of his voice. That was the effect of his alluring speech
pattern. The soft wisp of ‘Freshman’ through the seams of the
door.

Alfie scrolled through every inmate on
the computer, and although Queenie’s appearance surprised him, it
was Nate that made the biggest impression. Alfie found himself
staring at the front page of his file at least once a night, but
never clicked down for the next page.

Nate looked younger in the photo, by
ten years to be exact, but age hadn’t depleted his good looks, it
had enhanced them. It was the most uncomfortable realization, but
Alfie found Nate attractive.

If Nate weren’t a criminal and they’d
met in a bar, Alfie would’ve relished in the attention. He would’ve
salivated at the crotch and offered himself up for the taking. He
would’ve gone home with him and stayed for the breakfast like Nate
had joked about.

But Nate was a criminal, and although
Alfie wasn’t ready to read the details of his crime, he felt the
energy freeze in the prison guards when he was mentioned. There
were other murderers on the wing, but whatever Nate did stuck in
the mind of all that read his file. They were afraid of him for the
right reasons, not Alfie’s messed up ones.

Nate’s blue eyes pierced the camera
lens, and his lips were pressed in a serious line. The hair on his
head was a few shades brighter than the stubble of his face, and
even though it was a head and shoulders shot, the muscles of his
neck highlighted just how huge the man was.

“Ah, you finally read it
then. Evil, through and through,” Henry mumbled.

Alfie didn’t answer. He glared at the
screen into the suffocating eyes of Nate.

The gates opened and closed in the
distance, and footsteps came close, but Alfie continued his staring
contest with the photo.

“Not my best
shot.”

Alfie flew from his chair at the
voice, whipping around with his hands up, balled into
fists.

Nate stood with his arms behind his
back and a huge smile on his lips. The t-shirt he wore clung to his
pectorals, and the black color deepened the intensity of his eyes.
The image on the computer had nothing on the real Nate. Two prison
guards stood either side of him, both shifting and breathing
erratically.

“Come on, Nate. Let’s get
you back on the wing.”

He didn’t move, and the guards didn’t
try to lead him away from the office. Without taking his eyes off
Alfie, Nate spoke to them in his gravelly slow voice.

“You’ve both had a long
shift. Why don’t you clock off now, get these two to take me
up?”

The two guards flanking Nate
immediately nodded, and Alfie turned to Henry who shrugged. Marie
and Glen had sneaked off, and it wasn’t Henry’s job to help with
H-wing, but he nodded anyway.

“Yeah okay. Me and the
fish can handle him.”

Nate’s eyes left Alfie for the
briefest of seconds and attached to Henry. The old man’s throat
bobbed with a dry swallow, and he immediately glanced
away.

The two officers rushed away, and the
gates clunked behind them.

Alfie heard laughs of relief as they
faded down the corridor to freedom.

Henry flicked his chin out for Alfie
to go out first. Nate didn’t move to allow him passage, so he was
forced to squeeze through the doorway, and Nate snorted in
amusement.

As soon as the gate was open to
H-wing, Nate rushed through, marching with a fierce pace up to the
top walkway.

“Hey, slow down,” Alfie
growled.

Nate ignored him and continued his
fast stride. Alfie half-jogged behind, matching his brisk pace. It
was only when they were outside the cell door that Alfie realized
the mistake he had made. He glanced over the railing to find
Henry.

He huffed and puffed on the first set
of stairs, too far away to help if something happened.

“You know it’s unfair,”
Nate said slowly.

“What is?”

A devouring smile spread across Nate’s
face. “You get to keep a picture of me, but I don’t get one of
you.”

Nate took a step closer, and Alfie
backed up until the railing pressed into his spine. Nate looked
down at him, smile still on his face, but softer than before. His
attention dropped to Alfie’s lips, and he felt them stir like Nate
had brushed them.

Nate didn’t touch him; their bodies
were still apart, but there wasn’t enough air between them. Alfie
wanted to gulp for it, pant, but he didn’t want to show Nate any
weakness. Alfie flicked his chin out toward the cell, but no words
formed in his head or flowed from his mouth.

“The way you dress, it
drives me crazy.”

Alfie frowned. He dressed the same as
everyone else, standard white shirt and black trousers. Nate seemed
to read the confusion on his face and laughed softly.

“The way you have your
tie, the fact your top button’s done up, and your shirts tucked in.
The tightness of your trousers around your arse, and then there’s
your face.” Nate trailed off and sunk his teeth into his bottom lip
before releasing the flesh with a hum. “You have such a pretty
face, pretty eyes, pretty lips, and a smile to kill
for…”

Alfie couldn’t speak, but he could
shake his head.

“You do,
Freshman.”

Alfie forced himself to swallow.
“Don’t make this harder than it needs to be.”

Nate tilted his head back and groaned
in ecstasy. The sudden noise made Alfie jump and shuffle along the
railing.

“You tease me with your
words, Freshman.”

Alfie had freed himself from the
crushing bubble and regained his voice. “I’m prison officer Alfie.
Now get in your cell.”

Henry wheezed into view, his hand
pressed to his chest as he stumbled along. He stopped and panted
for breath then cleared his phlegmy throat into a
tissue.

“There goes any notion of
hard,” Nate muttered.

Henry shoved the tissue back into his
pocket. “Pat down.”

Nate raised his eyebrow and turned to
Alfie with a coy smile. “Got to pat me down.”

Alfie cocked his jaw. “Show me how
it’s done, Henry.”

Nate’s smile vanished, and the eyebrow
dropped back into position. “You what?”

Let’s get it over with,” Henry
muttered. “You know the drill. Turn around and put your hands on
the wall.”

Nate breathed heavily through his nose
then did as he was told.

Henry creaked and groaned as he leaned
to pat both of Nate’s legs. He ran his frail hands up Nate’s sides,
then nodded to himself. “Done.”

Alfie unlocked Nate’s cell and moved
aside for him to go inside. Henry followed him and unlocked the
cuffs from his wrists. Once Henry locked the door, Alfie rushed
past him, desperate to get away.

Henry was surprisingly fast coming
down the stairs compared to going up them. He kept close to Alfie
the whole way back to the lobby and only spoke in the office out of
the earshot of the prisoners. “You handled yourself well. Thought
I’d get up there and you’d be a fish laid out to dry.”

Alfie scratched the back of his head.
“Why was he out his cell anyway?”

“He has a skype call with
his nana Doris once a month. She lives in Canada, so the timing can
be erratic. Did Ryan not tell you?”

“No, he
didn’t.”

“And have you still not
read Nate’s file?”

Alfie shook his head. “I haven’t got
around to it.”

“Well you should. Not only
does it tell you what he did, but it says about family and visitors
too. The only family he’s got is his nana Doris who barely
remembers her own name and his sister who thinks he’s evil like we
all do.”

“She doesn’t visit him
them?”

“No. No actual visitors in
the ten years he’s been here, but don’t start feeling sorry for
him. He doesn’t deserve a molecule of sympathy.”

Henry settled into his chair and slid
his glasses over his eyes. There was no clearer gesture for ‘don’t
talk to me’.

Alfie sighed and turned back to the
computer. Nate’s face flashed on screen, and he quickly closed the
file.

Roll call arrived and Alfie refused to
walk the top corridor.

Marie rubbed his shoulder in sympathy,
and it took all his determination not to shrug the hand
away.

Glen moved sheepishly up the stairs,
darting worried looks back at Marie.

Alfie rolled his eyes and went along
the bottom cells, ticking off names. He glanced up to catch Glen at
the farthest end, outside of Nate’s cell. The door thumped, and
Glen jumped back in fright. Then every cell began drumming in
unison. The sound reverberated deep in Alfie’s chest, and he looked
to Marie who was backing away from the cells fast.

It sounded like the boom of a bomb,
over and over. The concrete floor even tremored with the war drums.
The twins inside G-wing moved into the communal lobby and gestured
for Alfie and Marie to get over to their side of the gate. Glen
bounded down the stairs, and the three of them rushed into the
lobby, securing the gate behind them.

The thump woke Henry from his slumber,
and he stumbled out the office. “What the hell is that?”

Glen gestured to the terrifying
speaker of noise. “I asked for his name. He gave me it, then he
started hitting the door. They all joined in.”

“Who?” Henry
grumbled.

“Nate, Nate
Mathews.”

Henry shook his head, then rubbed his
thumb on his temple. “Well we won’t get anything done with this
racket.”

By ‘anything done’, Alfie could only
assume Henry meant sleep. Henry dusted his hands together, then
unlocked the gate. The rest of them watched for an agonizing ten
minutes as Henry wheezed and spluttered up the stairs. The boom
didn’t stop, it continued. A strike, followed by a two second
silence, then another strike. If nothing else, they were
consistent.

The door drumming didn’t stop, and
Henry returned shaking his head and muttering.

“Bunch of hooligans, told
them breakfast will be delayed, and they continued to drum. If
there not gonna stop for food, there not gonna stop.”

Glen ran his hands into his hair with
a whine. “The boss will be angry if we can’t get them under
control.”

Henry craned his neck back. “They are
under control. They’re just being a nuisance.”

Marie turned to the twins and lifted
her shoulders. “Why they doing that?”

They glanced at each other, then the
one Alfie thought was Dan stepped forward. “Something or someone’s
pissed them off.”

Henry nodded, then wagged his finger
at Glen. “What did you say to Nate? He started this.”

Glen shook his head. “Nothing, I
swear. I just asked for his name. He even gave it to me with no
aggro.”

Alfie sighed through his nose and
pressed his face into the bars. “I’ll go, see if I can get them to
shut it.”

“Fish,” Henry scoffed.
“You don’t stand a chance.”

Alfie shrugged, then tugged his keys
up to unlock the gate. The metal walkways shook ten times worse
than the floor. Alfie slid his hand along the rail to steady
himself, and when he finally got to Nate’s door, he pushed his
mouth against the gap around the door.

“Okay, stop
this.”

Nate struck the door fast twice, and
the prison fell silent.

Alfie cursed under his breath and
shook his head. “What was that all about?” he asked.

“I told you. I like our
conversations—”

“I ask for your name, you
say freshman and I walk off. Not much of a
conversation.”

Nate laughed lightly. “No matter how
brief they may be, I enjoy them, and you tried to take them
away.”

“You were acting
inappropriate.”

Nate clacked his tongue, then hummed.
“I haven’t acted inappropriate. All I’ve done is called you pretty.
Is that really so bad?”

“Yes, it is.”

“So, if I stop calling you
pretty will you do my roll call again?”

Alfie huffed and narrowed his eyes at
the hinge. “Fine.”

“Good night,
Freshman.”

He heard Nate move away from the door
and did the same.

Shocked expressions greeted him, and
Henry rushed him into the office, telling the others to wait
outside.

“You didn’t do anything
dodgy right?”

Alfie shrugged. “Depends on your
definition of dodgy … is waving your flaccid penis at Nate
dodgy?”

Henry’s jaw dropped, and his eye’s
bugged from his face.

Alfie shook his head and pinched the
top of his nose. “It was a joke.”

Henry reclaimed his jaw, but his eyes
kept trying to escape his face. “Not funny, fish. And how did you
get them to shut it?”

Alfie swallowed awkwardly, then the
computer screen caught his eye. Nate’s face was gone, but the
memory of him and his file remained.

“I said I’d cancel his
next call to Doris.”

Henry smacked his lips together, then
stretched them into a grin. “That’s clever. I should have thought
of that. Nice one.”

Alfie fidgeted at the undeserved
praise, then scratched the back of his head.

“Coffee?” he said loudly,
and Marie, Glen, and the twins joined them in the
office.

 


 




Chapter Four

 


“So, what you wearing,
Freshman?”

Alfie sighed and looked down at
himself. “Why do you need to know?”

“Just curious, that’s
all.”

“I wear the same as all
the officers on dayshift.”

“Describe it to
me.”

Alfie snorted and shook his head.
“Black work boots.”

Nate hummed as if he was savoring
something tasty. “I bet they’re buffed to a mirror shine, and your
laces are done in neat little bows.”

Alfie narrowed his eyes at his shoes.
They shone in the dull lights, and his laces were indeed tied
neatly rather than tucked in like he did with his
trainers.

“What else you
wearing?”

Alfie sighed. “Black trousers, a white
shirt, and a black tie.”

“Slow down, let’s take one
item at a time. Start with the tie.”

“It’s a black tie,” Alfie
said, smoothing his hand over the silk.

“Is it tight around your
neck? Is it a small tie or a long one?”

Alfie smirked. “It’s not overly tight,
and it’s long.”

Nate hummed. “And your shirt, all your
buttons done up?”

“Yes, believe it or not I
can button my shirt.”

“But the top one, is it
done up, all neat? I bet it is.”

The shirt suddenly felt restrictive,
and Alife tugged his collar before picking at his top button.
“Nope, no top button.”

“Liar. Every time I’ve
seen you it’s been done up. You’ve been all tidy and
ordered.”

Alfie shook his head. “You’ve only
seen me once.”

Nate made a sound like a game show
buzzer.

“Wrong, I’ve seen you
before, through the bars of G-wing. Always so focused on your job,
you don’t know what’s going on anywhere else. Each time I’ve seen
you, I just want to crumple your shirt, loosen your tie, maybe even
tie your wrists with your shoe laces, and get a blush growing on
your cheeks.”

Alfie’s blush bloomed in full force,
and he found he couldn’t speak, or walk away. He gawped at the cell
door.

“Do you like that idea?”
Nate purred.

Alfie shook his head. Like was the
wrong word. He was curious, a little aroused, and freaked out. He
didn’t know why he was still standing there imagining when he had
the option to walk away.

“No, sounds like a
terrible idea,” he croaked, then walked away from the
cell.

His walk was deliberately slow, to the
point he lingered on each step.

Marie and Glen were waiting on the
other side of the gate, and in the brighter lobby he could see the
frowns on their faces. They were wondering why he was taking so
long.

The heat at his crotch was the reason,
and he thought of Henry and his phlegm ridden cough just to scare
his curious arousal away. It worked, but Marie and Glen still
watched him with frowns on their faces as he walked through the
gate.

Alfie hated to admit, even to himself,
he enjoyed Nate’s flirty side.

The other side of him was dark, the
seducer that reminded Alfie of both a purring lion and a coiling
snake ready to strike. As soon as Nate mentioned opening the hatch,
or the door, Alfie backed away quick. He closed his eyes in an
extended blink and thanked god it was his last shift of the week.
He needed to escape Nate and gather himself for another week of
suggestive comments.

****

Sunday, Alfie dragged himself from bed
and forced himself outside. He needed to see his best friend’s
chirpy face, the brightness to her eyes, and the kindness of her
smile. It was the only cure for the confusing week at work. They
had regular mate dates on her lunch break at the café she worked
at. Alfie sunk down with his iced coffee, and she joined
him.

Tia looked left then right before
leaning over the table. “Any of the prisoners hot?”

She was trying to whisper, Alfie knew
she was, but she sucked at it. The customers on the neighboring
tables stared at them.

Rather than ignore their newly
acquired audience, Tia stretched her red lips into a smile and
fluttered her eyelashes. Her poor whisper didn’t matter when she
fluttered her eyes and pouted, but it had got them in a few hairy
situations. Good looks only got you out of trouble in the light,
not the dark of a cinema.

Alfie sighed slowly, stirred his straw
in his coffee, then leaned over the table and showed Tia how a
whisper should be done. “No, they’re rapists, murders, and violent
criminals.”

Tia shrugged. “Doesn’t immediately
mean they’re ugly, just inside they are. Their faces might be
nice.”

“I work the night shift,
so I don’t actually see them.”

Tia smacked her lips together and
slumped in her chair. “Voices then, do any of them have voices that
make you go all tingly.”

As soon as the word tingly left her
lips, Alfie dropped his gaze to the table and fought to contain the
red pigment in his face.

“Knew it,” Tia chirped,
before sucking on her straw. “You wouldn’t turn beetroot red unless
one of them was hot.”

“Beetroot?” Alfie asked.
“More purple than red, the kind of purple my face would go if one
of them got out and strangled me like they say they
will.”

Tia popped her lips from the straw and
straightened in her chair. “Sorry, I guess it must be kind of
scary.”

In the space of a second, her voice
had changed from joyous and energized to depressed. Alfie hated
having that effect, especially when he was lying. No one had
threatened him since the first roll call.

He sighed and rubbed at his head.
“None of them are hot, so if you’re hoping for some prison pen pal
think again.”

Tia waved her hand. “No need, some
really cute guy came in earlier and gave me his name.”

Alfie rolled his eyes. “It’s your job
to take his name. You write it on the cups.”

Tia smiled, and her bright blue eyes
sparkled. The complete opposite to Nate’s. She pushed herself back
into her chair and dug her hand into her pocket. The crumped cup
she retrieved had obviously been used. She wrestled to unfold it,
then showed Alfie the scrawled letters and numbers.

“Chris, you have Chris’s
number.”

She nodded. “You should have seen him,
you would’ve thought he was attractive too, a pretty guy. I know
guys don’t usually like being called pretty, but he
was.”

Alfie bowed at the word and studied
the last slosh of coffee in his cup. Pretty. He would’ve scoffed
and grimaced at someone calling him pretty weeks ago, but when Nate
said it he blushed and shuffled about like a
twelve-year-old.

“Tia, your break’s
finished.”

She turned to her boss, still smiling
brightly, and her platinum hair caught the edge of her cup, tipping
it over. Strawberry milkshake went everywhere, covering the table
and part of the floor.

“Whoops,” Tia said,
slapping her hand to her mouth.

Alfie scrunched his face and gritted
his teeth, expecting Tia’s boss to go crazy, but she just wagged
her finger and tutted like Tia was a clumsy child.

“I’ll just get that,” she
said, then walked back to the counter, swaying her hips as she
went.

Alfie raised an eyebrow at Tia. “What
the fuck was that?”

Tia chuckled and slid her chair under
the table. “The perks of having a boss that fancies
you.”

“If only,” Alfie
mumbled.

He might’ve progressed to day shift
had Ryan been interested, but instead the only interest came from a
triple murderer who purred suggestively into his cell
door.

Alfie finished the rest of his coffee,
then waved to Tia from the door. He strolled along the pavement,
tracking the people that passed. Despite working in a prison at
such a young age, Alfie still fit the eighteen-year-old male
stereotype. A favorite activity on the weekend was to sit on a
bench in the park and watch the exercise enthusiasts jog by. Tia
invited him on nights out, which usually ended with him trading
saliva and hands with some guy in a bar.

On rare occasions it ended with
someone in Alfie’s bed, but he set clear boundaries. It was a
one-night thing that would never lead to more. The thought of
trusting someone soured his stomach.

When he was a kid waiting in the
foster home, he readied himself to be loved and cherished, but it
never came. The system taught kids to be reliant on others, and
hope they were chosen to be loved. It turned good kids sad, and bad
kids worse. Alfie promised himself never to trust someone with his
heart. It had already been broken enough.

At the end of the path, Alfie stopped
and frowned. Not one guy he passed had stirred his interest, even
when they looked him in the eye and smiled back. Even the suited
man with the well-trimmed beard and wavy hair didn’t flutter his
insides.

He shook his head, and hissed,
“Stupid.”

****

Alfie tapped the side of his fist to
Queenie’s door, and he immediately responded. Alfie no longer
blinked in surprise at the voice. In fact, he looked forward to the
softer-spoken tone.

“Thanks,
Queenie.”

He sighed, then stepped up to Nate’s
door.

“Have you ever noticed the
back of Henry’s head looks like a face?”

A smile crept across Alfie’s face, and
he sunk his teeth into his bottom lip to stop it.

“When he worked days, and
I was tired, I had a whole conversation with the back of his head,
made eye contact and everything.”

He stopped the laugh from his mouth,
but he couldn’t stop the snort of amusement from his nose. Nate
laughed too, and Alfie gave up the pretense.

“How can you have made eye
contact?” He laughed, ticking Nate’s name.

“The wrinkles are so deep,
I swear they look like eyes, and he’s got this horizonal one that
looks like a mouth. The back of his head looks like a melted
face.”

“I’ll tell him you said
that, shall I?”

“You’d need a megaphone,”
Nate mumbled, and Alfie snorted.

“You’re not wrong
there.”

“I’ve got something for
you,” Nate said slowly.

Alfie tutted. “Let me guess, its two
inches long and it’s in your pants.”

Queenie howled with laughter, and
Alfie smiled smugly.

“No, I drew you a picture
in art class.”

There was a rustle at the hatch of the
door, and Alfie took a step back with his hand on his
radio.

“Nate,” he said in
warning, but the crinkle of paper continued. The folded piece fell
to the grated walkway, and Alfie hesitated before kneeling to grab
it.

He was expecting a hastily drawn
picture of a cock and balls, but he froze at the picture of
himself. There was no colored detail, it didn’t have his brown
hair, or his green eyes, but he could tell it was him by the shape
of the face, the spacing of his eyes, and the narrowness of his
nose. Nate had used biro and easily recreated the texture of his
hair. There was one feature missing from the portrait, and Alfie
raised his eyebrow.

“This … this man has no
lips.”

“Man?” Nate chuckled. “You
know exactly who that is, and I couldn’t remember how they looked.
Thought you could help me out. Open the hatch, let me see you
smile.”

Alfie shook his head and rested the
picture on his clipboard. He glanced over the edge of the walkway
and saw Marie and Glen staring worriedly through the
bars.

He drew the biggest pair of Botox lips
he could, then shoved the paper back through the edge of the
hatch.

Nate laughed, then hummed in pleasure
in a low voice.

A shiver rattled Alfie’s spine, and he
stood quickly, then rolled his shoulders. He felt Nate’s hum
vibrate through his whole body, and his heart hiccupped.

“Blow job lips, big, moist
blowjob lips,” Nate drawled.

Alfie took a step back, glaring
accusingly at the door. He had been hooked and pulled in by Nate’s
allure, and was left floundering at his crude comment …
again.

Alfie didn’t say another word.
Instead, he turned sharply on his heels and marched back down the
landing to the stairs. Disappointment stung, and Alfie didn’t know
whether it was at himself, Nate, or the fact roll call had
finished. He enjoyed the slow hiss of Nate’s voice and the tingles
it invoked, and he enjoyed Nate trying to make him laugh in their
brief encounters, but he shouldn’t have. All he had to do was click
the next page of Nate’s file, and he knew he’d never want to speak
to him again. He would grimace and shudder at his name like
everyone else. Alfie didn’t want that, and he hated himself for not
wanting that.

Henry startled awake when he slammed
the door of the office.

“What the
hell?”

Alfie rolled his eyes. “I didn’t wake
you, did I?”

Henry snorted and shook his head. “I
wasn’t asleep, was resting my eyes. Fish.”

Alfie tapped his foot to the floor
with a grimace. “Does Nate do an art class?”

Henry narrowed his eyes. “Yeah, I hate
to say it but some of his stuff’s pretty good. You can actually
tell what he draws, unlike the rest of them where it’s a complete
mystery.”

Alfie huffed and dropped his
gaze.

Henry’s limbs groaned in protest as he
stood and stumbled toward the coffee machine. “You’d know he did
art if you read his damn file.”

Alfie raised his head and looked to
Henry. He immediately spotted the wrinkle eyes on the back of
Henry’s head. The threads of white hair looked like un-styled
eyebrows and the horizontal crease at the base looked like a mouth.
Alfie struggled to hold his laugh and turned to stare out the
window.

The twins were pacing the lobby,
fingers twitching at their sides and head lolling on their
shoulders. They were already craving their next cigarette after
returning moments before in a cloud of smoke. Marie and Glen were
together either in the toilets, storage cupboard, or outside in the
smoking area. They liked to mix things up.

While Alfie tried to control his
chuckle, he realized Nate was his own rule break. The twins spent
more time smoking than working, Henry spent more time sleeping, and
Marie and Glen spent more time cleaning themselves up in the
toilets.

He looked forward to roll-call just to
hear Nate speak. It was his own way of dealing with the boring
graveyard shift. As soon as the moment passed, he sagged, and the
last few hours dragged by, digging their claws into Alfie’s eyes
until they watered with the need to sleep.

He laughed when Nate said Dan and Ben
reminded him of Playmobil men with their matching mullets and
facial features. He listened with a disbelieving gasp when Nate
swore Marie had got with all the men on G-wing’s day shift and that
was why she was moved to nights.

When he mentioned Ryan’s strip of
facial hair looking like a smeared arse crack, Alfie didn’t try to
muffle his laugh, and Queenie joined in too. The moment of
amusement always came to an abrupt stop when Nate told him to open
the hatch or asked about his sexuality. Alfie told him it was none
of his business and strolled away. Alfie told himself if he ever
opened the hatch at Nate’s say so, he would have to quit. That was
the line.

Henry always reported the night’s
events to the day-staff. He, out of all of them, seemed the
freshest, most alert member of the team. They didn’t know he spent
the night in and out of consciousness. They believed him to be a
lively seventy-year-old and were inspired by his energy.

This night, Ryan nodded along to
Henry’s words, but his eyes never left Alfie. Once Henry had
finished, Ryan scratched the annoying strip of facial hair with a
hum. No amount of stroking it could clean the dirty arse crack, and
Alfie dug his nails into his palms to cure amusement with
pain.

“Good,” Ryan said with a
nod. “That’s all then. You’re done for the day.”

The six of them got in line and left
the office one after another. The zombies of the night gave way to
the wide-eyed dayshift.

In the car park, Marie and Glen gave
each other longing looks, then climbed into their separate cars.
The former off to her house and husband, and the latter to the home
he still shared with his parents. Alfie hadn’t asked, but Henry was
a man of all knowledge and told him. The twins shared a car, one of
them could drive, and the other couldn’t, but Alfie still couldn’t
tell them apart to know which one had the license.

Henry climbed into his battered old
beetle and drove away, narrowly avoiding the gate, the curb, and a
pedestrian.

That left Alfie. He walked back to his
two-bedroom house.

One of the advantages of living near a
prison was the cheap housing, and he had the biggest house of
anyone he knew. The previous owners had to compensate for the
unsavory area, and the décor looked like that of a show-home. White
walls, marble counters, lush carpets. There was so much space,
Alfie had trouble filling it. He resorted to buying potted plants
and randomly shaped ornaments. Tia added spice to the rooms in the
form of cock shaped candles, but he never lit them. They were too
realistic, and he couldn’t stomach watching them melt.

Alfie slumped into his leather sofa
with a long-drawn sigh. He stared out the living room window at the
cars that whizzed past. The outside always reminded him work was
nearby. There was no dramatic wall on the horizon covered in barbed
wire, but there was a white sign for Larkwood Prison opposite his
house.

He groaned and fell to his side. His
stomach bubbled for food, but his tiredness won the battle, and he
fell asleep on the leather sofa, not his plush king size
bed.

 




Chapter Five

 


There was trouble in paradise for the
love-birds. Alfie stayed clear of their heated conversations, but
every so often there was a shout or whine of outrage from behind
the lobby gate.

“Think she’s calling it
off,” Henry muttered, then slipped his shaded glasses
on.

When roll call arrived, the atmosphere
was tense, and rather than wait for Alfie in the lobby like they
usually did, Marie and Glen disappeared to talk in private. The
twins were out smoking, and Henry was slumped in the chair in the
office, asleep or dead, Alfie didn’t know.

Alfie shook his head and moved along
to his second favorite cell. He called it his favorite aloud to get
a chuckle from Nate. The soft-spoken Queenie, betrayed only by his
deep laugh.

Alfie smiled in anticipation and
struck his fist to the door, but there was no response.

“Queenie?”

He tapped his foot as he waited, but
there was no reply.

“Tyrone?” he said, knowing
he could anger a response from the cell. There was nothing, no soft
voice, no noise of someone shifting in their bed.

“What’s happening,
Freshman?”

Alfie leaned back and stared at Nate’s
door. He frowned and shook his head. “Please don’t tell me you’ve
set this up.”

“Why would I do
that?”

Alfie turned his attention back to the
cell in front of him. “To get me to open the hatch.”

“I only want you opening
my hatch Freshman … open my hatch so I can see your smile, and
maybe your coc—”

“Hey, Queenie!” Alfie
yelled.

There was no response. Even when he
pressed his ear to the door there was nothing. He startled at the
thump to Nate’s wall.

“Queenie, stop pissing us
about!” Nate shouted. “You’re holding up Freshman.”

Still no response. Alfie grabbed his
keys and unlocked the hatch. He peered in to the dark room,
narrowing his eyes to increase his sight. The bright lights that
lined the perimeter fence shone through the bars of the window.
Alfie could see a figure lying on the bed, arm dangling to the
floor.

“Queenie?”

Alfie stabbed the button on his radio,
speaking fast into the receiver. “Code eleven. I have an
unresponsive inmate. Cell number 149.”

The radio crackled, but no one
answered. Queenie didn’t move, and Alfie slapped his hand to the
cell door again, attempting to startle a response. Nothing, and the
angle Queenie’s arm hung unnerved him.

Alfie repeated his panic into the
radio, but a static hiss was all that greeted him. He beat his fist
into the door, and Nate struck the wall between their
cells.

“Queenie doesn’t fuck
about,” Nate said.

Alfie grimaced. “I’m supposed to trust
your word, am I?”

He tried the radio again, then leaned
over the railing and yelled Henry’s name, but that didn’t work. He
was at the farthest corner of the prison, shouting for a deaf
man.

“Trust me, Freshman.
Something is wrong.”

It was against protocol to go into a
cell alone, but Alfie had no choice. Henry didn’t have his back,
neither did Glen and Marie, but Nate was there, and Nate sounded
serious.

“You better not be
screwing with me,” Alfie growled. Then he unlocked the
door.

He readied himself just in case
Queenie launched from the bed, and when there was no movement, he
bashed his fist to the assistance button inside the
cell.

“Freshman, talk to
me.”

Alfie moved to the bed, rolled Queenie
over, then lowered him to the floor. There was no twitch in his
limbs, no groan of annoyance like when the members of G-wing had
doped themselves up one night. Queenie’s eyes were shut, and his
lips were slack. Alfie stared at his chest, but there was no
movement. He hovered his ear above Queenie’s mouth, but no breath
tickled him. Alfie’s fingers shook as he felt for a pulse, and when
the weakest one touched his fingertips he gasped.

“Freshman!”

“He needs an
ambulance!”

Alfie stabbed at his radio and spoke
savagely down the line, but still his cries for help were ignored.
He turned back to Queenie, patted down his slim frame in the search
of a wound, but there was nothing. He shuffled along, braced his
hands on Queenie’s chest, then pressed down. His chest didn’t move
like in first-aid training. It was stiff, hard to shove down, and
Alfie glared at his hands, wishing they would do more.

Nate started banging his cell door,
the same drum of weeks ago. Every door began drumming, and the
sound crashed against Alfie’s skull. There was no way Henry could
sleep through the noise, and soon enough an old man croak sounded
in the two second beat of silence.

Alfie grabbed his radio and yelled
till his lungs ached.

The only reply was Henry’s strangled,
“Shit.”

Alfie released the radio and grabbed
Queenie’s face. He forced his lips to part and opened his mouth up
to look inside. Even after he slapped the light on, it was too dull
to be any help. Marie appeared at the door with a gasp. Glen
followed her into the room, running his hand through his
hair.

“He’s dead,” Glen
mumbled.

Alfie shook his head. “No, I felt a
pulse. Have you called an ambulance?”

“Henry’s sorting it,”
Marie whispered. “He does look dead.”

“Well he’s not,” Alfie
snapped.

Marie moved farther into the cell,
kneeled, and gripped Queenie’s wrist. She bit her lip and shook her
head. “No pulse, and he’s not breathing.”

Alfie growled and turned back to
Queenie. He pried his mouth open again and tilted his head to take
a better look inside.

“He’s not breathing.
Somethings blocking his airway…”

“He’s not breathing
because he’s dead!” Glen shouted.

Alfie ignored his panicked outcry and
flapped his hand out at Marie. “Give me your torch.”

Marie unclipped it from her belt and
slapped it down on his palm.

“We’re gonna all get
fired,” Glen whined, backing out of the cell.

Alfie gritted his teeth and shone the
light inside Queenie’s drying mouth. He widened his eyes at the
brown lump stuffed down Queenie’s throat.

“What the
fuck…”

He didn’t bother with gloves but
plunged his fingers into Queenie’s mouth. It was the wrong angle to
use his thumb and forefinger. Instead, he had to grip the object
with the tips of his fore and middle. The angle was tight. His nail
scratched the back of Queenie’s throat, but he kept pushing. He
pinched the soft material with his fingers and pulled it from
Queenie’s mouth.

He dropped it to the floor with a
grimace and handed the torch back to Marie.

“He’s still not
breathing.”

Alfie kneeled at Queenie’s side,
assumed the correct position, and pushed down with his linked
hands. Queenie’s body jolted with the count of thirty, but his
lungs didn’t start on their own accord. Alfie shuffled toward
Queenie’s head, pinched his nose, and covered his bluing lips with
his.

Alfie didn’t know how long he carried
out CPR, but it was long enough for Henry to appear in the doorway,
wheezing.

He cleared his throat into his tissue,
shook his head, then muttered, “Such a shame.”

Alfie ignored him and kept trying.
That’s what they taught him in the first aid class. Keeping going
until the ambulance arrived. If you get tired, swap with someone
else. Marie was comforting Glen in the corridor, and Henry looked
like performing CPR would break his arms.

Alfie continued till his biceps ached
and his shoulder throbbed. He breathed so forcefully into Queenie’s
mouth it left him panting, and his head spun after the two vital
breaths. He had practiced for two minutes on the stupid mannequin
chest. It had been fun. They had laughed.

The real thing wasn’t fun. It was the
worst moment off his life, and he felt Queenie’s lips go cold
beneath his.

“Give it up, Freshman.
Queenie’s gone.”

The voice was only a dejected whisper,
one that Henry didn’t hear, and Glen and Marie didn’t care for when
consoling each other. Alfie shook his head, denying Nate’s words.
He liked Queenie. In his head he could admit it. He knew he was
there for a violent assault charge, knew it must have been
particularly savage for him to be placed on H-wing, but he liked
him.

Henry’s hand curled around his
shoulder. “That’s enough, lad. These things happen. I’ll tell Ryan
you tried your best, tell him you three were quick to
respond.”

“But we weren’t quick
enough!” Alfie snapped.

Henry leaned closer and spoke directly
into his ear. “Shhh. We need to look after our own.”

Alfie shook his head and shrugged his
shoulder to remove Henry’s hand. “I need to do my job.”

Henry sighed and backed away. Alfie
pressed down on Queenie’s chest weaker than before. He heard the
gate clang in the lobby and the stairs taking a metallic battering
from feet. Just as the ambulance crew filled the doorway, Queenie
coughed, spluttered, and rolled on his side.

Alfie held his breath, letting
adrenaline flood his weary limbs.

Queenie kept coughing and Alfie patted
his back firmly. Another brown object shot from Queenie’s mouth and
landed on the floor. He groaned, and it was the nicest sound Alfie
had ever heard.

Alfie staggered to his feet and moved
aside for the paramedics. He stumbled out of the cell, then slumped
down the wall, shutting his eyes and getting reacquainted with
breathing just for himself.

“Nice one,
Freshman.”

He turned his head at the voice, so
close to his ear he expected Nate to be there, sat with his back to
the wall and legs bent in front, just like him. The words wrapped
around Alfie’s neck, soothed the cramped muscles. He hadn’t
realized he was leaning against Nate’s cell and was too exhausted
to shuffle away. He panted and pressed his sweaty forehead on the
cool metal.

“Breathe,” Nate
whispered.

Alfie thought it was meant for Queenie
and rolled his head against the door.

“He is breathing,” Alfie
gulped.

“I meant you.”

Alfie snorted. “I’m all
right.”

“Breathe deep and slow,”
Nate said softly.

Alfie swallowed, then drew air slowly
through his lips, expanding his lungs to the maximum.

“Hold it,” Nate
whispered.

Alfie did as Nate said, and his heart
slowed its rampant thump.

“Now breathe out
slow.”

The air whistled through Alfie’s lips,
and he completely emptied his chest. His heart beat calmed back to
normal, and he took another deep breath of air.

“Perfect,” Nate
purred.

The seductive tone ignited goose bumps
up Alfie’s neck, roaming over his scalp. He didn’t lurch away from
the cell or slap his traitorous skin. He let the sensitive buzz
take over him. He allowed himself to sink into unawareness and for
a few seconds it offered him respite and relieved the ache in his
body.

Even though Nate didn’t speak again,
Alfie could tell he was still there, crouched or kneeled the other
side. Listening as the paramedics helped Queenie in the next
cell.

When he had reclaimed enough of his
senses, Alfie opened his eyes. Glen stood a few meters away. He
wiped his brow with relief before Marie took over and did it for
him. Henry had moved to the top of the stairs. He rubbed at his
chin with an unbothered expression, then trundled back down the
steps.

A paramedic held his hand out for
Alfie to take. He hauled Alfie to his feet, then patted his
shoulder. He followed sluggishly behind as they stretchered Queenie
out. Only in the lobby did Alfie get a proper look at Queenie’s
face.

His face was slim, his eyebrows were
well sculptured, and his ears were pierced with two gold hoops.
Alfie couldn’t see his eyes, and most of his features were obscured
by the oxygen mask. Even that close to death, he looked more
preened and healthy than when he arrived at Larkwood.

Queenie raised his hand and clutched
the mask on his face. The nails on his fingers were manicured with
shiny red nail polish. Even though he had big hands, the well-kept
nails made them look feminine. He slipped the mask down and opened
one blood-shot eye.

Alfie moved closer and offered a tight
smile.

“Did you give me the kiss
of life?” he croaked.

Alfie scratched the back of his head,
but even that jarred the muscles in his arm. “Yeah.”

Queenie dropped his head back on the
stretcher and closed his eye. “Nate’s gonna be pissed
off.”

“I think he’ll be relieved
you’re alive.”

Queenie didn’t reply, and the
paramedics wheeled him away flanked by the twins.

****

Alfie didn’t know quite what to expect
when day shift arrived. They all had paperwork to fill out, and
they reported the events of the night. Alfie didn’t mention he
struggled to get in contact with his team. He said he radioed to
Henry, and he responded immediately. He wasn’t a grass, and if it
came down to a ‘his word against mine’ situation, Alfie knew it
wouldn’t end well for him.

By half past seven, Alfie was
struggling to stay on his feet. Day shift had unlocked the rowdy
prisoners for breakfast, and if Alfie hadn’t been so tired he might
have paid attention to the men prowling the fence. All he wanted to
do was crawl into his flat and curl up on the sofa, but Ryan made
them stand to attention as he read through their incident
report.

When Ryan finally clapped his hands
together and dismissed them, Alfie rushed from the room, tugging
his tie loose as he went.

“Rookie!”

He froze at Ryan’s shout and turned
slowly to face him.

Ryan beckoned him back with the curl
of his finger. He flapped the reports in his other hand. “It says
you alerted Henry to an unresponsive inmate.”

Alfie nodded. “That’s
right—”

“You didn’t wait for
another officer to assist you. You opened a cell on your
own.”

Alfie swallowed awkwardly. “It was an
emergency.”

“What if Tyrone had been
faking? What if he knocked you down and stole your keys? The whole
wing could’ve got into the lobby and taken your fellow prison
officers hostage.”

“I could see that he
needed—"

“Did you believe with
absolute certainty Tyrone wasn’t faking?”

Alfie hesitated, and Ryan nodded
patronizingly.

“Exactly. Rookie error.
Don’t try to play the hero. They will get you for it. I won’t be
surprised if the next day they’re all unresponsive hoping you’ll
unlock their cells and hand them the keys.”

“I—"

“Enough!” Ryan yelled. “No
excuses. If you can’t stick to protocol, then I suggest you find
yourself another job. Dismissed.”

Ryan turned on his heels, marched back
into the office, and slammed the door. If someone missed Ryan’s
shout, they didn’t miss the door slam that rattled the windows of
the office.

Alfie didn’t want praise, but felt he
deserved it for saving Queenie’s life and protecting Larkwood’s
reputation. Instead, he got a tongue lashing in front of the
inmates and staff. Alfie didn’t have enough energy to blush, but
the awkward feeling of humiliation lingered in his gut.

Alfie closed his eyes and sighed. Not
only were the day shift guards watching, but a few of the inmates
continued to do so. He knew Nate would be there, and he thought
about not looking to him, but as if magnetized, he had
to.

Nate wasn’t looking back. His dark
eyes were fixed on the office, tracking Ryan’s movement. His
plastic cup was in one hand, and his tray was wedged under his
armpit. Neither of them had been used that morning. Nate wanted a
front row seat to the unfolding drama.

“Nice one,
Freshman.”

Alfie clutched onto the words and
forced his legs to take him to the gate, back to civilization. The
rest of his body ached, but his legs still moved at his will, and
he walked at a brisk pace all the way home.

 




Chapter Six

 


Alfie’s arms were too heavy to lift,
and the muscles in his neck throbbed each time he turned. He
could’ve called in sick, knew that Henry wouldn’t have blamed him.
In fact, he probably expected it.

Ryan was the reason he forced himself
into the shower. Running the sponge around his body was near
impossible, and he didn’t bother putting shampoo on his
hair.

Instead, Alfie rolled his shoulders
under the warm spray, then leaned back for the water to cascade
down his face. It soothed his sore body, and after a few minutes of
breathing in humid mist, he climbed from the shower and dried
himself with a towel.

He stood in front of the mirror and
glared at himself. Bruises and cuts could be seen, but strained
muscles couldn’t, and he hissed at his normal appearance. He felt
awful and wanted to be able to physically see it. Even his green
eyes weren’t red, and there was no sunken smudge of blue beneath
them. He hung his face to make himself look tired, but that
required too much effort to keep up.

Alfie slid easily into his trousers,
but bending his arms for the shirt hurt, and he winced. He fixed
his tie into position, slipped on his polished boots, and grabbed
his jacket. Alfie brushed his damp hair into position with his
fingers and rubbed his jaw to feel the slight stubble growth. He
didn’t want to shave when his arms ached so much.

He didn’t rush his stride like normal.
He walked slowly toward the prison, sighing through his nose. He
had recovered enough for humiliation to surface and just the sign
for Larkwood had his face reddening.

Henry was locking up his car, and
waved Alfie toward him. “I’m sorry Ryan chewed you up like
that…”

Alfie wrinkled his nose then shook his
head. “Don’t worry about it.”

Henry patted his shoulder. “That’s it,
that’s being part of the team.”

A team of one, Alfie thought bitterly,
but he forced a small smile. There was no point arguing about the
previous night. Queenie was still alive, as far as any of them
knew.

Alfie saw Marie coming toward them in
his peripheral. He turned away, hoping if he didn’t make eye
contact she would leave him alone. She tapped him on the other
shoulder, and he gritted his teeth, fixing her with another fake
smile.

She flicked her heavy fringe away from
her eyes and blinked a few times before speaking. “I’m sorry. Me
and Glen, we let you down. We won’t again.”

She used the same tone when she asked
Glen to check a noise with her and Alfie shuddered. He couldn’t be
seduced by her self-perceived sweet voice.

“It’s all right. I just
want to forget about it.”

She nodded, tutted, then
pouted.

Alfie’s cheeks began to ache with his
pretend grin. He strode ahead of them and as soon as Marie and
Henry were out of sight, he dropped his cheeks to his neutral
expression.

Ryan didn’t look at him once at the
handover. He turned on his heels and strolled from the office,
whistling. If he had a cane he would’ve been twizzling
it.

The twins moved into the lobby, Dan
stood on one gate, and Ben the other. Alfie snapped his eyes
between them, then groaned and squeezed the bridge of his nose.
There were identical twins, and then there were clones. Dan and Ben
fit the clone category.

“It’s good to know
Queenie’s okay,” Glen said.

Henry nodded. “Yeah, he’s on suicide
watch, every hour we’ve gotta check him.”

“Nothing says don’t kill
yourself like sleep deprivation,” Alfie muttered.

Henry chuckled and nodded. “The six of
us will take turns, make sure he hasn’t choked himself
again.”

It wasn’t Henry or the twins’ job to
check on Queenie. Alfie knew it was an apology of sorts and nodded
in agreement.

“What did he swallow?” he
asked.

Henry flicked his head toward the
papers on the desk. “His hospital report. Have a read.”

Alfie frowned, and reached for the
medical notes. He scrolled through, then widened his eyes at the
foreign object that blocked Queenie’s windpipe.

“Tea bags? He tried to
kill himself with tea bags.”

“Yeah,” Henry muttered.
“In all my years, that’s the first time someone’s shoved teabags
down their throat.”

Alfie shuddered and dropped the papers
back on the desk.

“I love tea,” Marie said,
ruffling her fringe.

“Love it that much you’d
wanna choke on it?” Glen muttered.

They shot a venomous look at each
other, then stared in opposite directions. A heavy muteness fell
over the room.

“So, I’ll check on him
first,” Henry said, clapping his hands together. He staggered out
of the office, hunched forward, with his head dipping on his
shoulders. He looked about ready for sleep.

Marie and Glen didn’t vanish to check
odd noises in the toilets. Glen perched on the desk at one end of
the office, and Marie sat on a chair with her legs crossed to the
other side. They stared in opposite directions.

Alfie shut his eyes and breathed
heavily through his nose. They hadn’t sorted their differences
after all.

Alfie sat in pin drop silence for two
hours. Henry wasn’t bothered by the atmosphere. He settled in his
chair, shoved his glasses over his eyes, and then went statue
still. Alfie didn’t have a pair of shades on him, and even if he
did, he couldn’t force sleep. He went outside with the twins to
escape Glen and Marie, but it didn’t help. They were just as silent
with his presence. He had encroached on some unspoken twin
moment.

When it was his time to check Queenie,
he flung himself out the office and through the gate. He bounded up
the stairs, ran his hand along the railing, then skipped the last
set of stairs to the last stretch of landing. He strolled up to
cell 149 and knocked his fist to the door.

“Queenie?”

He listened to a scramble, the slap of
bare feet on concrete, and then finally Queenie spoke.

“Officer
Alfie?”

He widened his eyes, opened and closed
his mouth a few times, before finally regaining his voice. He
didn’t think the first person to call him by name would be on the
other side of the cell door.

“Yeah, it’s me,” he
said.

“Thank you. Nate told me
what you did, said I wouldn’t be here without you.”

Alfie pressed his hand to the door and
frowned. “Thank me? You were trying to kill yourself, surely I just
screwed it up.”

Nate laughed, and Alfie stared at his
door, not getting the joke.

“I wasn’t trying to kill
myself,” Queenie mumbled.

Alfie rolled his eyes. “Right, so you
were lying in bed playing with them, and they just happened to jump
down your throat.”

“No … I put them there. I
was experimenting.”

Alfie’s frown intensified, and he
shook his head. “I don’t get it.”

“What he means to say is
he was having a high wank and it went wrong,” Nate
muttered.

“A high wank?”

Nate hummed and banged the door of his
cell. “Make it hard to breathe, and it gets you high. He was
probably imagining a huge cock suffocating him. Ain’t that right,
Queenie?”

“Screw you,
Nate.”

Nate barked with laugher, drumming his
fist to his door. “It’s a new take on tea-bagging, but I don’t
think it’ll catch on.”

Alfie smacked the heel of his hand to
his forehead. “Wait, it was some sex game? You were getting off on
choking yourself?”

A slow, patronizing clap came from
Nate’s cell. “Gold star for the Freshman.”

Queenie whined. “Please stop talking
about it.”

“No way. The more I take
the piss, the less likely you’ll do some stupid shit like that
again. I don’t want yours and Freshman’s mouths getting
familiar.”

Alfie narrowed his eyes at his door
and huffed through his nose.

Nate tapped his nails to the metal
door.

Alfie imagined a big toothy grin on
Nate’s face, and it irritated the hell out of him.

“You know what, Queenie?
Out of all the prisoners, I’m glad it was you I had to
kiss.”

“That’s cruel, Freshman,”
Nate murmured. “It was CPR, nothing sexual. Any boner Queenie had
was from the teabags, not you.”

“Yeah, that kiss in the
cell was CPR, but what about the one in the lobby.”

The tapping nails stopped, and Alfie
stared at Nate door, eyebrow raised as he waited for a
reaction.

“Jesus, Alfie, you’ll get
me in the shit. He’s messing with you, Nate.”

“I know he is,” Nate
mumbled, “but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t jealous Freshman’s
lips were around yours first.”

Alfie lifted his chin, smug with
himself. He moved along to Nate’s cell, knowing an inch of steel
and a chunky cell lock separated them. “First, and
last.”

Nate hummed in amusement. “Maybe I’ll
shove teabags down my throat till I pass out. Then you’d have to
kiss me.”

Alfie shrugged. “I’d get
Henry.”

Queenie howled with laughter and hit
his fist to the wall.

Alfie grinned so hard it felt tight on
his face.

“That’s not nice,
Freshman. How evil are you?” Nate whispered.

The lightness to Alfie’s chest
vanished. The word evil, Henry used it to describe Nate all the
time. Pure Evil, not just the crime he committed, but the man
through and through.

Alfie swallowed uncomfortably and
backed away.

“Open the hatch,
Freshman.”

He didn’t reply. He turned and rushed
away from Nate and Queenie, wondering what the hell was wrong with
him. Flirting, was he flirting, or just passing time?

The glasses had slipped from Henry’s
face and dropped in his lap, but it hadn’t woken him. He couldn’t
lie and say he was awake when all five of them stared at his
eyelids. Alfie never realized how small the office was until they
were forced in it for hours at a time. It didn’t help that the
atmosphere between Marie and Glen squished them and killed any
conversation starters. One of the twins shoved earbuds in his ear,
and the hiss of rock music clashed in the silence. The other twin
watched his brother for a few minutes, then retrieved his own phone
and headphones. The music that escaped his was operatic, and Alfie
raised his eyebrows. They weren’t clones in every way after
all.

“You live ten minutes
away, don’t you?”

Alfie turned to Marie, then checked
over his shoulder to make sure it was him she addressed. “Me? Yeah
… not too far.”

“I could give you a ride
home. It’s on my way.”

Glen muttered something under his
breath, and Alfie looked at him.

“Erm, I’m all right. I
like the walk.”

“But I think it might
rain.”

Alfie frown at Marie’s sudden ability
to tell the future. He turned to her, then winced at the jolt of
pain up his neck.

“Your neck hurt? I could
give you a massage.”

Alfie held his hands up in surrender.
“Thanks, but I’m fine.”

“It looks like it hurts.
I’m good with my hands. I’ll sort it out.”

Glen bashed his heel into the drawers
of the desk and muttered more words Alfie couldn’t
decipher.

He gestured to Glen, then Marie.
“Look, I don’t wanna get in the way of this.”

She shook her head. “There’s nothing
to get in the way of.”

“Not now you’ve called it
a day,” Glen snapped.

“I need to think about my
family,” Marie said, eyeing the floor.

“Then why you trying your
luck with Alfie?”

“I only offered him a ride
home.”

Alfie jumped to his feet and raised
his hands. “Don’t involve me in this, and for the record, I sway
more toward Glen.”

Heat filled his face at his admission,
but he didn’t know why.

Then Henry laughed, his phlegm ridden
laugh, and his eyelids peeled back. “I told you to keep that to
yourself, and here you are, jumping up and down and shouting it
out.”

“I just wanted to stop
this from escalating, and that was the quickest way of stopping
it.”

Marie’s mouth popped open, but no
words followed.

Glen had a smug smile on his face and
flexed his eyebrows before stilling them with a look of panic. “I’m
straight.”

Alfie clapped and nodded. “Good for
you. Roll call?”

They nodded and followed him
out.

Henry shoved the glasses back over his
eyes and sunk into his chair.

Alfie knocked on door 149 with his
forehead. His face hadn’t cooled, and he still reeled with
embarrassment. “Queenie?”

“Yep. I’m here, but you’re
killing me with the hour checks. Give them a rest.”

Alfie sighed through his nose. “Sorry,
protocol after a suicide attempt.”

“For the last time, I
wasn’t trying to top myself.”

The gate to the lobby slammed shut,
and Alfie peered over the railing.

Marie stood one side, and Glen the
other. He had his hands at his sides, fiercely whispering at her
for slamming the gate on him.

“What’s that about?”
Queenie asked.

Alfie rubbed at his skin, watching the
argument unfold. They had the awareness to argue in hushed voices,
but their exaggerated arm movements and posturing looked
funny.

“I think there’s been a
break up,” Alfie muttered.

“Poor old Marie,” Nate
whispered through his door. “Another one bites the dust. She’ll be
after you next, Freshman.”

Alfie snorted and moved in front of
his door. “Told her she’d be barking up the wrong tree.”

He ticked Nate’s name off, then
realized what he’d just said. His face had cooled after speaking to
Queenie, but the heat returned with a vengeance.

Nate hummed into the gap of the door,
a pleasurable sound, almost a moan. “Music to my ears…”

“God, I hate you,” Alfie
mumbled.

“No, you don’t…” Nate
chuckled, then exhaled into the gap of the door.

Alfie knew he couldn’t feel the rush
of air, but he shifted and rolled his shoulders as if fighting a
cold breeze. The jittery feeling returned to his stomach, and he
pressed the clipboard into his chest. Another barrier between him
and Nate.

“So, you’re not straight
then?”

Alfie cocked his jaw left to right,
then levelled his expression. “None of your business, is
it?”

“No, it’s not, but I’m
curious. Do you have a boyfriend, Freshman?”

“Would it bother you if I
did?”

Nate snorted, but didn’t
answer.

Alfie waited, then sighed and turned
to walk away.

“Yes,” Nate hissed. “It
would bother me. It would make me jealous, very
jealous.”

“Then no, I don’t have a
boyfriend.”

Nate groaned, a long low rumble that
made Alfie shiver. He knew Nate was about to say something crude,
or ask him to open the hatch, but he didn’t give him the
chance.

“I don’t have
a boyfriend. I have
two.”

He stomped hard as he left, and the
metal of the prison vibrated and rang in his wake. It deafened him
to anything else Nate said, and he smiled smugly to
himself.

 


 




Chapter Seven

 


Alfie tapped his knuckles to Nate’s
door with a smile growing on his lips.

“How are you this morning,
Freshman?”

He shrugged and ticked off Nate’s
name. “Can’t complain. I’ve just spoken to Queenie, after
all.”

Nate tutted, and Alfie rubbed his
mouth to halt his laugh.

“I was wondering,
Freshman, what do you drink?”

Alfie frowned. “Why do you want to
know?”

“If I met you at a pub and
asked to buy you a drink, I wondered what you’d pick, that’s
all.”

Alfie opened his mouth to reply, but
Nate got there first.

“Please say it’s not one
of those alcopops, or flavored cider.”

A flash of humiliation struck Alfie’s
cheeks. They were his preferred drinks, and only consumed in the
safety of his home.

“I would decline your
offer and move along the bar,” Alfie muttered.

Nate laughed. “No, you wouldn’t. You
would blush and say something stupid like, ‘whatever you’re
having’, and I’d get a whiskey, and watch as you knocked yours back
with a gasp and splutter.”

The blush on Alfie’s face intensified.
The first time he had whiskey he had done just as Nate described.
Whiskey was as pleasant as swallowing a lit match.

“I’d rub your back until
you stopped spluttering, and you’d try to flee in embarrassment,
but I wouldn’t let you. I’d wipe the sticky whiskey off your lips
with my thumb and bring it to my mouth to taste. It would taste
sweet. I’d need more and would forget about my thumb and taste the
whiskey on your lips with mine.”

The clank of the gate woke Alfie from
the fantasy, and his eyelashes fluttered when he reopened them. He
hadn’t even realized he had closed his eyes, wasn’t aware that he
had leaned against the cell door, ear as close to Nate’s voice as
he could get.

Alfie straightened and blanked his
mind of any lust. “I would push you away and call
security.”

He turned to walk away, but Nate spoke
again, voice no longer his low drawl, but normal.

“I’ve got something for
you,” Nate said by the top hinge.

Alfie leaned closer with his eyebrow
raised. “I’m not opening the hatch.”

“You don’t have
to.”

Alfie bent down when he heard
crinkling paper. Nate slipped it through the gap in the hatch, and
Alfie caught it before it fell to the grated walkway. He unfolded
the paper and swallowed hard at the pencil sketch of himself. No
longer lipless, and not just of his face. He was laying down in the
picture, his shirt was open, his tie loosened and askew, and his
wrists were tied with something thin above his head. Shoelaces, his
brain supplied. Again, there was no color to the picture, but the
shading on his cheeks hinted at a blush, and the shine to his lips
suggested they were wet. It was a sexualized picture of himself,
and he didn’t know what to say, or how to feel. Equal levels of
unease and curiosity ran through his mind, and he didn’t know
whether his crotch throbbed with interest or fear.

Alfie wetted his lips, thankful Nate
couldn’t see his turmoil. “What’s this?”

“As you can see, Freshman,
I didn’t know how your torso looks, whether you have muscles,
whether you have body hair, dark or light nipples.”

All he had noticed was his bound hands
and compliant face. He looked again and noticed unlike the rest of
the picture, there was no detail to his chest. It was
blank.

“Why give it to me?” he
asked.

“I needed your help. To
fill in the blanks.”

Alfie breathed heavily through his
nose and shook his head.

“Does it unnerve you,
seeing yourself tied up and helpless, and knowing that’s how I see
you, how I want to see you? If our little pub fantasy played out,
this is how I’d want it to end.”

Alfie pressed the picture to the
clipboard and added his own detail. He drew three saggy boobs,
hanging down to his belly button, then he folded it in two and
shoved it back through the door.

“There you go. I’ve filled
in the blanks.”

Alfie heard Nate unfold the paper and
laugh lightly. He turned to leave, but Nate’s voice tugged him
back.

“So how does it work with
your boyfriends?”

Alfie frowned at Nate’s door. “What do
you mean?”

“Do they share you, one
has you first and then the other?”

A fierce blush grew in Alfie’s cheeks,
and he swallowed. “Something like that…”

“What do they look
like?”

“Why’d you wanna
know?”

Nate hummed into the gap of the door.
“Want to see if you’ve got a type.”

Alfie closed his eyes and created an
opposite of Nate in his mind. “Black hair, brown eyes, slim
build...”

“Both of them?”

“Yeah, they’re both my
type. That’s what I’m into.”

Nate laughed. “You’re trying too hard,
Freshman. We both know there are no boyfriends, and if there were,
they should be worried. You flirt with me like you’re
single.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Maybe it’s ‘cause you
know I can give you what your imaginary boyfriends
can’t.”

Alfie scrunched his face and took a
step back from Nate’s cell.

Nate laughed into the door, and a
chill wrapped around Alfie’s neck. A scarf of cold that left him
feeling exposed and vulnerable. He was the one with the keys on his
hip, the one who would leave the prison in a few hours, but Nate’s
smug voice told him otherwise. Even with him blinded by the cell
door, Nate could see straight through him.

He distanced himself from the
smirking, but still felt the prickle of unease at home hours later.
He stared through his living room window at the sign for Larkwood,
forever reminding him of Nate, of the prison, and the caged feeling
that had infused to his bones. He growled, staggered up from the
sofa and tugged the curtains shut.

“Damn you!” he hissed,
then trundled up the stairs for sleep.

****

It didn’t just rain but poured down on
Alfie as he walked toward the prison. Thunder rumbled in the
distance, and occasional flashes lit up the sky. The day had been a
hot one, but Alfie had missed it. Like some nocturnal creature he
rarely saw the sun. The air smelled of hot pavement, and the drops
hissed as they struck the concrete. The drains couldn’t cope with
the onslaught. Water bubbled from them, making channels along the
edges of the road. The humidity left him feeling sticky and itchy,
and he longed to be in the forever cool prison interior.

Alfie recognized Marie’s car, but she
didn’t pull up and offer him a ride. She splashed through a puddle
that narrowly avoided him. He didn’t know if that was her
intention, but he stared bitterly at her fading car, hoping his
evil stare would ignite it.

By the time he reached the prison, his
trousers were soaked and his coat was damp around the collar. He
shook his hair like a wet dog and shivered his way toward the
radiator.

“It’s raining,” Henry
said.

Alfie gestured to himself. “You don’t
say.”

He shrugged his jacket off and flopped
it on the back of a chair. The collar of his shirt was damp, but
apart from that, his top half had avoided the rain. His legs on the
other hand were drenched. He pinched the material away from his leg
with a grimace.

“There are some spares in
the lockers. Get some now before Ryan briefs us.”

Alfie huffed, then nodded and walked
through the several gates to get to reception. A rumble of thunder
growled overhead, and he watched as the lights twinkled then
recovered.

He grabbed the first pair of trousers
in his size and gave them a sniff. They smelled stale, but not
unclean. He turned at the tap to his shoulder.

Marie stood smiling brightly. “I
would’ve given you a lift if I saw you.”

Alfie smiled tightly. “Next time
maybe.”

She nodded. “Come on, Ryan will chew
you out for being late.”

Alfie sighed and followed her with the
trousers flung over his shoulder. Ryan droned on longer than
normal, as if he knew that Alfie was desperate to change. None of
his words sunk in. Alfie was too preoccupied with his uncomfortable
clothing. The trousers were heavy against his skin, and a deep ache
settled in his limbs, adding to his misery.

“You listening,
Rookie?”

Alfie snapped his eyes to Ryan and
nodded. He inwardly prayed Ryan wouldn’t ask him to repeat his last
words like a child.

“Yes, I’m
listening.”

Ryan narrowed his eyes.
“Good.”

Ryan stared at him for a few tense
seconds, then started talking again. He was a man that clearly
liked the sound of his own voice. All his observations of the day
shift could have been condensed down to five minutes, but instead
he repeated himself and recapped everything he said. He waited for
each growl of thunder to subside, eyes raised to the swinging
ceiling light, then huffed and continued.

Alfie shot a look at Henry and noticed
he looked more alert than usual. His glasses weren’t held tightly
in his hand, but still in his top pocket.

Ryan clapped his hands together, a
signal that his briefing had finally finished.

When Ryan finally faded from view,
Alfie rushed toward the toilets with the trousers cradled to his
chest. He finished climbing into them, just as the door next to his
swung open and clattered against the wall. He heard the squelch of
a sloppy kiss, followed by a wailed name—Glen.

Alfie rushed from the toilet, rubbing
at his ears to rid himself of the disturbing tone of Marie’s voice.
She sounded beyond needy, and the noises their mouths made reminded
him of gorging zombies.

“What’s up with you, fish?
Look like you seen a ghost.”

He shook his head. “Not seen one, but
it sounded like one. In the toilets.”

Henry raised his patchy eyebrows. “Oh,
they’ve sorted things out.”

“Apparently.”

He hung his soaked trousers on the
radiator and itched his neck where the damp collar rubbed. Alfie
frowned when Henry didn’t immediately put on his glasses. He stood
in the center of the room, repeatedly rocking from his heels to his
toes with his hand linked behind his back.

“Something up?” Alfie
asked.

Henry raised an eyebrow. “Were you not
listening to Ryan? Nate will be along shortly.”

Alfie swallowed awkwardly, and Henry
wagged his finger. “Exactly. I can’t relax either when I know that
evil man’s not in his cell.”

“Where is he?”

“Skype call with his dear
old Doris. He should be along soon.”

Alfie nodded at his lap, then began
his own repetitive motion. He filled the silence by picking
nervously at his nails. Henry looked at him but didn’t comment. The
lights of the prisoner flickered, and their gazes snapped to each
other.

“We don’t want the power
cutting out before he’s in his cell,” Henry muttered, “Where the
hell are they...”

A gate clunked, followed by another,
and they both turned their attention to the biggest, most secure
gate that led into the lobby. Nate came into view. He stared
through the window of the office and pinned Alfie in his chair. He
couldn’t even continue his obsessive nail nipping. The corner of
Nate’s mouth lifted in a smile, and he narrowed his eyes slightly.
It was the third time he had seen Nate in the flesh, and the sight
of him robbed the air from Alfie’s chest and the moisture from his
mouth.

“You’re right to be
nervous,” Henry muttered.

Two prison offices walked in Nate’s
wake, and when they caught sight of Henry their faces sagged with
relief.

“You two can handle
him.”

Henry bobbed his head. “Had a feeling
you’d say that.” He walked out the office first and exchanged small
talk with the two guards.

Nate stayed by the door, eyes
unblinking and smile growing. He wore another tight t-shirt, and
his arms were secured at his back.

Alfie swallowed awkwardly and got to
his feet. He moved with forced confidence toward Nate, but the
bigger man smirked at Alfie’s attempt.

Alfie squeezed past him, took two
steps to the gate to H-wing, and then the building shook with the
rumble of thunder. The vibrations were felt deep in his chest, and
all of the officers looked up to the blinking light. Alfie felt
Nate’s eyes still on him.

“Not scared of a little
thunder are we,” Nate mumbled.

Alfie turned back to the gate, shoved
his key inside, then all went dark. He pulled the key out without
unlocking the gate and shoved it into his pocket.

Alfie blinked in the darkness of the
lobby but couldn’t make out the shapes. The shock of the situation
had all of them falling silent, and it was Henry that finally broke
it.

“You got a hold of Nate?”
he asked.

Alfie stuck his hand out, and he
slapped a muscular chest. Nate didn’t make any noise, and he didn’t
move beneath Alfie’s hand. He allowed Alfie to wipe his hand across
his chest and grip his bicep.

“Yeah, I’ve got
him.”

“The backup generator will
be on any minute,” one of the guards said. “Don’t do anything
stupid, Nate. Just stay there.”

There was a quiver in the guard’s
voice that unsettled Alfie. They were afraid, whether for him or
themselves, he didn’t know. He had hold of Nate’s arm, and the
muscle flexed beneath his fingers, hard, solid muscle that pulsed
his fingers as hard as he pulsed the muscle back.

Nate’s shoe bumped into his, and Alfie
shivered at the heat radiating from the wall of flesh in front.
Nate was closer than seconds ago, leaning into Alfie’s personal
space. He could smell him, a dark smoky scent, manly and forbidden,
but he dangled close, tempting Alfie to take a breath of him deep
into his lungs, and he couldn’t ignore it.

His eyes slid shut and he breathed
deep, sucking the warm scent inside him. It soothed his weary
limbs, and he found himself melting into the gate behind
him.

Nate moved with him, pushing his chest
flush to Alfie’s. He wasn’t crushing, but Alfie could barely
breathe, stuck between Nate and the metal bars digging into his
back.

“Nate,” he said
breathlessly.

“You okay, Fish? You got
hold of him?”

He nodded, and his face brushed
bristles. Nate’s face was next to his, Nate’s chest was touching
his, and his manly scent was taking over the smell of his damp hair
and stale trousers. Alfie’s lips popped open, and he panted for the
thinning air.

The feeling of bristles on his face
vanished, and he jerked at the first touch to his neck. Not
fingers, it couldn’t be fingers. There was soft center to the
facial hair, and Alfie realized Nate’s mouth brushed him. Not a
kiss, just a touch, a touch that ignited pleasant tingles down to
his toes.

He leaned back and surrendered
himself. Nate’s open mouth skimmed along his face, ghosting his
open mouth.

Nate paused. Lips touched lips but
with no pressure, and Alfie breathed through his mouth, taking the
air from Nate and claiming it as his own.

He could only breathe through Nate,
draw what he had into himself to keep upright and conscious.
Alfie’s head spun, made worse by the darkness and his drumming
heart.

Nate’s lips moved away, and he tried
to follow until they pressed into the shell of his ear.

“Freshman,” Nate
whispered, so softly Alfie was sure he had imagined the words,
assumed Nate said them like all the other times.

Nate’s lips hovered by his jugular,
and Alfie thought about the blood rushing through him. The blood he
could hear in his ears along with his exaggerated breathing. Nate
could sink his teeth in, rip through his flesh and kill him after
his easy seduction. Even though the thought registered, Alfie
didn’t straighten or shuffle along the gate. He shivered at the nip
to his neck, and the one to his jaw.

Instead of moving away from Nate’s
teeth, he found himself angling his head and neck for Nate to nip
more. Never hard enough to puncture skin, not enough to hurt, just
a gentle pressure of teeth, and each bite increased Alfie’s heart
rate, drove him closer to hyperventilating. His skin tingled, and
each touch from Nate sent a spark of sensitivity coursing under his
skin. The blood in his body felt hotter, and it pooled in his
groin.

“Oi!” Henry
shouted.

Alfie lurched forward at the shout.
“Yeah?”

“The generator is starting
up.”

Nate took an audible step back,
stomping his feet more than necessary, as if letting Alfie know for
sure he had backed off.

Alfie straightened, rubbed a palm down
his face, and stared into the darkness. The lights buzzed noisily,
then lit the space with their dulled glow.

 Alfie couldn’t look toward the three guards, and he couldn’t
look at Nate. He turned away and stared at the floor. Nate didn’t
move from in front of him, even when Henry moved closer. Nate stood
still, shielding Alfie with his bulky body.

Alfie felt exposed, and the barrier
that stood between him and three curious pairs of eyes was the man
that had made him vulnerable, and confused.

“Fish?”

There wasn’t a word that could make
him lose his erection faster than that one. He shuffled, angled his
hips away from Henry, and inwardly counted to ten.

“Yeah, ‘m fine,” he
mumbled.

Alfie shifted along the gate, and
Henry unlocked it with his set of keys. He flicked his head at the
open space, and Alfie hurried through with Nate shadowing his
movements.

“Slow down,
Fish!”

He ignored Henry’s shout. He needed to
be away from the curious gazes of the guards, needed to distance
himself from Nate even though logically he knew he was separating
the two of them from Henry. He galloped up the steps, and Nate did
the same.

They paused outside the cell and
listened to the wheeze of Henry as he climbed up after
them.

Nate took a step nearer, and Alfie
took one away. He still couldn’t make eye contact with Nate and
instead stared at his clenching jaw, stared at the lines of his
neck as it pulled tight. He didn’t know the expression Nate wore.
He imagined him smirking, but no noise travelled to his
ears.

“I got your blush wrong,”
Nate said slowly.

Alfie forced his gaze high and was
immediately caught in the trap of Nate’s eyes. They were darker
than Alfie had ever seen them, and the intensity in the look made
him shiver. He didn’t just feel stripped by the stare but tied
down, chained, at Nate’s mercy.

Nate wetted his lips, and his eyes
roamed Alfie’s face. Then they settled on his tingling mouth. Alfie
had sunk his teeth into the soft flesh and only realized when Nate
did.

Alfie took another step away from
Nate, and subtly leaned over the railing to check if Henry was
close by.

“The apples of your cheeks
blush, but it goes farther, down to your jaw.”

Alfie dropped his gaze and shook his
head. “Stop it.”

“Stop what?”

Alfie shuffled. “Making me feel stupid
… for—for that.”

“I’m not trying to make
you feel stupid.”

Henry puffed into view and coughed
into his tissue. Then he moved to the cell door and unlocked it
with a clunk.

“Get inside,” he
said.

“I want Alfie to pat me
down,” Nate said carefully.

Alfie blushed furiously and took
another step back. Nate wasn’t done humiliating him for his
reaction.

Henry huffed. “No, just get in the
cell.”

Nate breathed deep and released his
breath slowly. Alfie raised his head and saw Nate staring fiercely
at Henry. He may have been old, almost knocked to the ground by
Nate’s exhale, but he didn’t bow to him.

“Inside, now.”

Nate walked forward, and Henry
unclipped his hands. Then he slammed the door shut loud enough to
wake everyone in the prison.

“Evil,” he muttered, then
turned to Alfie. He nodded, and a few seconds later Alfie nodded
back. They walked back down the stairs in silence, and the mute
atmosphere only broke when Henry closed the office door behind
them.

“He didn’t do anything to
you, did he?”

Alfie shook his head. “No…”

Henry rubbed at his chin. “It’s just
the thought though, just knowing you can’t see what he’s doing,
that he might catch you unaware.”

It wasn’t that at all, but Alfie
nodded anyway.

“You handled that well. I
wouldn’t have liked being close to him when the lights went
out.”

Alfie scratched the back of his head.
“Think maybe Glen can do the top level at roll call?”

Henry bobbed his head. “I think that’s
a good idea.”

 




Chapter Eight

 


At roll-call, Nate didn’t start
bashing the door much to Alfie’s relief.

He didn’t want to hear Nate’s purring
voice. He needed to gather his thoughts about what happened, or
about what almost happened. He spent another shift staring at Nate
on the computer screen but didn’t build the courage to scroll
down.

When Marie offered him a lift home, he
didn’t refuse her despite the odd look Glen gave him, and as soon
as he set foot in the house he rushed to the curtains and drew them
to block out the sign for Larkwood.

Laying on the sofa, sleep refused to
come. It denied him in bed too, and he ended up staring at his
panic blown reflection in the bathroom mirror. His hair was
ruffled, his flesh was clammy, and halfmoons of grey were forming
under his eyes.

Him and Nate were playing a game, a
game he thought he was on top of, but he was wrong.

Alfie tilted his head back and
clutched at his throat. No marks from Nate’s teeth, just pale flesh
under his fingertips, but it didn’t feel the same. Nate had
infected him, his skin didn’t just tingle at his voice, but his
touch, and his scent. Nate had started to take over Alfie’s body,
and he didn’t know how it had happened, or how to stop
it.

He had surrendered his throat to Nate,
wouldn’t have fought him off whether he kissed or bit. Instead,
Nate had nipped, and Alfie had moved his body into the path of
more. If that had been in the darkness of a club it would’ve been
fine, but at Larkwood, with a violent prisoner, it couldn’t get
farther from fine. Nate Mathews, triple murder with the details of
his crime so bad it made the staff shudder.

He stared in the mirror and questioned
why his body betrayed him, but there was no answer, just a face of
confusion staring back.

Alfie ducked down suddenly and braced
himself over the sink. He didn’t vomit, but his stomach clenched,
and the vice didn’t loosen no matter how much he rubbed to sooth
it.

He couldn’t do the roll-call. He
couldn’t risk bumping into Nate after his skype call. He had to
leave. That was the only option. The staff were unprofessional,
worn down by years of the same old thing, but Alfie was new,
thought he was a good worker, an efficient one, and it was him
stepping over an unforgivable line, not them.

He wondered what would’ve happened if
the lights had stayed off, if it had been just him and Nate in the
darkness of his cell. His heart sped up beneath his ribs, and he
balled his hand into a fist and hit himself like an ape drumming
its chest. His heart was not supposed to act that way. It was
supposed to freeze in terror, not throb with anticipation. Blood
wasn’t meant to flow south, and he wasn’t supposed to lick his lips
imagining Nate’s pressed to his.

Alfie had heard of others that had
fallen for prisoners, and they weren’t regarded in a good light.
They were considered worse than those that smuggled drugs, worse
than those that accepted bribes. Getting involved with a prisoner
was traitorous, moving from the side of the light to that of the
dark. Henry told him both men and women had been caught up in the
tumbling ball of lust, and it never ended well.

The only option was quitting. Alfie
could leave, barely clinging to his dignity before he lost it all
together. He would lose the house, his stable job, but at least he
wouldn’t lose his mind.

He lifted his head, stared into his
determined eyes, then nodded.

****

Alfie sighed for the fiftieth time on
the way to the prison. He tightened his hand around his scrawled
letter of resignation. He had thought about emailing it, but knew
Ryan would scoff and call him pathetic. He would do it face to face
and leave without a scowling.

Alfie hadn’t changed out of his work
clothes, and the stale trousers smelled worse in the sunlight. As
he walked, he straightened his tie and tucked in his shirt. He
couldn’t hide the bags under his eyes, but he could at least
smarten himself up.

He knew he would have to work two
weeks of notice, but he could avoid Nate for that long. He only had
a skype call once a month, and Glen and Marie could take a week
each on the top level after he’d done it nonstop.

Nate would protest, Alfie was sure of
it, but he could cope with two weeks of cell banging when freedom
was on the other side.

The reception staff frowned at him,
and he flashed them his ID card. They called through to Ryan’s
office, and he told Alfie to wait in the corridor until he was
called in. It was the first time he’d seen the corridor in the day
time since his interview. It felt less suffocating, which was
ridiculous when there were more people moving about, and gates
swinging open and closed.

He seated himself on a chair outside
Ryan’s office and waited with his head bowed like a naughty child
sent to the headmaster.

“Officer
Alfie?”

He looked up at the voice and blinked
at the sight of Queenie. His lips were painted red, the same
luscious shade of his nails, and his eyelashes were dark and long.
He looked good, healthy and happy, compared to the last time Alfie
had seen him. His glamourous appearance was only dulled by the blue
apron he wore around his chest, and the mop and bucket in his
hands.

“Are you moving to day
shift?”

Alfie shook his head and tapped his
letter to his hand. “No, erm. I—I don’t think I’ll be staying here
much longer.”

Queenie’s face sagged, but his eyes
widened. He dropped into the chair next to Alfie, and Alfie opened
his mouth to protest, then snapped it shut. It was either sit for a
few minutes with Queenie or sit alone, and he didn’t want to listen
to anymore of his internal monologue.

“Why?” Queenie
asked.

Alfie shrugged. “I don’t think this is
for me.”

“How long you been
here?”

“About seven months
now.”

Queenie nodded. “It took you seven
months to realize it wasn’t for you?”

Alfie didn’t answer. He lifted his
gaze to Ryan’s door and prayed it would swing open.

“You saved my
life…”

Alfie snorted. “You’ve got to promise
me no more late-night tea-bag experiments.”

Queenie snorted and nudged his
shoulder into Alfie’s. “I promised, didn’t I? Nate’s gonna be
gutted you’re going.”

Alfie swallowed, but his throat
spasmed, and his voice came out dry. “Why? I’m sure he can torment
someone else.”

“Torment? Is that what you
think he’s doing?”

He turned to Queenie and eyed his
smile curiously. “Am I wrong?”

Queenie tutted and fluttered his
eyelashes. “Not completely wrong, but it’s more than
that.”

“More?”

Queenie laughed. The deeper boom made
Alfie jump back into his seat.

“Nate’s … he—he knows what
he wants.”

Alfie raised an eyebrow. “And what
does he want?”

“You to open the
hatch.”

Alfie waved the envelope. “Well, he’s
not going to get it.”

Queenie sighed and shook his
head.

The name Tyrone was yelled from the
farthest gate, and he growled, kicking the bucket on the
floor.

“Arsehole!”

“I heard that,” the guard
yelled back.

Queenie turned his attention back to
Alfie. “I’m needed in the art room, the mess they make. I think
they do it on purpose, especially Nate.”

He stood, grabbed his bucket, then
flashed Alfie a smile and carried on down the corridor.

Queenie strutted like a model on a
catwalk, then pulled his pose as he waited for the guard on the
gate to let him through.

Alfie went back to staring at his
letter. The ink had smudged from his sweaty hands, and the envelope
had torn at the edges. Gates opened and closed, but the door
directly in front didn’t. Alfie wondered whether Ryan was doing it
on purpose, dragging out the experience of resigning until the tail
between his legs became a permanent fixture.

“Freshman?”

Alfie bolted out of his seat and took
two steps away. Nate had been let through the gate, and unlike all
the times before his hands weren’t at his back but hanging by his
sides. His stride was strong and commanding, and Alfie gulped when
he saw there was no one flanking him. One guard was on the first
gate, and the other guard was at the gate at the opposite end of
the corridor. Alfie was left in no-man’s land, with Nate fast
approaching.

“Queenie said he’d seen
you. I was jealous, so here I am.”

He smiled, but Alfie didn’t return the
smile. He pressed his lips in a firm line, and soon Nate dropped
his amused expression and frowned.

“What you doing
here?”

Alfie flicked his chin out. “Shouldn’t
I be asking you that, aren’t you meant to be somewhere?”

“I was in the classroom,
but Queenie mentioned you were out here and I said I felt like
shit. They let me go back to my cell.”

The back of Nate’s hands had splashes
of paint, and his fingers were grey from what Alfie assumed was
pencil lead. He looked younger in the daylight, less manic. His
hair, a dirty blond, was swept over his head, and his facial hair
was a few shades darker. Alfie remembered the feel of the hair, the
tickly sensation over his skin, and the softer touch of his
lips.

Alfie’s cheek filled with heat, and he
dropped his gaze and toed at the floor.

Now it’s your turn,” Nate
purred.

“My turn?”

Nate smirked. “I told you why I’m
here. Now you tell me.”

“I don’t have to tell you
anything.”

Nate narrowed his eyes. “No need for
that tone, I’m being nice.”

Alfie flicked his gaze up and startled
when Nate wagged his finger at the letter. It was strange seeing
Nate’s hands, seeing his shoulders at their correct angle. He could
grab if he wanted. He could clutch Alfie and tug him to his hard
chest, but he didn’t, and Alfie’s confusion increased when he found
it disappointing he didn’t.

Nate stood a few feet away, more
distance than the cell door, and the times they had come face to
face before.

“What’s that?”

Alfie dropped his gaze to the letter
and swallowed. “It’s for Ryan.”

“Better not be a love
letter.”

“No, it’s—it’s to say I
wanna leave.”

He tensed, expecting Nate to do
something, but he just shrugged. “Fair enough.”

The words hurt, but Alfie didn’t know
why. He realized he wanted a protest, wanted Nate to fight for him
to stay. The thought was ridiculous and made him angry, angry that
he couldn’t understand what was going on in his head.

Nate went to walk past, and Alfie
relaxed, loosening his grip on the letter. Nate snatched it from
his hand and shoved it down his jeans so fast it was a flash of
white.

“Wait—"

Nate cracked his neck and tutted. “Oh
dear, Freshman, looks like your letter’s gone.”

Alfie’s mouth popped open. “Give me it
back.”

Nate snorted and shook his head. “Not
happening, Freshman.”

Nate moved around Alfie, but Alfie
didn’t let him get any farther. He rushed in front of Nate, puffed
out his chest, and flared his nostrils.

“I said give it
back.”

Nate stared down at him, and his eyes
darkened the longer they glared. The predatory grin appeared on
Nate’s face, and his eyes crinkled with the smile.

“Open my hatch later, and
I’ll give you it back.”

“No!” Alfie
snapped.

Nate rolled his eyes, laughed lightly,
then barged forward. Alfie staggered back with his mouth open. His
surprise amused Nate, and he laughed louder, moving forward
regardless of Alfie’s efforts to keep him in one place.

Rage surged in Alfie’s body, and he
blocked Nate’s path again. He ignored the shout of the guard behind
and glared into Nate’s chuckling eyes.

“Now,” he
hissed.

Nate stared at him, and then the guard
several meters away. “I’m not letting you go that
easily.”

Alfie half wanted those words and half
despised them.

“It’s not your
decision.”

Nate patted his crotch and the letter
crinkled. “This is the wrong decision.”

“I don’t think
so.”

“You’re in your freshman
year. It’s all about having fun and not thinking of the
consequences. Stop being a do-gooder.”

Alfie narrowed his eyes and pulled
back his lip. “I hate you.”

Nate sighed and pinched the brow of
his nose. “No, you don’t. That’s the problem…”

Alfie shook his head.

Nate laughed, lifted his chin, and
removed his gaze from Alfie and attached it to the gate. It was
dismissive, and he strolled forward, knocking Alfie to the
side.

Alfie balled his hand into a fist and
lashed out, faster than his brain could process and when it did, it
was too late. He knew how to punch, had needed to in some of the
foster homes, but he had never hit anyone as hard as he hit Nate.
It was one punch, and his fist rebounded back stinging.

Nate didn’t stumble back. His face
didn’t even jolt at the contact. He stayed statue still, and the
only evidence of the punch was Nate’s lip. A red line grew, seeped,
and then leaked droplets from Nate’s chin.

Time moved in slow motion as Alfie
watched Nate bleed in front of him. The wound he had caused on the
cocky man’s face dribbled, leaving a trail of red dots on Nate’s
t-shirt.

Both gates clanged open, and Alfie
heard footsteps rushing to him. Even with them running, he doubted
they were going to get to him in time.

Alfie scrunched his face and raised
his hands to cover himself. Nate was going to kill him and
defending himself was futile, but he didn’t want to die looking
like he accepted it.

No punch came at him, and the next
time Alfie opened his eyes, Nate was pinned to the wall by the two
officers. He didn’t look at Alfie. Even when they dragged him away
he didn’t shoot back a venomous glare.

Alfie clutched his hair and gasped. He
looked down at the red on the floor, and wiped his shoes against
the splodges, wanting them to be gone, wanting the moment to have
never happened. He hit Nate. He lashed out and lost it because he
couldn’t control the swirl of confusion in his head.

The door to Ryan’s office swung open,
and Alfie flashed a look at his senior officer.

“What just
happened?”

Alfie couldn’t speak, only just had
enough power over himself to reclaim his jaw and shut it. He had
fucked up big time.

 




Chapter Nine

 


Alfie took a tentative step into the
office. His legs felt weak, and he grabbed for the back of the
chair to keep him up. “I just punched Nate Mathews in the
face.”

Ryan widened his eyes and opened and
closer his mouth a few times before recovering. “That—that is a
serious breach of protocol.”

Alfie shook his head and stared at the
scuffed carpet. “I know. I—I don’t know what to say. I can’t
believe I did it.”

Ryan frowned. “Neither can I. Are you
sure?”

“I punched him in the
face.”

Ryan flicked his chin at the chair and
circled behind the desk. “Was it self-defense?”

Alfie managed to move one foot in
front of the other and sunk down on the wooden chair. He stared at
the etchings in the desk. The word ‘Wanker’ was carved in the top.
Henry had told Alfie a prisoner had done it, but Alfie thought it
was more likely a colleague.

“Alfie!”

“No, I just... I lost
it.”

He dragged his eyes off the worn desk
and looked at Ryan. He expected to see disgust and disappointment,
but instead Ryan wore an expression of curiosity. He rubbed at the
strip of hair on his chin, staring into space.

“You hit Nate Mathews and
he didn’t hit you back.”

“No, the two guys on the
gates got there first.”

Ryan nodded. “You’ll have to thank
them. If Dave and Mike weren’t there I doubt you’d still be
breathing.”

“What—what happens
now?”

Ryan shrugged. “I need to talk to Dave
and Mike.”

Ryan reached for his radio, and it
hissed back. He asked for Dave and Mike, and they both responded
they were on the way.

“I punched him in the
face.”

“Will you stop saying
that,” Ryan mumbled.

Alfie snapped his mouth shut and
stared down at his restless hands. His plan of resigning was
forgotten. He would be punished, was no worse than some of the
low-level offenders in G-wing. He stared down at his knuckles,
curling his hand into a throbbing fist.

Nate had pushed his buttons, had been
plucking at the nerves in his brain since the lights went out, and
it accumulated in Alfie lashing out. He hated Nate, but staring at
his reddened fist, he hated himself more.

A knock sounded on the door, and Alfie
turned slowly toward it.

“Come in!” Ryan
yelled.

Dave and Mike walked in the room with
matching wide-eyed expressions. Other than that, they were the
opposite of each other. One was small, the other tall, one wide and
one thin, one hairless, and one with flowing blond locks tied in a
bun.

“Rookie said he struck
Nate,” Ryan said, flashing a look at both men.

The stocky bald man stepped forward,
and an amazed breath escaped his lips. Alfie stared at him, not
understanding the expression until he spoke.

“It was quite the sight,
and Nate didn’t see it coming. He was too stunned to do anything
after. He’s always so calm and collected, and that wiped the smug
smile off his face.”

“Is he all right?” Alfie
asked.

The skinny man stepped forward,
arranging the knot of hair on the back of his head. “Nate, he’s
fine. No worse than the usual in here. The prisoners are always
scraping. I’ve had worse shaving.”

“But I’m not a prisoner.
I’m supposed to be responsible, not lash out.”

“He was pushing you
about,” the shorter man said. “Both me and Dave saw him. Several
times he shoved you out the way. You can’t let him disrespect you
like that.”

Ryan tapped his hand on the desk, and
Alfie turned back to him. “From what I heard he had it
coming.”

Alfie frowned and shook his head. “I
don’t understand.”

Ryan huffed and itched at his hairy
strip of chin. It sounded like scraping sandpaper, and Alfie
shuddered.

“You rushed out of here
pretty fast this morning, and I wondered what had spooked you.
Henry said you were by Nate when the power went out, and you were
shaken afterward but didn’t say why. I take it that’s why you
haven’t slept, and why you wanted to see me.”

Alfie opened his mouth, but he
couldn’t confirm or deny.

“Did he try
something?”

Alfie yanked at the collar of his
shirt and shuffled in his chair. He was overly aware of all the
eyes on him. His stomach sloshed with guilt, and his face heated
with the memory of the night before.

“He just said some stuff.
Got—got in my face.”

“Threats and posturing,
sounds like Nate,” Ryan said. “You can’t let it get to
you.”

“But it did, I hit
him.”

Ryan nodded. “Yeah, you hit him, but
what was the alternative? Let him walk all over you, run to get
help from another officer? If you’d have done that I would’ve
talked you into leaving. There’s no room for pushovers here,
especially on day shift.”

Alfie didn’t answer, and he turned at
the sound of footsteps.

Dave stepped forward, bumping into the
back of Alfie’s chair. His round face continued to look impressed,
and he nodded at Alfie, then at Ryan.

“I didn’t hear what they
were saying out in the corridor, but it didn’t look friendly. Alfie
gave him lots of chances, but Nate kept shoving him and smirking,
being his usual difficult self. I think the new guy handled himself
well considering. Most officers run away in fear when Nate’s
around.”

It was Mike’s turn to step forward,
and his hand tightened around Alfie’s shoulder. “We’ve got his back
if Nate says anything, but I doubt he will. He wasn’t mouthing off
on the way to his cell. He was silent and compliant.”

Ryan hummed. “Then this goes no
further. He threatened you, shoved you about, and now he knows not
to push it, but I’m not sure you should work on H wing anymore.
Nate will hold a grudge.”

“You’re not … you’re not
gonna report me?”

Ryan lifted his lips in a smile, not
the usual sneer, but an actual smile. He leaned over the table and
stared into Alfie’s eyes. “It’s us and them in here. We look after
our own. I’ll put you on days on G.”

Alfie frowned and shook his head. “I
like working H wing.”

Ryan’s eyebrows rose to his hairline.
“You’re turning down a day shift? That’s all you’ve been after, and
I finally think you’re ready.”

“I want to stay on
H.”

He needed to see Nate, check he was
all right, and apologize for losing it like he did.

Ryan narrowed his eyes and the sneer
returned. “I’m offering you an out.”

“I’m happy where I
am.”

“Fine, your
choice.”

Ryan flicked his chin out, dismissing
all of them. Alfie followed Dave and Mike into the corridor. Dave
turned to him and bought his arms up as if boxing. He threw a soft,
slow punch at Mike, dodged and weaved, and threw
another.

Dave chuckled. “Mike’s into boxing. He
wasn’t expecting that hit from you.”

Mike stuck his chin out. “You don’t
look tough, but that was a hell of a swing.”

Alfie scratched the back of his head
and forced a smile. “I better go home.”

Mike reached up and rubbed Alfie’s
shoulders. “That’s is champ. Go rest for round two.”

Dave laughed and moved to his
designated gate. Mike kept rubbing at Alfie’s shoulders until they
got to his gate. Alfie passed through and Mike locked it behind
him.

Alfie turned with a tight smile.
“Thanks for getting there so fast. I don’t know what would’ve
happened if you didn’t.”

Mike snorted, then rubbed the tip of
his nose. “Sure, you do. Nate would’ve killed you. He’s evil, that
one. Doesn’t even need a reason to kill someone, and now he’s got a
very big one to kill you. Sleep well.”

****

Alfie couldn’t sleep at all. He stared
at his huge television, not noticing when one program changed to
the next. He obsessively checked the time on his phone, heart
increasing both in fear and anticipation as work got closer. He
forced down a sandwich that he didn’t taste, and a coffee that did
nothing to build his energy levels.

The shower beat down on his back, but
he couldn’t feel it, and when rubbed citrus bodywash over himself
the scent didn’t make it to his nose.

Everyone knew he had punched Nate
Mathews. It was all the staff talked about when he arrived, and
several of the day shift officers patted him on the back. The twins
offered him one of their prized cigarettes, and Glen and Marie
didn’t immediately rush off to the toilets.

They wanted him to retell the
incident, and he did in a monotonal voice.

Marie’s gaze drifted to the window,
and the gate to H-wing. “You think they’re gonna be bad
tonight?”

Henry hummed. “Not sure. Nate doesn’t
take too kindly to being punched in the face, that’s for
sure.”

Marie shuddered. “Yeah, I
remember.”

Alfie scanned Marie’s paling
appearance and swallowed hard. “What? Remember what?”

Henry sighed and rubbed at his eyes.
“There was another officer a few years back. Big guy. He took an
instant disliking to Nate. He shoved Nate about a few too many
times and Nate nutted him.”

Marie’s eyes widened, and her lip
wobbled. “I’ve never seen that much blood.”

Henry nodded. “Yeah, poor guy. We were
searching the floor for his teeth all afternoon.”

Alfie breathed deep and exhaled slowly
through his lips.

Henry’s eyebrows snapped up. “But you
don’t have to worry about that. He was on day shift. Nate can’t
touch you locked behind his cell.”

“Unless he gets out,” Glen
muttered.

The twin Alfie thought was Dan huffed.
“Not likely, the doors haven’t failed since I’ve been there. He’ll
only get out if one of us lets him out.”

“What if he fakes it,
doesn’t answer the roll call,” Ben said.

Henry wagged his finger. “Even if he
buzzes the alarm on that cell and doesn’t answer verbally, we ain’t
opening it. Leave it to day shift to sort him out.”

Alfie frowned. “But what if he needs
help?”

Henry sighed and shook his head in
disappointment. “Every time I think you’ve made progress you open
your naïve mouth. Us and them remember. If Nate Mathews gets in
difficulties in the night it’s not exactly a tragedy, and it’s far
more likely he’ll pretend so he can get to you. Trust me,
Fish.”

Alfie turned away and stared out the
office window at the H-wing. He wanted to apologize, but he didn’t
know the reception it would get.

When roll-call came, Glen offered to
do Nate’s row of cells. Alfie declined, and Glen immediately sagged
and wiped the bead of sweat off his brow.

Each cell Alfie ticked off felt like a
step closer to doom, and his heart thumped so hard and fast it
hitched his breathing. His feet felt heavier each step, and when he
got to Queenie’s door his knock was so soft Queenie didn’t
reply.

“Queenie?” he croaked,
then rubbed at his tight throat.

“Yep, it’s the glamourous
Queenie, as always.”

Alfie took the final two steps to
Nate’s door and glanced behind himself. He stood in the farthest
corner of the prison, and he heard the gate open and close as Glen
and Marie went back into the lobby.

Alfie breathed deep and lay his hand
flat on the cell door. “Nate?”

He winced and stiffened his body,
expecting a battering of the door, but it didn’t come.

“Yeah, I’m
here.”

Alfie gawped, then sunk his teeth into
his lip. Nate’s voice hadn’t been close. It didn’t have its usual
alluring tone that seeped through Alfie’s flesh. He sounded
redundant, unbothered.

Alfie pushed his lips to the crack of
the door and whispered as quietly as he could, “I’m
sorry.”

“Don’t mention
it.”

There was no sound of Nate getting
closer. His voice was just as mumbled and far away. Alfie leaned
back and stared at the door. He’d rather Nate shout and hiss than
say nothing. No flirty whispers, no asking for him to open the
hatch.

Alfie shifted from foot to foot. Then
he dropped to his knees, and without thinking on it, he slotted his
key into the hatch and opened it as quietly as he could.

The lights from outside the prison
shone on the bed, and Alfie could see Nate lying on his back. He
held something in his hand above his head, a piece of paper that he
turned over in his fingers repeatedly. Nate didn’t look to the open
hatch. He didn’t appear to have noticed Alfie watching
him.

Alfie licked his lips, swallowed, then
whispered, “I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking earlier.”

“Why are you apologizing?
Are you scared I’ll get you back?”

Alfie frowned and shook his head. “No,
I just—”

“You should be, Freshman.
People say I’ve killed for far less.”

“I lost it. I hit you when
I shouldn’t have.”

Nate blew a long breath through his
pursed lips. “It’s kind of a relief.”

“A relief?”

Nate smirked, then sat up on the bed.
He still didn’t look at the open hatch, but the wall
opposite.

“You can handle yourself
if you need to. My protection will only go so far in here, and on
the outside its non-existent. I’m glad for whatever reason you know
how to punch. How’s the hand?”

“The hand?” Alfie gasped.
“Jesus Christ, I’m not bothered about my hand. How’s your
lip?”

“Stings,” Nate said
slowly. “I’m guessing the hand does too.”

Alfie splayed his fingers on the hatch
and snorted at his reddened knuckles. “Probably not as
much.”

Nate swung his legs off the bed and
onto the floor. Alfie knew this was the time he should shut the
hatch. They had made peace, whether fake or real Alfie didn’t know,
but he had said what he wanted to.

“I guess you want this
back?” Nate said flapping the piece of paper.

Nate walked forward, his body in
silhouette. Alfie realized the paper in Nate’s hand was his letter.
Nate offered it, not looking at the hatch, but to the wall as if it
was irrelevant.

“Still leaving right?” He
sounded bored and flapped the letter with a huff.

Alfie studied him, then reached to get
it.

Nate snapped from calm and collected,
to a striking python. He grabbed Alfie’s wrist with his other hand
and yanked him forward. His knees pressed painfully into the metal
walkway, and he patted his belt with his free hand to get his
radio. He couldn’t breathe and was surprised his heart was still
beating. Pain, he waited for it, waited for the snap of his
fingers, or wrist, or the dislocation of his elbow.

He froze when the hand captured by
Nate pressed against soft bristles. Nate moved his hand up Alfie’s
wrist to link their fingers then pressed Alfie’s hand to his face,
made him cradle it.

“Nate?” he
gasped.

He throttled his radio with his other
hand, poised to press down and demand assistance, but he didn’t.
Nate brushed his face into Alfie’s hand, then moved it to his
lips.

“Let me go,” Alfie
whispered.

Nate didn’t answer, just continued to
lead Alfie’s fingers to the places he wanted touched. His lips,
more specifically the bump in his lip, the catch of torn skin, and
hard scab that stopped leaking blood. Alfie shut his eyes and
swallowed hard. He did not like the feel of the damage he’d
done.

“I’m sorry,” Alfie
whispered, and then moved his thumb along the cut.

Nate opened his mouth, and Alfie
registered heat on his thumb. He shivered, Nate nipped, and he
shivered again. Teeth clutched at each of his fingers in turn
before letting go. The metal digging angrily into Alfie’s knees
didn’t matter, nor did the edge of hatch door pressed into his
chest.

All Alfie could feel was the soft skin
of Nate’s lips, surrounded by the coarse hair of his beard. Nate
moved Alfie’s palm down from his face, against his throat, and onto
his bare chest. His bare chest, that was warm and hard. Nate’s
heart beat powerfully, pressing against Alfie like it wasn’t
underneath his skin but in his hand.

He felt sections of muscle, dips and
bulges, and Nate shifted, moving his body to get Alfie to touch
more. Alfie couldn’t see him through the hatch, could only feel,
and he swallowed when he was certain the sharp angle his fingers
traced was a hip then a small dip of a belly button that made
Nate’s stomach twitch.

There was hair, trailing down, then
Alfie felt Nate’s hard cock, and his mouth went dry.

Nate guided Alfie’s hand to touch him,
wrapped his fingers around his erection to feel it pulse, to feel
how tight the skin got, how aroused Nate felt. Alfie didn’t know
what to do. He didn’t pull away, and he didn’t take over the
stroking. He allowed his hand to be used, and when Nate groaned,
low and dark, Alfie whimpered in reply.

He knew Nate was getting close when
his breathing change from near silent, to a pant. Their joined
hands were wet and slippery as Nate continued to move them at a
slow pace over his cock. Alfie twitched his fingers, putting more
pressure when their hands rubbed the tip. Nate gasped, and Alfie
felt him shudder.

His radio was there. He could’ve
called for help. He could have fought harder to reclaim his hand,
but he didn’t want to. He turned off all the niggling thoughts in
his head and focused on the feel of hot flesh, the sound of Nate’s
quickened breathing. Alfie’s stomach fizzled, his skin tingled, and
his head filled with pleasant rushes.

The radio at his belt hissed, and
Alfie snapped his eyes open.

Nate’s hand wasn’t guiding his
anymore, it was just Alfie’s, and as soon as he realized he jolted
backward and slammed the hatch shut. He stared at his wet hand
accusingly, then his erection showing clear as day though his
trousers.

“Fucking hell, Freshman,
you’re a tease.”

Alfie scrunched his face and quickly
wiped his hand on his thigh. “I hate you.”

Nate chuckled breathlessly. “No, you
don’t, and I forgive you for punching me.”

Alfie struggled up to his feet. He
winced at the deep ache in his knees and rubbed his chest where the
hatch had pressed. He used his untainted hand, not the one that had
touched Nate, not the one that supplied seedy answers to Alfie’s
curious mind.

The ache to his body, the tiredness of
his mind, and the heavy tug of his eyelids cured him of his
arousal.

The radio hissed again, and he swiped
for it.

“Don’t forget this,” Nate
breathed.

Alfie turned just in time to see the
letter fall from the side of the hatch. He swooped down, grabbed
it, and shoved it into his pocket. His radio hissed, and Henry
demanded he reply.

Alfie stomped away, ignoring Nate’s
chuckle, and replied that he was fine. He had heard a dripping and
thought one of the pipes was leaking. Henry growled it wasn’t his
responsibility, and told him to get back in the office.

It wasn’t until much later, when Alfie
was home, he finally unfolded the scrunched envelop from his
pocket. He stared at his scribbled handwriting, done in a panic the
day before, but when he pulled out the paper inside, it wasn’t his
letter of resignation.

It was another sketch from Nate, this
time titled The Freshman.

Alfie stared at himself, the tied down
version of himself. Hands secured above his head, shirt open, and
tie askew. It was different from the other picture. Nate had
guessed his body type, no hair, and only a faint etching of muscle.
His eyes weren’t open but closed with his lashes fanning down. The
blush spread to his jaw, and his throat was exposed, like Alfie was
offering it.

He hated that the picture was arousing
and repulsive at the same time. He gripped the edge, poised to tear
it in two, but something stopped him. He folded the piece of paper
and shoved it under his pillow instead. Out of sight, but not out
of mind, or gone for good, much like Nate.

 

Chapter Ten

 


Alfie cursed under his breath as he
walked up to Nate’s cell. He had spent another day struggling to
sleep because of him and promised himself one thing, he would never
open the hatch door again.

“Hello, Freshman, did you
like the picture?”

“I burned it,” Alfie
mumbled.

Nate snorted by the door. “No, you
didn’t. I was thinking about those imaginary boyfriends of
yours.”

“What about them?” Alfie
sighed.

“I was wondering what
kinds of places these boyfriends take you.”

Alfie shook his head. “What do you
want me to say? Up the arse?”

His heart pounded when Queenie boomed
with laughter in the neighboring cell.

“No, Freshman, not like
that. I meant where would they take you out, what kind of
restaurant?”

Alfie used the clipboard to fan the
humiliation from his face. Even his eyes watered at his blush.
“You’re asking what food I’d have on a date? Probably just
pizza.”

“I’d take you to a nice
pizzeria, just the two of us in a secluded corner. I’d buy you a
drink, not enough to get you drunk, but relax you. We’d talk about
your day, and I’d talk about mine. Might even light a candle on the
table.”

“Aww,” Queenie said, and
Alfie rolled his eyes but continued to listen to Nate’s fantasy
date.

“If you were cold I’d take
off my coat, wrap it around your shoulders.”

Alfie twitched his nose at the
fantasy. The coat would smell of Nate, the tempting fragrance that
easily swept Alfie away. It would be warm from his body, and large
enough for Alfie to wrap around his chest.

“I’d whisper in your ear
and you’d shiver and shut your eyes.”

Without meaning to Alfie did just as
his fantasy version would have.

“We’d sit side by side, so
I could touch you, and you could touch me, under the table so no
one would know. We’d keep going with our hands, until it was
impossible to withhold our moans.”

Alfie opened his mouth, and a soft
breath escaped him. He couldn’t speak, didn’t trust himself, but
Queenie said something to fill the silence, and he inwardly
sighed.

“Jesus, Nate,” Queenie
yelled. “You’re getting me worked up.”

“Shut it, Queenie. I’m
talking to Freshman.”

The snappy tone woke Alfie from his
daze. He shook his head and cleared it of sexual thoughts. He
forced a cough and spoke as confidently as he could.

“Not really into the whole
pizzeria restaurant, I like my pizza greasy and delivered to my
door, so no. It doesn’t do it for me. Thanks but no
thanks.”

Alfie ticked Nate off the list then
turned to leave before he said anything else sexual. He heard Nate
growling words at Queenie, and Queenie’s higher tone arguing back.
Alfie had won that game, and it was another twenty-four hours
before they had another sparing session of words. Alfie couldn’t
wait.

The next night, Alfie straightened,
lifted his chin, and stepped up to Nate’s cell. “Inmate
150.”

“Tsch, that’s a bit harsh,
Freshman.”

Alfie shrugged. “You’ve got a nickname
for me, I’ve got one for you.”

“How original, my cell
number, like no one’s ever called me that before. You on the other
hand, bet no one else calls you Freshman.”

Alfie turned to leave but stopped at
Nate’s sudden question.

“So, was it your dad that
taught you to punch?”

The lustful tone was gone, and Nate
sounded normal, not the prowling sex pest that lurked in the
shadow.

“Nope” Alfie
said.

“Stepdad? Foster
dad?”

Alfie clutched the clipboard to his
chest. “Some girl in the care-home.”

Nate hummed at the information. “No
mum or dad figure then.”

“Nope, I could walk past
them in the street and wouldn’t know.”

“That bothers you?” Nate
asked.

Alfie rocked on his heels. “It did,
but not so much now.”

“Now you pretend you’re a
hard nut that doesn’t care, but really you crave someone to take
care of you.”

Alfie hugged the clipboard harder.
“You know nothing about me. I’m not some kid still crying that
mummy and daddy didn’t want me.”

“No, you’re eighteen,
never had a family. I doubt you’ve had a boyfriend either. You act
older than you are, but that’s all it is, an act.”

“Whatever,” Alfie
growled.

“Most of the guys in here
grew up in care. They went down a different route than you. Bet you
wouldn’t be surprised if someone you knew walked in,
huh?”

“No, I wouldn’t,” Alfie
muttered.

Nate hummed as if considering. “Those
rough kids give you a hard time in the homes?”

Alfie shifted from foot to foot. They
gave him a hard time, but it wasn’t the only reason Alfie hated the
other kids in care. They scared away anyone genuinely interested in
fostering, gave the good kids a bad name that wasn’t deserved. Made
them lose out on a chance of a family.

“All roads lead back to
mum and dad, or the lack of them,” Nate mumbled.

Alfie took a step closer to the cell.
“You don’t speak to yours?”

Henry said Nate had a sister and had
skype calls with his Nana Doris in Canada once a month, but he
didn’t say anything about Nate’s parents.

“They’re both dead, my mum
when I was ten, and my dad when I was mid-twenties.”

Alfie bowed his head and blinked
slowly. “I’m sorry.”

He jolted back at Nate’s bark of
laughter and collided with the railing. He winced and stared at
Nate’s door. “Why the hell is that funny?”

Nate’s laugh softened. “It’s obvious
you haven’t read my file, Freshman, and I’m wondering
why.”

Alfie opened his mouth, but no words
came out. He waited until Nate’s laugh had died completely before
replying.

“I know you’re in here for
triple murder, I don’t need the details.”

“If you read my file, you
would’ve known my dear old dad was one of three. You would not have
apologized for his death when I am the one that killed
him.”

Alfie forced himself to swallow,
backing away from Nate’s door.

“I bet you spent years
wishing you had a dad, and here I am, killing mine. How careless of
me, or not. It depends if you read my file.”

“I don’t want to,” Alfie
whispered.

“Do you wanna know how I
did it?”

Alfie shook his head. “No, I
don’t.”

“Why not? Everyone likes
details. Everyone likes to know everyone else’s business. People
see a crash on the road and they just have to stare, have to slow
down in their cars to take it all in. It’s human
nature.”

“Not mine.”

Nate chuckled. “You have full access
to my file and yet you don’t want to read it.”

“I know all I need to
know,” Alfie mumbled.

“What about Queenie? Do
you know what he did?”

“Oi, don’t bring me into
this,” Queenie hissed. “Me and Alfie get along fine. Don’t go
ruining it.”

Alfie heard the slap of Queenie’s feet
as he walked away from his cell door.

“I’m just curious,” Nate
said. “So have you read Queenie’s file, yes or no?”

“No,” Alfie
whispered.

Queenie clapped. “Good, keep it that
way.”

Nate hissed. “You’ve not read anyone’s
file in here, and that’s your biggest mistake.”

Alfie shook his head. “I know why
you’re both behind those doors. I know why you were sent
down.”

“Freshman, you are
surrounded by rapists and murders, and you haven’t read about what
they did to their victims. That’s why you’ll never get off night
shift. Ryan knows you haven’t read any of the files. He knows
you’re afraid to, and if you’re afraid to read them, there’s no
chance you can be around us when we aren’t caged up.”

“I’m not afraid,” Alfie
snapped, stomping away.

“Yes, you are,” Nate
murmured back.

Alfie stomped away, then slammed the
gate and glared in the corner of the prison where Nate’s cell was
hidden in the dark.

“What’s he said this
time?” Henry asked, peering over the top of his glasses.

“Nothing,” Alfie
snapped.

He moved to the filing cabinet and
grabbed a section of the files, all in alphabetical
order.

“Good,” Henry mumbled.
“You’re starting to take this job seriously.”

“Says the man asleep in a
chair.”

Henry wagged his finger. “Less of
that, I’m resting my eyes.”

Alfie turned back to the files and
opened the first one. Richard Adam, in for a GBH charge. He sighed,
then began to read.

As he read file after file, he
realized words like Rapist, GBH, and Murder were horrible on their
own, but worse when you learned the context. The details of the
inmate’s crimes were darker than Alfie imagined, and by the end of
the shift he peered into the dark of H-wing with his stomach
sloshing with unease.

He understood the ‘us and them’
feeling the prison had. The small breaches of protocol, obsessive
smoking on the job, sex on the job, and sleeping on the job were
nothing compared to what the men had done inside the cells.
Disgust, weariness, and anger surfaced in Alfie. The owners of the
voices that answered him in the dark had done horrible things. He
had always known it, but it never seeped in fully until he
registered names, ages, weapons, and for those victims that were
still alive, statements. He felt sick, and after each file he
paused and rubbed his hands over his face.

Henry didn’t slip his glasses back
over his eyes. He watched as Alfie read file after file, as if he
had memorized each one. He wanted a reaction, and he nodded slowly
each time Alfie hissed or scrunched his face.

“Evil,” Henry said. “No
rehabilitation for most of the folk in here, and then there’s Nate.
He’s the worst of them.”

Alfie stared at the cabinet. Nate’s
file was still inside. He was leaving it for last.

At the end of the shift, he tidied the
files away under the watchful eye of Ryan. He nodded at Alfie, and
Alfie nodded back. Some mutual understand flowed between the day
shift and night, and Alfie realized he’d just been accepted. It had
taken him months, but all he needed to do was read the files and
react in the expected way.

The next day was Friday, and Alfie
couldn’t wait for it to be done. He needed a rest, needed to see
Tia and feel there was still life away from metal bars, locks,
concrete, and the ‘scum of the earth’ Nate had labelled
them.

Alfie rapped his knuckles to Nate’s
door at roll call. “I took your advice and went through the
files.”

“You’re lying,” Nate
replied.

“I’m not—”

“You wouldn’t be speaking
to me like this if you read mine.”

Alfie sighed through his nose. “I read
everyone’s but yours and Queenie’s.”

Nate didn’t speak, but Alfie could
feel his presence by the door.

“Why not read ours, too?”
Queenie asked.

“Because I don’t want to
hate you, either of you.”

Nate chuckled. “You’ve said you hate
me plenty of times.”

“Fine, I don’t want to
hate Queenie.”

Alfie turned at the sound of Queenie
tapping his nails to his door.

“Thanks, Alfie. That’s
real sweet of you.”

“He’s being bloody
stupid,” Nate mumbled. “What if my file told you I lure young,
attractive men to me, and then snap their necks?”

“You had the opportunity,
and you didn’t.”

Nate hummed in thought. “Maybe I’m
playing the long game, having some fun with you first.”

Alfie closed his eyes and shook his
head. “I’m not gonna read your file, even with you saying that, I
won’t read it.”

“Why not?”

“I told you
why.”

Nate sighed slowly into the door.
“Okay, Freshman, you’re not ready. I get it, but it will hurt you
more the longer you leave it.”

“Why would it hurt
me?”

“You’re becoming attached.
You stay up here longer just to speak to me. You know you
shouldn’t, but you can’t help yourself, and the other
night—”

“Nothing happened,” Alfie
hissed.

“You want to play it like
that, then it’s on you. I’m sure ‘nothing’ will happen again, and
I’m offering you an escape. Read that file, and this will end, your
confusion will end, your desire will end, you’ll be free of
me.”

“I am free, unlike
some.”

Nate laughed, the smug one that had
the hair raising on Alfie’s nape. “I’ve gotten under your skin,
just as you’ve got under mine, but I care about you enough to offer
you an out.”

“Thanks for the offer, but
I’ll handle things my way, and nothing is going to stay as
nothing,” Alfie hissed.

Nate pushed off from the door, and it
clunked. “Pizza for two it is then, Freshman.”

Alfie frowned as he strolled away from
Nate’s cell. He walked into the office more confused than ever. He
looked to the filing cabinet, fingers twitching at his sides, then
shook his head and sunk down in the nearest chair.

 


Saturday afternoon, he was woken by a
persistent press of his doorbell. He growled, stumbled out of bed,
and plodded down the stairs.

He swung the door open with a growled,
“What?”

A pizza box was shoved to his chest,
and he blinked in confusion. He looked up at the delivery man
dressed all in red.

“I didn’t order
this.”

The man shrugged. “This is the address
that was given, all been paid for.”

Alfie shook his head. “But it’s not
mine.”

“I’m gonna be late for my
next call. Do you want it or not?”

Alfie took it from his hands and stood
statue still in the doorway. The delivery man rushed to his bike
and took off down the road. Alfie closed the door with his foot and
moved toward the sofa. The smell of pizza woke his stomach and it
bubbled with impatience.

Alfie settled the box on the coffee
table, then flicked the lid back, braced for the pizza to explode.
His mouth flooded at the sight of melted cheese, and the smell of
fatty junk food. There was a yellow post it inside the lid, covered
in spots of grease. Alfie narrowed his eyes to read the
words.

‘Our first date,
Freshman.’

Alfie rubbed at his head with a groan,
and his stomach responded with its own pitiful whine. He thought
about throwing out the pizza, Nate might have laced it with poison,
but his gut demanded he at least sniff it to see if it was
dangerous. It didn’t smell suspicious or look it. It was in the
correct box, came with a delivery driver, and the handwriting on
the post it was pretty, more likely from a woman than a man. Nate
hadn’t had any contact with the pizza, just ordered it, and got
someone on the outside to pay for it.

Alfie pulled a slice up and bit his
lip at the tantalizing strings of cheese. He couldn’t resist biting
into the slice, and his mouth flooded with saliva.

His stomach and his dazed brain both
agreed it was the best pizza he had ever had.

 




Chapter Eleven

 


Alfie stretched out his limbs with a
groan. He showered, shoved on his jeans and a t-shirt, and plodded
down the stairs. The pizza box caught his eyes, and he sighed,
scratching the back of his head. He shouldn’t have eaten it. He
should have thrown it in the bin and called the prison and reported
it. Half asleep and seduced by the smell, he had given in and ate
the entire lot.

Alfie plucked the post it from the lid
and ran his finger over the word ‘Freshman’. Not Nate’s
handwriting, but when he read the word he heard the purring voice
and shivered at its effect. He went back upstairs and shoved it in
his bedside drawer, on top of the sketched picture of
himself.

It was Sunday, a much-needed day away
from the prison. He stepped out his front door, and instead of
turning left and following the signs to Larkwood, he turned right
and walked with his hands shoved in his coat pockets. Each step
away felt like a shackle was loosening, and when he finally pushed
into his usual coffee shop, he realized the smell of freedom was
rich and thick in the air.

Tia waved at him and gestured him
closer. There was a queue of people, but she ignored them and moved
along the counter straight to Alfie.

“What can I get
you?”

Alfie flicked his chin at the
disgruntled customers. “You wanna do them first?”

She sighed dramatically and flicked
her hair. “If I have to.”

“Your customer service
skills are amazing.”

Tia smiled brightly. “Thanks,
Alfie.”

He frowned and shook his
head.

She joined him at her break, and her
bright smile diminished any lingering anxiety. Their conversation
stayed on safe territory, mainly the weather, rubbish TV, and the
hot gossip she read in her magazines, but it was inevitable it
would turn to men.

“I had such a good date
Friday night, if you know what I mean…”

Alfie frowned. “I’m not sure I
do.”

“I went back to his place.
It was … it was good, really good.”

Alfie raised his eyebrows. “That was
more information than I needed.”

“You’ve got to put
yourself out there. When was the last time you hooked up with
someone?”

Not including his hand on Nate’s cock?
He shrugged. “Months. Half a year maybe.”

“You’ve got to stop being
so choosy.”

Alfie frowned and flicked his cup.
“I’m not.”

“Yeah, you are. You’ve got
your walls so high it’s a castle around you. Drop the draw bridge,
open the gate, and let someone in. It might be … really
enjoyable.”

Alfie shuddered. “We’re not talking
about me, but you and Chris.”

She tapped her finger to her chin.
“Chris?”

“The guy that wrote his
number on the cup.”

“As I told you last
Sunday, and the Sunday before that, it didn’t go
anywhere.”

Alfie dropped his gaze. “Oh, sorry,
who did you go out with Friday?”

“Are you
broken?”

“Not broken…”

“Then what is it?” Tia
sighed. “You’re not your normal self, haven’t been for weeks. I was
hoping you’d just open up, but looks like I’m gonna have to force
it out of you.”

“And what’s my normal
self?”

“You normally listen, and
you’re slightly happier than this. Only slightly, but stop stalling
and spill.”

Alfie snorted. “Just, things are a bit
complicated.”

Tia narrowed her eyes. “Complicated
how?”

He sucked his straw instead of
answering.

“Okay, what is it, work or
men?”

Alfie choked on his iced coffee and
thumped his chest.

Tia drew her eyebrows together and
glared at him. “Come on, Alfie, telling me might help.”

He looked at her pleading blue eyes,
brighter than Nate’s and not as suffocating. If anything, they were
freeing, and he gave in. “This guy’s doing my head in at
work.”

Tia narrowed her eyes. “What’s he
doing? He giving you a hard time?”

“Kind of, but not. I don’t
know. I’m not sure how to handle the situation. He’s—he’s a flirt
with a touch of psychotic.” He mumbled the last word, and Tia
didn’t seem to hear it.

She studied him for a few seconds then
clapped her hands. “Work place romance. Thank the lord. I thought
you’d never get a boyfriend, that you’d live and die
alone.”

Alfie flashed looks at the tables
nearby then leaned forward. “What the hell, you wanna just shout it
from the rooftop.”

“Can if you
want.”

She went to stand, but he grabbed her
hand. “Okay, just, quieter.”

Tia sunk back down and nodded. “So,
what’s his name?”

Alfie’s mouth popped open. “I—I don’t
think—”

“You don’t know? Jesus,
Alfie, have you got it that bad you haven’t even asked for his
name?”

Alfie snorted and stabbed the coffee
with his straw. “It’s just a mess.”

“Is he hot?”

Alfie felt his cheeks start to redden.
He thought about Nate away from the prison. If they had just met in
a club. “Yes. Yes, he’s hot.”

“Does your stomach go all
tingly when he talks to you?”

Alfie shivered and nodded. His club
version of Nate smiled in his head, the predatory smile that said
he was ready to pounce, and Alfie wanted him to, would bare his
throat in the hope Nate would kiss it.

“When you see him does
your heart speed up, feel like it’s trying to escape your
chest?”

Just talking about Nate made it drum
faster, and Alfie shut his eyes and released a torturous groan.
“Just talking about it has made it worse. It’s made it
real.”

He opened his eyes and watched Tia
suck on her straw with a gleeful expression. She flexed her
eyebrow, and Alfie began to wish he hadn’t said
anything.

“So, what was it? You
bonded over banging up prisoners?”

Alfie scrunched his face. He couldn’t
tell her it wasn’t a colleague, but a prisoner. That would pique
her curiosity and lead to more difficult questions.

“We don’t work in the same
area. We just talk … sometimes.”

“So that’s why you’re
confused, you’re not sure if he’s interested that way,” Tia said,
staring off into space.

“He’s interested that way,
tells me so, but—”

“But what? Go for it,
maybe ask for his name first though.”

Alfie shook his head. “He’s just
messing with me. I don’t know why I’m letting him, but I am.
Besides, it can’t ever happen. I’d quit if anything went
further.”

Tia pressed her lips together in a
tight smile. “You’re always so serious. There’s a ban on staff
dating staff here too, or there was, but my boss might have lifted
it. I know you like doing everything the honest way, but don’t ya
think it might be fun, exciting, doing what you’re not supposed to,
breaking the rules?”

“I think—it would get me
in a lot of trouble, if not lead to my death.”

Tia waved her hand. “Only if you get
caught. Stop being so sensible, live a little.”

Alfie narrowed his eyes. “I am living,
I’ve got a good job, a house, a future. This could screw that up.
That’s if I don’t die.”

Tia laughed. “Stop being dramatic.
Added risk, added excitement.”

Alfie groaned and dropped his head
into his hands. He wished he could take back their conversation and
keep his interest in Nate buried.

The club version of Nate faded each
step closer to home, and Alfie thought of the reality. Nate with
his arms cuffed at his back and the officers around him edgy with
fear.

****

Monday night arrived, and after a
long-winded hand-over by Ryan, Alfie sat in the office, fidgeting
as he waited for the hours to tick down for roll call.

He stomped up the stairs to tick names
off on his list, thinking about what Tia said. Away from the
prison, the idea of a forbidden romance was fun, but inside the
thick walls of concrete and the metal bars, it wasn’t. Indulging in
anything with Nate was stupid, and he needed to rid himself of the
temptation. The means of doing so were in the office, but he
couldn’t bring himself to read the file.

“So how was it?” Nate
asked.

Alfie scrunched his face and tapped
his pen to the clipboard. He knew Nate was asking about the pizza,
but he wasn’t going to make it easy for him.

“No idea what you’re
talking out.”

“Yeah you do. Hope you
saved me half.”

Alfie smiled. “Can’t just accept
random food, can I? It all went in the bin.”

Nate laughed. “I doubt
that.”

Alfie darted a look behind then moved
closer to the door. “How did you get my address?”

“Easy,” Nate murmured.
“Don’t worry. I’m not gonna share it.”

“Are you watching my
house?”

Nate sighed. “No, I’m watching my cell
door.”

Alfie hugged the clipboard to his
chest and waited for Nate to speak again.

“Look, Queenie got it for
me. He cleans Ryan’s offices sometimes. Your file was on his desk a
couple of weeks back and he wrote your address on the back of his
hand.”

“You’ve known where I live
for weeks?”

“Yep, and nothing’s
happened, has it? So, relax, you’re being a picky date.”

Alfie shook his head. “I’m not your
date.”

Nate laughed. “You ate the pizza. That
was you accepting the date.”

“How do you know I ate
it?”

Nate smirked. “Stop it. You’re
embarrassing yourself.”

“I hate you,” Alfie
hissed.

“No, you don’t. Pepperoni
your favorite?”

“Prefer meat feast, and
garlic bread.”

Nate laughed. “I’ll remember for next
time, but your turn to pay. You can deliver it to my cell, serve it
through the hatch.”

“Not
happening.”

“Open the hatch,
Freshman.”

 Alfie smiled, then pushed off from the door and walked back
to the lobby, shaking his head.

“I’m surprised he hasn’t
kicked off more,” Henry mumbled.

“Who?” Alfie
asked.

“Nate. You punched him in
the face. I thought he’d at least yell some, kick his cell, and get
the others to start mouthing off, but nothing.”

Alfie shrugged. “I barely made a
mark.”

“You split his lip,” Henry
said, and Alfie winced.

“I’m sure he’s had worse
in here. That’s what the other guys said.”

Henry shook his head.

“No, he hasn’t. They were
just trying to make you feel better, but I’m not gonna lie to you.
Nate’s top dog on that wing. Surely, you’ve realized that? No one
dares to cross him. It’s suicide. No officer, no prisoner. Then you
come along and wallop him one. A fish, fresh out of the water. He’s
planning something, mark my words. Never find yourself alone with
him, and if you do, there’s no point praying for mercy.”

Henry marked the end of their
conversation by shoving his glasses on and flopping into his
chair.

Alfie stared out of the office at the
dark corner of the prison.

He wondered whether Henry was right
and Nate was reeling him in for revenge. He had said himself he
lured young men in and broke their necks. Alfie had assumed Nate
was toying with him, coaxing him into reading the file, but it
could’ve been the truth. Nate could be dragging it out for
entertainment, for fun, and he was allowing it, because he couldn’t
handle the thought of hating him.

 


 


 




Chapter Twelve

 


Alfie awoke to a persistent buzzing.
He slapped the mattress beside him, and on the fourth swipe he
connected with his phone. An unknown number flashed on the screen,
and he thought about ignoring it, then sighed and pressed his thumb
down and sunk back into the pillow with the phone held to his ear.
There was every chance Tia had got a new one.

“Yep?” he
mumbled.

“Freshman…”

Alfie sat bolt upright with a gasp.
“What the hell. Nate?”

“I hope no one else calls
you Freshman. That’s my
name for you.”

Alfie shook his head. “You can’t call
me!”

“I can, and I
am.”

“How did you even get my
number?”

Nate sighed like the question bored
him. “Queenie remember? He got your address and your
number.”

Alfie ran his free hand through his
hair and clutched the strands at the back. “You can’t call me. Are
you on the prison phones?”

“Course not, I won’t risk
anyone else overhearing us.”

“You’ve got a
phone?”

Nate hummed. “Looks that
way.”

“I’m gonna have to report
you, have your cell searched. I can’t pretend like I don’t
know—”

“You could report me, they
would search my cell, find nothing, and think you were
overreacting, or you could keep your mouth shut and enjoy the sound
of my voice, ‘cause I know you do.”

Alfie drew his eyebrows together and
shook his head. “Nate, you can’t call me. I have to report
you.”

“We both know you won’t.
Just imagine I’m your hot boyfriend, overseas and we can only talk
on the phone. You miss me, want me to come home to you, but you
accept you have to wait for now.”

Alfie released his hair and pinched
the bridge of his nose. “But you’re not. You’re in prison for
murder, and I’m your prison officer.”

Nate tutted. “Spoil sport. Hear ya
later.”

The phone went dead, and Alfie glared
at it, wondering what to do.

Alfie forced food into his stomach
while staring into space, and he took his time as he walked to
work. He knew he had to report the phone, tell Ryan about Nate’s
call, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He stayed quiet
during the briefing, and at roll call he stared at Nate’s
cell.

“Hand it over now and no
one gets in trouble,” he whispered.

“Okay, just open the hatch
and I’ll pass it through.”

Alfie narrowed his eyes. “You must
think I’m stupid.”

Nate laughed. “You’re the one that
suggested handing it over, Freshman, not me.”

Alfie huffed and shifted foot to foot.
“Whatever, you can’t call me, and I’ll get your cell
searched—”

“It would’ve been searched
as soon as you got in if you grassed on me.”

“I was giving you a
chance, a chance to be good.”

Nate groaned. “I’m bad, that’s why I’m
in here, and I wanna do bad things to you.”

Alfie swallowed uncomfortably.
“Bad?”

“Well, not bad—naughty. I
want to do naughty things to you. I want to make you moan and gasp
my name. I want your body to shiver and shudder under my touch, and
you to lose yourself being owned by me.”

Alfie released a slow breath through
his lips. He forced himself to take another deep breath, as quietly
as possible, then released it like a gentle wind.

“Turns you on, doesn’t it?
Drives me crazy too.”

Alfie looked down at the clipboard in
his hand, then ticked off Nate’s name. “Just because you call that
doesn’t mean I’ll pick up.”

“But the option is there.
That’s all I want, you to consider.”

Alfie hugged the clipboard to his
chest and left Nate in the dark corner of the prison. He promised
himself he wouldn’t answer the phone if Nate called, but he made
sure it had full charge and was at its highest volume before
falling to sleep.

It didn’t ring, and Alfie hated the
sting of disappointment that followed him all the way to work. Each
day Alfie waited for Nate to call, but it never happened, and by
Friday he was angry with himself for caring.

****

“We got a new inmate
coming in on G-wing. Gary Austin, twenty-five, assault.” Henry
mumbled, “Ben and Dan are bringing him in. Mouthy little
shit.”

“Can’t wait.” Alfie
sighed.

“He’s still at the stage
where he’s playing the big man, hasn’t accepted he’s been locked
up…”

Just as Henry’s voice trailed off, a
barrage of swearing flowed from the corridor.

Marie and Glen’s eyes both widened,
and they looked to each other before shaking their heads. “That’s a
colorful range of curse words, and curse word combos,” Glen
said.

Ben and Dan had a tough time dragging
the man into the lobby. He looked older than his twenty-five years.
His teeth were yellow and crooked, and his hair was threadbare and
see through. He leaned back and spat toward one of the twins,
narrowly missing his face. Even with his hands cuffed at his back,
he still lashed out. Henry stood to help, but Alfie rushed in front
of him. He couldn’t sit in the office and watch Henry get knocked
to the ground.

Alfie grabbed on to Gary’s forearm and
tried to get the bucking man under control. Dan tripped, Ben lost
his grip, and the next thing Alfie knew, his ears were ringing, and
there was warmth flooding out his nose. He tasted metal, and when
the buzzing in his ears faded, the pain to his face grew, and his
eyes watered.

He kept a firm grip on Gary, and Ben
recovered and gripped his other arm. Dan opened the gate, and they
dragged Larkwood’s latest inmate spitting and swearing into his
cell.

They kept the cuffs on and promised to
remove them once he had calmed down. Gary growled and kicked at his
cell door in reply.

Dan grimaced when he saw the bloodied
mess of Alfie’s nose. “We’ve all had one of them here. You’re in
the club now, Alfie.”

Ben nodded. “Yeah, I’ve had at least
three bloodied noses from this lot.”

Alfie wiped his sleeve under his nose,
then glared at the expanding blotches of red.

Marie hurried forward with a tissue
and a face of sympathy. “I don’t think it’s broken.”

“Just a knock,” Alfie
said, taking the tissue with a smile.

Henry struggled out of the office. “No
longer a fish, but a real prison officer with your first battle
scar.”

“Does that mean you’ll
stop calling me fish?”

Henry nodded. “Albie from now
on.”

He rolled his eyes. “It’s
Alfie.”

“Is it?”

Alfie glared at the old man until his
confusion morphed into a smile. “Course I knew your name. Us and
them, and now you’re officially one of us.”

Ben clapped him on the back, and then
his brother did the same. “You’re in the exclusive, headbutted by a
criminal club.”

Alfie pressed his palm to his chest.
“I feel honored.”

If he had known all he needed to do
was get a hit to the nose and they’d use his name, he would’ve let
it happen sooner.

By the time roll call arrived, his
face had numbed, and his voice sounded nasally with his blocked
nose. Marie tugged her mini mirror from her pocket and turned it to
Alfie. The skin under his eyes was puffy and bruised, but his nose
looked normal.

“Not broken.”

Glen shook his head. “Worse from
shaving.”

“When have you ever nutted
yourself shaving?” Alfie asked.

Glen waved his hand. “Just a
saying.”

“A stupid one,” Alfie
muttered, then followed Marie through the gate.

Each step closer to Nate’s cell,
Alfie’s smile grew. The pain in his face drowned under his rising
adrenaline. It was an unconscious reaction that he tried to cure by
rubbing the back of his hand on his smile. It didn’t work. The dim
lights of the prison thankfully hid his face from Marie and Glen,
and he was glad the excited energy inside him wasn’t vibrating the
walkway. It was not the expected reaction when approaching a man
who had killed three people.

“Queenie?”

Alfie listened as the bed creaked in
his cell.

“Yeah, I’m here. You got a
cold?”

“Something like
that…”

“When you gonna move to
day shift?”

Alfie shrugged. “No idea. Not up to
me. Why?”

“It would be nice to see
your face, that’s all.”

“Is my voice not good
enough?” Alfie laughed.

“Yeah, sure it is. You
just got a face too.”

There was a groan from Nate’s cell and
Alfie looked to his door.

“Stop flirting with
Freshman, Queenie.”

Queenie tutted. “I’m only saying, it
would be nice to see Alfie on day shift.”

“Leave off. He’s
mine.”

Alfie hugged his clipboard and darted
looks at both cells. “I’m not yours, thanks.”

“Sure you are. You
accepted my date.”

“Doesn’t mean I’m
exclusive.”

Nate made a throttle noise, more of a
growl than a purr, and Alfie’s skin reacted immediately. He
shivered and rolled his shoulders to fight the reaction, but it
didn’t stop the tingles roaming down to his toes and up to his
scalp.

“I don’t do
sharing.”

Alfie forced himself to swallow.
“Shame, guess it’s just me and Queenie then.”

Nate breathed heavily at the door.
“Not funny, Freshman.”

“I agree,” Queenie said.
“Don’t bring me into this—”

“You started it,” Nate
growled. “Saying you wanted to see Alfie’s face.”

“I do, but not in that
way. Everyone knows you’ll go crazy if someone even mentions he’s
cute.”

“What did you just say?”
Nate asked.

Queenie groaned, then laughed. “See
you’re impossible.”

“I’m happy that Freshman
works the nights. He’s away from all the animals in here, and I’m
the only one that gets to see his pretty face once a month, and one
day, I might even convince him to open my door and join
me.”

Alfie ticked off their names and
backed away. “Not gonna happen. Besides, you wouldn’t want to see
my face right now.”

“Why’s that? You all ill
and gross?” Queenie asked.

Nate huffed. “I’d still wanna see you,
even with snot down to your lips. I’d play doctor, might tie your
hands up with a stethoscope though. I’d feed you, but it wouldn’t
be medicine, it would be my c—”

“I’m not ill. Let’s just
say my nose got acquainted with an inmate’s forehead.”

Queenie sucked in a breath. “He’s
clearly suicidal.”

Alfie frowned, but before he could ask
Queenie why that meant he was suicidal, Nate answered his unspoken
question and battered the door.

“Who? Who hit you,” he
shouted.

The outrage in his voice made Alfie
shiver and clutch the railing behind for support. “It doesn’t
matter who,” he mumbled.

“Yes, it does. I wanna
know who I’m gonna kill for laying a hand on you.”

Alfie gawped at the door. “Just a new
prisoner on G-wing—”

“Open the hatch!” The
voice wasn’t the tempting siren. It was savage and
commanding.

Alfie swallowed and shook his head.
“You know I can’t do that.”

“I wanna see what that
bastard did to you!” Nate thumped the cell again, both fists
together. The metal clanged and vibrated the walkway.

Alfie looked over the railing, but
Marie and Glen had already gone, and Henry was asleep in the
office. “Stop it. Calm down.” He gasped.

“I will if you open the
hatch.”

“You know I can’t do
that,” Alfie hissed.

“If you don’t, I’ll trash
my cell. I’ll get the rest of this lot to drum their doors. I’ll
get them to shout across to G wing. The bastard that hit you will
leave in a body bag, mark my words.”

Alfie crouched, slotted his key in the
lock, and lowered the hatch.

Nate dropped down to the floor on the
other side. His eyes were huge and manically tracking Alfie’s face.
The fury in his face froze Alfie to the spot. “That bastard,” he
hissed. “He didn’t try anything else, did he?”

Alfie was too stunned to reply, and
Nate’s anger morphed into horror. His jaw dropped open, and his
lips twitched like he wanted to speak but no words came
out.

“Freshman?” he said
finally, then swallowed. “He didn’t try to touch you, did
he?”

If Alfie wasn’t so frozen, he would’ve
frowned. Of course Gary touched him. He nutted him in the
face.

Nate blew a breath out slowly. “Talk
to me. Did he grope you … Alfie?”

It was Nate saying his name that
lifted Alfie’s paralysis. Never had Nate sounded so soft, so
coaxing and gentle. Alfie’s stomach flipped, then his brain kicked
into gear and he realized what Nate had been asking.

“No, it wasn’t like that.
He was just kicking off. He wasn’t trying to—do anything like
that.”

Nate closed his eyes and released
another slow breath. “Jesus, I thought…” He opened his eyes, and
his gaze softened.

“Just a few bruises,”
Alfie mumbled. “Eyes always bruise when the nose is
struck—”

“I know that, Freshman. Me
of all people knows that.”

Alfie frowned, poised to ask what, but
then Nate’s hand was reaching through the hatch. Nate cupped
Alfie’s face and ran his thumb underneath his puffy eye.

Alfie hissed, and Nate sunk his teeth
into his lip. He released the skin with a wet pop and a
groan.

“That sound shouldn’t have
been sexy, but it was.”

Nate brushed the skin lightly again,
and Alfie breathed in sharply through his teeth.

“Now you did that on
purpose.”

Alfie snorted and shook his head.
“Maybe. It calmed you down.”

“I still want to kill him,
and the thought of someone trying to touch you, trying to—I can’t
bear it.”

“It wasn’t personal,”
Alfie whispered. “My face just happened to be closest.”

“What’s the prisoner’s
name?”

Alfie rubbed his face into Nate’s
palm. “Not gonna tell you that.”

“I’ll find out who it was.
You know I will.”

Nate moved his hand lower, under
Alfie’s chin. His fingertips pressed lightly into Alfie’s
throat.

Alfie gasped, leaning his neck back
for Nate to touch more. He bared his throat, knowing Nate could
easily crush his windpipe with one pulse of his hand.

Nate held him, not applying any
pressure, but the contact still made Alfie dizzy. He trusted Nate
not to squeeze. His eyes slid shut of their own accord, and he
slowed his breathing.

“Don’t expose yourself
like this with anyone else. In these walls or outside
them.”

Alfie snorted. “I don’t. I won’t. Just
you.”

Nate hummed and ran his thumb over
Alfie’s Adams apple. “You say the sweetest things.”

Nate moved his hand away, and Alfie
couldn’t help the whine. He opened his eyes, but didn’t connect
their gazes. He knew Nate would be smiling smugly, all pearly teeth
and crinkled eyes.

Nate’s warm hand cupped Alfie’s cheek,
and he couldn’t stop the elated gasp. Nate’s thumb hooked the edge
of Alfie’s mouth and slipped inside. Alfie pressed his tongue
against the pad of Nate’s thumb. It wasn’t a lick, more a wet
pressure, but it spurred Nate on, and he fed his thumb into Alfie’s
mouth, in and out.

“Look at me,” Nate
purred.

Alfie dragged his gaze up, and theirs
eyes locked. Nate’s pupils engulfed the blue of his irises, and his
lips were slightly parted as he drew in silent breaths. The eye
contact made Alfie shivered, mouth trembling around Nate’s thumb as
he sucked it gently.

“You’re a dirty tease,
Freshman,” Nate whispered.

Alfie pulled his mouth off Nate’s
thumb. “See, I’m okay. No need to freak out and kill
anyone.”

Nate puffed air out his nostrils, and
then nodded. “I won’t kill him, but he won’t get away with
this.”

Alfie shook his head. “Leave it. It’s
fine.”

Nate didn’t answer. He stared deep
into Alfie’s eyes until the intensity of the look was too much and
Alfie had to duck to break it. Nate held Alfie’s chin, lifted his
head, and made him look again.

A coy smile spread Nate’s lips. “You
opened the hatch.”

“I couldn’t have you
kicking off.”

“You could, but you didn’t
want me to.”

Alfie rolled his shoulders and bowed
forward. “You sounded worried.”

“I don’t like the thought
of anyone hurting you. That’s the hardest part of being in
here.”

Alfie opened his mouth, but no words
followed, and he snapped it shut. Never had anyone said anything
like that, with that regretful tone of voice. It was nice, and he
hated that it was nice. The whole situation made him frown and
withdraw. The addicting buzz in his head faded and hollowness grew
in its wake.

“I find you so confusing,”
he whispered.

Nate shook his head. “I’m not the
confusing one, Freshman. Now lean your mouth closer so I can kiss
you.”

Alfie forced a swallow and before he
could think on it, he moved toward the open hatch. It wasn’t large
enough for their faces, just their chins and lips. Alfie hovered,
panting at the air between them and drawing it into his lungs. Him
and Nate fought for the oxygen, and Alfie knew he was losing when
his lips tingled with Nate’s hot breath and his head spun with the
fumes of desire.

Just before Nate’s mouth met his, he
yanked himself out of the lustful bubble and shut the hatch. Alfie
didn’t rush away even though his mind willed it. His fluttering
heart made him rest his forehead to the cool metal door, and he
imagined Nate doing the same on the other side.

By baring his throat, he literally put
his life in Nate’s hands. The thought was dramatic and terrifying.
He trusted Nate not to hurt him, and he had never let anyone have
that kind of power, not even Tia. He didn’t rely on anyone, didn’t
want to have that weakness.

“This can’t happen,” he
whispered to Nate, and himself.

Nate tutted. “It is happening,
Freshman. Just let it. I’ll take care of you.”

 




Chapter Thirteen

 


“I’ll take care of
you.”

Nate’s words could be conceived as
both a comfort and a threat. In Alfie’s case, the comfort to the
words was the threat. Nate shouldn’t make him feel good and cared
for. He ‘d sworn if he ever opened the hatch under Nate’s say so he
would quit, but he didn’t, and he internally scowled
himself.

Alfie spent Saturday readjusting to
sleep and Sunday lying in bed, then lying on the sofa. He couldn’t
be bothered to dress in proper clothes and chose some worn joggers
and a stained t-shirt to wear.

Tia whined down the phone when he told
her he wasn’t coming to the coffee shop like normal. He didn’t tell
her about his sore nose, as he knew she would come over and ask for
all the details. Saturday it had ached enough to make his eyes
water, but by Sunday he could breathe through his nostrils again,
and when he sneezed there was no blood. He just looked awful. The
blue flesh beneath his eyes didn’t hurt, but it was puffy and
everywhere he looked he could see the fuzzy mass at the bottom of
his vision.

The two days away from Larkwood were
Alfie’s only chance to get his head together after Nate had spent
five days reeling him in. He had to swim away as fast as he could,
stretch out the line to put as much distance between hunter and
prey. Alfie blinked back to awareness when he realized there was a
fishing program on the TV. He quickly changed the channel and
settled back into the sofa to watch women bicker and men lather
themselves in fake tan.

At six in the afternoon, there was a
bang at the front door. Alfie ignored it and continued lounging on
the sofa. One program droned into the other, and he struggled to
keep his eyes open and his brain focused. The door was struck
again. Alfie groaned, then forced himself to sit up.

“I’m coming!” he yelled,
getting to his feet.

He swung the door open and shrugged at
the man on the other side. He was dressed in green, with his green
delivery van behind him. Both the uniform and the van had the logo
of an expensive supermarket, and the badge pinned to the man’s
fleece had the name Trent printed in white letters.

“I’ve got a shopping
delivery for you.”

He held up a bag and Alfie eyed it
suspiciously. “I haven’t ordered anything.”

Trent waved his hand dismissively.
“Yeah, he said it was a surprise, all paid for. Just got to
sign.”

Alfie folded his arms and frowned at
the bag of shopping. “I’m not sure—”

“Just take it.”

The van rumbled behind Trent, prepped
to go as soon as possible.

Alfie sighed and flicked his chin out.
“Fine.”

He took the bag and placed it on the
floor inside the house.

Trent pulled out his phone and tapped
the screen for Alfie to scribble his signature.

“Thanks, you look like you
need it,” Trent said, then turned and walked back to his grumbling
van.

Alfie closed the door, frowning, then
peeked inside the bag. There were only two items—a bag of ice and a
bottle of amber liquid. Alfie pulled out the drink and plucked the
post-it note off the lid of the bottle. Not the flowing thought-out
font of a woman, but most likely Trent’s messy
handwriting

‘If we’re gonna be
drinking partners, get familiar with the good stuff.’

A single malt scotch whiskey, ten
years old. The writing on the label was posh and curling, and the
bottle looked expensive. Alfie searched the bag for a receipt, but
there wasn’t one. Alfie knew it was from Nate, and he studied the
top to check its seal hadn’t been tampered with.

He could pour it away, or he could try
it. He had nothing else to do so moved into the kitchen to find a
glass.

Alfie sniffed the whiskey before
knocking it back like the men in the movies. It burned, then it
tickled the back of his throat up to his nose, and finally he
coughed. He imagined Nate’s laughing face, and that spurred him to
try again. He wanted to prove he could handle a man’s drink, and
after his third shot, there was no tickle and he didn’t
splutter.

Alfie settled back on the sofa and
clicked on a western. It seemed the appropriate film when cradling
a glass of spicy alcohol. He mimicked the cowboy’s accent, drew his
finger shaped gun to shoot the telly, and saluted the protagonist
when he killed the bad guy.

His phone chirped, and he pressed down
to answer without looking at the number.

“Yes?”

There was an extended pause, and then
Nate’s toe-curling voice. “Freshman, take it you’ve got my
gifts.”

“Gifts?” Alfie said,
flicking the bottle. “There was only one.”

“What about the ice for
your nose?”

Alfie blinked, then struggled up on
the sofa. The bag was still by the front door. “Shit.”

He thought about going to get it, but
didn’t want to take the risk. There was a whole five meters between
the front door and the sofa, and he didn’t trust his legs to carry
him that far.

Nate chuckled. “I hope you like the
drink.”

Alfie hummed as he lay back down. He
licked the remains of his last glassful from his lips. “Yeah, it’s
definitely growing on me.”

“Can’t be buying my date
cola, got to share a bottle with me.”

Alfie hugged the bottle to his chest.
“I don’t usually drink when I’m on dates.”

“Why not?”

Alfie lifted his gaze to the ceiling.
“I don’t like feeling drunk. I don’t trust being around someone
when I’m drunk.”

“What do you think you’ll
do?”

Alfie scrunched his face. “I won’t do
anything, but I don’t trust them.”

“Them?”

Alfie rolled his eyes. “I don’t know
what they’d do if I got drunk. I don’t want to put myself in a
stupid situation.”

Nate breathed out softly. “Don’t
worry, I’d take care of you. Get you a taxi, go with you to make
sure you got to your door.”

Alfie stopped cradling the bottle and
placed it on the floor. He flung his head back into the squishy arm
of the chair with a sigh.

“Then what?” he
asked.

“I’d take your keys from
your pocket and get you inside safely.”

Alfie closed his eyes and imagined the
scenario. Nate would easily be able to carry him, bridal style is
he was too intoxicated to stand.

Nate would scoop him up, hold him
close, and the heat of his body would soak into Alfie. It would be
more of a hug than anything, and Alfie would wrap his arms around
Nate’s muscular neck and cling to him.

“Then what would you do?”
he asked.

“I’d put you on the sofa,
get you a glass of water—”

Alfie grunted in annoyance. Nate was
ruining the fantasy in his head, distancing himself from their
embrace. “What if I didn’t want you to let go of me.”

Nate chuckled. “Then I’d take you in
the kitchen with me, sit you up on the counter while I got you a
glass of water. You’d lean on me, and I’d help you sip some
water.”

Alfie nodded. He would keep his arms
around Nate’s neck, sipping the water offered until he had his
fill, and then he would bury his face in Nate’s
shoulder.

“Would you help me
upstairs?” Alfie asked.

“Yeah, I’d get you to your
bed, pull back the duvet, and lay you down.”

Alfie nodded dopily, eyes still firmly
shut, but tracking as he sunk into the fantasy. Nate in his house,
taking care of him in his vulnerable state. It was nice, and he was
too drunk to hate it.

“What about my clothes?”
he asked.

There was a pause, and then Nate’s
mumbled, “What about them?”

“I’d still be wearing my
shoes, my jeans, and my belt that digs into my hips.”

Nate hummed, then popped his lips.
“Then I’d have to take them off, but I’d ask you first. I’d say,
‘Freshman, can I undress you’, and you’d say—”

“Yes, fuck
please.”

He gasped the words, then breathed
heavily and fast. His shoes would clomp to the floor, his belt
would make a whipping sound, and the buttons of his jeans would pop
open under Nate’s eager fingers.

“I’d help you out of your
clothes, get you comfortable—”

“Then what?” Alfie gasped,
lifting his hips from the sofa.

“Then,” Nate purred. “Well
then I’d … let you sleep.”

Alfie frowned and shook his head
against the sofa. “No, no, no.”

Nate chuckled. “What would you want me
to do?”

“Touch me. I’d want you to
touch me.”

“I wouldn’t take advantage
like that., I’d take care of you, make sure you didn’t vomit in the
night, and put painkillers and water by the side of your bed for
the morning.”

Alfie whined. “But if I’m
hard?”

Nate chuckled. “As tempting as that
would be, I would control myself. I wouldn’t break your trust like
that.”

Alfie huffed angrily. “I hate
you.”

“No, you
don’t.”

“Fine. I’d do it
myself.”

There was a pause, then a stuttered,
“Wh—what?”

Alfie exhaled shakily and snuck his
hand into his joggers. He gripped himself and whimpered at the
first stroke. His cock was hard and drooling at the tip. A mixture
of the alcohol, Nate’s voice, and the fantasy had aroused him to
the point his groin ached.

“Freshman, what are you
doing?”

“I’d stroke myself in
front of you until you couldn’t resist.”

He did just as he described and rocked
his hips. Nate’s eyes would darken, and his jaw would drop open in
his pant for air.

“Are you getting off on
this?”

Alfie ignored Nate’s words. It was
obvious he was getting himself off. Nate was watching him. “I’d
make a ring with my thumb and forefinger, slip it down to the base,
and up to the top.”

He groaned with how good it felt, how
arousing it was to be watched by Nate. He tightened the ring of his
fingers at the head of his cock, then loosened the coil as he
dropped his hand down again. “I’d stroke myself till I panted,
until I wriggled restlessly on the bed and shivered
uncontrollably.”

Alfie breathed harshly, and when he
heard Nate’s rasping voice it turned him on even more.

“Jesus, Freshman, what are
you doing to me?”

Alfie licked his drying lips and
groaned. “I’m making you want me.”

“I do want you. Fuck.”
Nate moaned. “Tell me how you’d finish.”

Alfie bit his lip and hummed. He
rested the phone on his collar bone and reached for his cock with
his other hand.

“You’d finish me.” He
gasped, licking his lips. “You’d use two hands, one firm and fast,
the other barely touching my sensitive head.”

Alfie used his fingertips to rub fast
circles on the sensitive head of his cock. With his other hand, he
rubbed up and down his length at a leisurely pace. His toes curled,
and his arse clenched, so close to the end of the
fantasy.

“You’d lean close and
whisper Freshman in my ear.”

Nate moaned loudly, and Alfie moaned
back to him.

“Freshman,” Nate
whispered.

Alfie held his breath, lifted his
hips, and then froze as the orgasm slammed into him. He couldn’t
finish his train of thought, could only feel the tingle of
ecstasy.

Alfie kept his hips hovering above the
sofa and moaned loud enough to vibrate his chest. He shuddered
through the waves, with his cock jolting in his hands.

Alfie tightened his grip to feel the
throb, and he twitched his fingers in the warm stickiness of his
cum. He wanted Nate to be there, wanted to open his eyes and see
his smug smile, but all that faced him was the blank ceiling. He
used his cleanest hand to grip the phone and held it in front of
his face. Nate hadn’t disconnected the call. The numbers were
counting, but Nate wasn’t speaking.

“Nate?” he
whispered.

There was a harsh breath, and then
Nate’s wrecked voice. “You’re something else, Freshman. Drive me so
fucking crazy.”

Alfie rubbed his messy fingers
together, shame and guilt surging in his body. “I shouldn’t have
done that.”

Nate shushed him gently. “It’s
okay—”

“It’s not okay,” he
whined. “I’m letting this happen, and I don’t know how to stop
it.”

“Don’t stop
it.”

Alfie pulled the phone away from his
ear and disconnected the call. The whiskey, it was the whiskeys
fault, had to be. He trudged up to his bed and after a quick clean
up, fell face first on the mattress. He hated whiskey, and he hated
Nate.

****

Alfie walked into work on Monday with
his head bowed. Looks of concern were shot his way, and he was
tempting to turn and run. They knew what he had done with Nate,
knew he had crossed an unforgivable line.

Marie tapped his shoulder. “You’re
looking better.”

“I feel like
shit.”

“Tell Ryan. He might give
you a few days off to recover.”

Alfie frowned, and Marie gestured to
the bags under his eyes. The strange looks from the staff suddenly
made sense, but he didn’t feel relieved.

“The nose is
fine.”

“Then why do you feel
shit?”

He doubted saying he had phone sex
with an inmate would’ve gotten him sympathy, and just shrugged as
an answer instead.

When Ryan reported the day’s events,
Alfie tried not to react when he mentioned the new inmate on G-wing
had been assaulted. Gary Austin’s nose had been broken, the only
injury on his body. Alfie knew Nate must have sent a message across
to G-wing, but Ryan blamed the assault on Gary being new and
rubbing the inmates the wrong way.

Ryan finished his droning talk by
pointing at Alfie’s black eyes. “Welcome to the club. It still
hurt?”

Alfie shrugged. “More numb than
anything.”

Ryan clapped. “Good, be thankful it
was some arsehole from G-wing and not Nate.” He strolled from the
office with the rest of dayshift following.

Henry nudged Alfie with his shoulder.
“Hey, Alfie, he’s right. Nate would’ve nutted you then bit off your
nose.”

“I doubt that.”

“Don’t doubt it. He did
far worse.”

Alfie swallowed uncomfortably and
lowered his gaze.

“Us and them,” Henry
mumbled, “and Karma chooses us, sometimes via them.”

He flicked his chin out, and Alfie
turned to follow his gaze. Gary was being escorted past them into
G-wing. There was a nose splint on his face, and his eyes were
black and puffy. He flashed a look toward the office, then cowered
and hunched his shoulders.

“Karma,” Henry
repeated.

Alfie spent most of the shift staring
at the computer screen, open on Nate’s file. He thought of
scenarios where the triple murder was justified. Maybe it was a
tragic accident, or maybe he was drunk and didn’t know what he was
doing. Not justifiable, but understandable. How could Nate be evil
like Henry said, the man who demanded to know he was all right, who
promised if Alfie was drunk he wouldn’t take advantage of the
situation. They were words though. There was every chance he was
being manipulated by Nate, and he was too weak to stop
it.

When roll-call arrived, Alfie grimaced
as he tapped Nate’s door. He tensed, anticipating a smug laugh or a
seductive purr.

“I’ve got something for
you.”

Alfie rocked back on his heels.
“What?”

A piece of paper poked through the
edge of the hatch, and Alfie quickly grabbed it. It was another
picture of himself, only his face, but the missing body part wasn’t
his lips, but his nose. He exhaled slowly and sagged his
shoulders.

“How’s the nose looking?”
Nate asked.

Alfie snorted, rested the piece of
paper on his clipboard, and added a nose to the picture of himself.
He smiled as he forced the piece of paper back through the hatch
and listened for Nate’s reaction.

Nate’s laugh made him shiver, not in a
horrible way, but a pleasant rush.

“You no longer have a nose
then, but a scrotum hanging between your eyes.”

Alfie rolled his eyes. “We can’t all
be gifted at art.”

“Aww, Freshman, you think
I’m gifted.”

Alfie pursed his lips. “Did I say
gifted? I meant average.”

“Harsh. You know I’m good,
though it’s not the only thing I’m good at. I’m good at making men
beg.”

A shiver or arousal snaked up Alfie’s
spine, followed by rush of bitter cold. He didn’t know whether Nate
meant beg for sex or beg for their lives. Alfie bit his bottom lip
and drew his eyebrows together. He stepped closer to the gap in the
door until his lips were only a millimeter away from resting on the
metal.

“About …
before.”

Nate chuckled darkly and used his
seductive voice. “Do you wanna know if I got myself off? The
answer’s a yes, several times, and a few times earlier. Just
knowing you’re down there in the office drives me
crazy.”

“Drink lowers
inhibitions.”

Nate tutted. “Oh please. You couldn’t
have been that drunk if you were working your hand and your
mouth.”

“It can’t happen again.
Won’t happen—”

“Can’t, won’t, but we both
know it will.”

“But it shouldn’t,” Alfie
gasped.

Nate snorted. “Yeah you got that
right. I shouldn’t have fallen for you, and you shouldn’t have
fallen for me, but here we are, Freshman, and now I’ve got you, I’m
not letting you go.”

Alfie replayed Nate’s words in his
head over and over as he lay in bed. He expected a horrible emotion
to rise to the surface—disgust, repulsion, shame, but Nate’s
promise to not let him go only made him feel good. Dare he even
think it, but it made him feel special. His whole life he had been
lumped into the category of unwanted, but Nate wanted
him.

The echo of Nate’s words warmed Alfie
until his face blushed. It was embarrassment, but good
embarrassment. Someone cared about him. When he thought about who
that person was, he groaned and rubbed his palms harshly down his
face. Of course, the only man to want him was a triple murderer.
Nate had told Alfie he wasn’t going to let him go, and it terrified
Alfie when he realized he didn’t want Nate to.

 

Chapter Fourteen

 


Alfie’s days off were spent with his
phone on his chest, waiting for Nate’s call. There was more fantasy
sex, a beach where they frolicked under the hot sun and cleaned
themselves afterward in the gentle sea. A snow-covered cabin, where
Nate laid him in front of a log fire, then pressed him into the
floorboards and made him gasp.

Nate’s commanding voice triggered
Alfie’s orgasm, and just the whispered word Freshman was enough to
get him hard again.

In the post orgasm glow, Nate told him
the things they would do on their travels. Snorkeling in the clear
sea, riding snowmobiles in the fresh snow. He talked of Alfie being
wrapped up inside, while he chopped logs in the cold. Talked of how
he would rub sun screen into Alfie’s skin as he dozed on the
sand.

Nate’s voice calmed him after orgasm,
and no doubt or shame had time to surface. He didn’t panic and hang
up like the first time. He let the images Nate created seep into
his mind, closed his eyes, and smiled.

They didn’t just talk about sex. Nate
would ask what Alfie was watching on TV, or about what music he
liked, or clothes he wore outside of work. He asked about Alfie
growing up in care and didn’t patronize or mock. When Alfie asked
Nate questions about his childhood, he shut down. Nate’s voice grew
colder, and he hung up the phone. He didn’t want to be known by
Alfie, and it stung like a rejection.

There was a knock at the front door,
and Alfie peeked through the curtains. Not the green delivery van,
or the red pizza scooter. The man standing on the doorstep was
dressed in a black parka and well-fitted trousers. His hair was
perfectly tousled, and his lips were bunched in a pout. The man
cradled a package to his chest, one that Alfie hadn’t
bought.

Alfie opened the door and shot the man
a smile. “Hi…”

“For you.”

Alfie took the package, frowning at
the clothing label. He wouldn’t even walk in the shop in case they
looked at his scruffy appearance and shooed him out. The man forced
a cough and held his phone out for Alfie to sign.

Alfie took the gift into the living
room and shredded the tough plastic. He lifted the charcoal coat
and widened his eyes when he registered the weight. It was thick,
and lined, and when he slipped it on it fit him perfectly. The gold
buttons on the cuff gleamed and the stitching was exact.

Alfie slipped his hand inside the
pocket and pulled out a yellow post it.

‘Wrap up tight,
Freshman’

Alfie breathed in the scent of expense
and relished in the warm glow of someone caring about him. They had
spoken about the drop in temperature, and Nate had been interested
in what Alfie wore to combat the chill. He had assumed it was some
horny fantasy for Nate. The idea of unwrapping layers to get to
Alfie, but the reality was he was worried that Alfie’s paper-thin
coat wouldn’t be enough to keep him comfortable.

Alfie collapsed on to the sofa,
flashing a look at the clock. It was six, another hour until the
prisoners were put in their cells, and another five hours before
Nate would call. Nate promised the other prisoners wouldn’t hear,
and if they did none of them would grass on him.

“You like the coat?” Nate
asked when he finally called.

Alfie hadn’t taken it off. He was
sweating beneath, but didn’t care. “Yeah, course I do, but you
can’t keep sending stuff to my door.”

“So, you didn’t like the
pizza and garlic bread I sent last weekend?”

“You know I d—

“What about the
aftershave, a bottle of the one I use?”

Alfie flushed scarlet. He’d balked at
the post it note on the aftershave. Nate wanted him to use it, so
he smelled like he belonged to him. Alfie didn’t wear aftershave
and sprayed it on his pillow instead. He had been embarrassed by
his own sentiment, but the fumes of Nate lured him to sleep, and
each time he woke, he smiled at the scent before he’d even opened
his eyes.

“It’s not that I
don’t—”

“Or those new shoes. They
don’t squeak as you walk now.”

Alfie squeezed the bridge of his nose.
“The gifts, they’re amazing okay, but you can’t send them
anymore.”

“Why not?”

“You’ll get caught, and
we’ll both get in the shit.”

Nate snorted. “Give me some credit.
Does the coat fit okay?”

“Yeah, fits
fine.”

“Are you wearing
it?”

Alfie nodded. “Maybe.”

“Well, you got to take it
off. Don’t want it to get messy.”

Alfie snorted and lay the phone on the
sofa as he shuffled from the coat. He picked up the phone and
raised his eyebrow. “Done.”

“Hmm, not yet. Lay down,
Freshman. Let me take care of you.”.

There was one fantasy Nate favored
above all others. The idea of tying Alfie up, binding his hands
together and running his hands over every accessible millimeter of
flesh. He wanted Alfie to beg and encouraged him to do so down the
phone, but Alfie couldn’t do it. It felt wrong.

He wondered whether Nate bound his
victims before he killed them, whether he made them beg for their
lives. His erection softened, and he stopped moving his stroking
hand. He shuddered, then swallowed awkwardly. Nate must’ve heard
the noise and stopped voicing his fantasy.

“You okay?"

“Why did you kill those
men?”

There was a harsh intake of breath on
the other end of the phone. “Way to kill the mood,
Freshman.”

“I just—I don’t want to
know how, but why. There’s got to be a reason.”

There was no answer, and Alfie pulled
the phone from his ear to make sure they were still
connected.

“I want to trust
you.”

“You can.”

“How do I know that after
you have sex with me on the beach, you wouldn’t drown me in the
sea? How do I know after having me in front of the fire, you
wouldn’t burn me in the flames?”

“Woah, stop
it.”

Alfie shook his head. “How do I know
you wouldn’t slit my throat after tying me up and making me
beg?”

Nate sighed. It didn’t sound
impatient, more of a sad exhale of air. “I’d never hurt
you.”

Alfie squeezed his stinging eyes shut.
“But how do I know you didn’t say that to them before you killed
them?”

“The men I killed deserved
it.”

“But why?”

There was another long silence, and
Alfie rubbed the heel of his hand on his eyes. They were closed,
but moisture still escaped and clung to his lashes.

The phone hissed with Nate’s exhale.
“I’m not doing this.”

“Don’t hang
up!”

Nate growled, and the hairs on Alfie’s
neck shot up.

“I don’t want to talk
anymore.”

“Please, you’re tearing me
apart. This situation is tearing me apart. I need to know you’re
not a monster, that you’re not evil. There has to be a
reason.”

“Have I done anything to
you that makes you think I’m evil?”

“Not to me, but that file.
What you did to those men, your own dad. I don’t know specifics,
but I know it was bad.”

“Yes, it was bad, what I
did, but it needed to be done. I found out they hurt someone I care
about, hurt them in the most unforgivable way, and not once, but
over and over.”

“Who?”

Alfie could hear Nate’s heavy
breathing, imagined his nostrils were flaring with each forceful
exhale.

“My sister.” He growled.
“I didn’t know what they were doing to her. They were clever,
convinced her no one would believe her. When I found out I wanted
them dead. I wanted them to pay for what they did to her, and I
wanted to give her closure. I wanted her to feel safe, and I wanted
her to know they suffered.”

“You wanted revenge for
what they did to your sister? Why does your file not say any of
this? They all think you did it for no reason, but if they
knew—”

“That is not my story to
tell,” Nate snapped. “I only provided the conclusion, and I will
not have my sister put through hell to knock a few years off my
sentence.”

Alfie shook his head. “You kill them
and get yourself locked up. How does that help her?”

“She has a life now, a
happy one with a man she trusts, and a family of her own. That is
all any big brother wants for their sister. I have freed her from
fear, and whatever scars she has will be mended by her new
family.”

“What about
you?”

Nate snorted. “I’m behind these bars
as I should be, have been for ten years. I’m not serving a sentence
for killing those animals, but for letting my sister down, not
realizing what was happening until it was too late.”

“She doesn’t visit you,”
Alfie whispered.

“She’s moved on. I would
only be a reminder. I failed her as a brother—”

“You can’t have
known—”

“Enough!”

Alfie’s jaw snapped shut, and he
waited patiently for Nate to speak.

“I’ve let her go, and it’s
better for her, and for me. I didn’t have anyone, then you came
along.”

“Me?” Alfie
whispered.

“For ten long years I’ve
not cared for another soul, wouldn’t risk letting down someone I
cared about. All until I heard whispers of you from G-wing. The
cute new officer with the puppy dog eyes. The Freshman with the shy
smile and the blushing cheeks. The guy who flirts with a murderer
and goes above and beyond to save an inmate’s life. The one who
doesn’t even realize what he craves, what he needs to feel good. I
start to think maybe there is something for me on the other side of
the bars. A life protecting someone, making sure they’re happy and
they come to no harm.”

Alfie breathed out in a rush. He
wanted to speak, but no words came. Protected, happy, they were
traitorous buzz words his heart longed for.

“I want you.”

Alfie gasped at Nate’s words. They
made his stomach flip and his heart tighten. For his eighteen-year
existence, those were the words he always wanted to hear, from
anyone. Someone valuing him over someone else, someone picking him
from the crowd, claiming him, not as a consolation, but as the main
prize. Deny as he might, he just wanted to be wanted.

“I know you’re
freaked-out, but I’m freaked out too. I’m the one locked up, and at
any moment could lose you. Part of me wants to scare you away. I
don’t want you to waste your life on me, but the other part, the
more dominate part, wants to bind you to me forever. These
fantasies we talk about aren’t fantasies to me. They’re promises
for when I get out.”

“When do you get out?”
Alfie croaked.

“I’ve got a plan,
Freshman.”

Alfie widened his eyes in horror.
“What?”

“You don’t need to
worry—”

“You’re planning an
escape?”

Nate didn’t answer at first. He left a
chasm of a pause that Alfie panted through.

“And if I was, would you
run to the prison and tell them, or would you let me
escape?”

“I should report
it.”

Nate hummed. “Should, but you won’t. I
want you, Freshman, and you want me too.”

The phone cut out and Alfie stared at
the black screen. It reflected his panicked eyes and his open
mouth. Nate was planning an escape, had admitted it, and that left
Alfie with a huge dilemma. The ‘us and them’, he didn’t know whose
side he was on.

 


 

Chapter Fifteen

 


Ryan was winding down his droning
Monday handover, but before he clapped in a signal of finality, he
stilled and wagged a finger. “Almost forgot. I want checks on Nate
throughout the night.”

Alfie’s heart galloped beneath his
ribs. He didn’t trust himself to speak in case his voice tremored.
Ryan knew about Nate’s escape plan, he had to know, but did he know
Alfie knew of it?

“Why’s that?” Henry
asked.

Ryan rubbed at his strip of facial
hair. “Just a precaution. He got the news that dear old Doris died
this morning, and he’s been in his cell since. Not eating, not
speaking, just lying on his bed.”

The air left Alfie’s lungs in a rush,
and he sagged forward. Any relief he felt was immediately crushed
by guilt, then worry.

“You think he might try to
top himself?” Marie asked, daring a look to Glen who
shrugged.

Ryan turned and stared out the office
window. “As I said, it’s a precaution. I don’t know what goes
through his head.”

Henry wrinkled his nose and pulled an
expression like he tasted something vile. “You wouldn’t want to
know. It can’t be good. I recon he’s faking it, hoping we’ll call a
code eleven and open up his cell.”

Alfie shook his head. “He’s just lost
someone he cares about. It’s grief—”

“Animals like that don’t
grieve. They’re opportunists.”

Ryan squeezed the top of his nose.
“Just in case, I want him checked every two hours.”

“Well, if he does kill
himself, I think we’ll all sleep better at night,” Henry
muttered.

Alfie’s shirt felt tight and a cold
sweat started in his armpits. He dropped his gaze to the floor and
forced a swallow. He couldn’t think of anything worse than Nate
dying. The thought made his blood cool and congeal in his veins,
and his throat constrict until he consciously had to breathe. He
jolted to attention when Ryan clapped.

“That’s it then. Have a
good night.” Ryan strolled out the office with the rest of dayshift
following in his wake.

Henry collapsed in his chair as soon
as they had faded from view, and the twins tugged out their phones.
Marie fluttered her eyelashes at Glen, but Glen’s attention locked
on Alfie.

“You okay? You look a bit
pale.”

Alfie rolled his shoulders and blinked
himself from his thoughts. “I didn’t sleep that well.”

“Coffee?” he
asked.

Alfie nodded numbly, then slumped into
the closest chair. He stared at the dark corner of the prison,
picturing Nate unresponsive in the bed. His stomach dropped to his
toes, and his skin prickled.

Much to Alfie’s annoyance, Henry
volunteered to check on Nate first. He tapped his foot to the floor
as he waited for Henry to return. His whole body felt jittery and
on edge.

“Think that coffee’s
gotten to you,” Marie mumbled.

Alfie flashed a look at her. “Just not
feeling it.”

Marie pressed her lips together in a
sympathetic smile.

Henry staggered into the office,
spluttering into his tissue, and sank back in his chair with a
sigh.

Alfie flicked his chin out.
“Well?”

“Well what?”

“Did he
respond?”

Henry retrieved his glasses from his
pocket and slid them up his nose. “He grunted.”

“You heard him grunt.
You?”

“I’m not deaf. He’s fine.”
Henry shuffled back into his chair and tilted his head
back.

Alfie’s chest heaved with anger, and
he averted his gaze. He didn’t trust Henry. He needed to make sure
Nate was all right himself.

Ten minutes later, Henry was snoring
softly, the twins had twitchy fingers, and Marie sat on the desk
opening and closing her legs seductively. Alfie needed to get rid
of them.

“What’s your favorite
brand of cigarettes?”

Ben and Dan’s attention snapped to
him.

“Camel,” Dan said. “It’s
smooth and rich.”

Ben shook his head. “I prefer Dunhill,
hint of sweetness.”

Dan scrunched his face, then nodded.
“It’s good as a treat, but if you want a long-lasting hit of
tobacco, then Camel.”

“Not sure about that.
Camel can be a bit dry,” Ben muttered.

Dan scoffed, and shook his head.
“Dry?”

“Yeah, dry…”

Dan frowned, shuffled in his seat,
then coughed. “Just gonna head out for a smoke.”

Ben nodded in agreement. “Yeah, me
too.”

Two down, Alfie turned back to Marie
and Glen, but he didn’t need to coax them into leaving. Marie was
leading Glen out by the tie. She pressed her teeth into her bottom
lip and beckoned with her chin for Glen to follow. He went like a
love-struck puppy and didn’t appear to feel it when his hip clipped
the door.

Alfie sprung up from his chair and
waved his hand in front of Henry’s face. He continued to breathe
softly, and there was no twitch to his frail skin.

Alfie grimaced as he opened the gate,
praying no one would hear. His squeak-less shoes allowed him to
sneak to the stairs, and he climbed up as carefully as possible. He
couldn’t hear any movement in any of the cells, and he drifted past
Queenie’s with a sympathetic smile.

Alfie kneeled and scrunched up his
face as he slipped the key in the hatch to look. There was a clunk,
and he waited for Nate to stir, to say something, but he didn’t. He
lowered the hatch and stared into the dark room. The outside lights
shone on the bed, and Alfie could see Nate’s bare back and a sheet
barely covering his hip. He lay facing the wall, and Alfie couldn’t
tell if his chest was moving. He was still, too still.

“Nate?” he
whispered.

There was no answer, and Alfie bit
down hard on his lip. He turned and peeked over the railing to the
lobby, then stood and slipped his other key in the cell door. He
twisted it slowly, breathing heavier each second he hesitated. Then
he pushed on the door and slipped through the gap he made for
himself. He waited for Nate to turn on to his back and look in his
direction, but it didn’t happen.

Alfie trod carefully over to Nate’s
bed, overly aware of the sound of his feet, and his staggered
breathing, then shook Nate’s shoulder, whispering his
name.

Nate lurched into consciousness with a
growl, and Alfie yelped, tumbling back. He landed on the floor with
Nate on top of him. He fought, but Nate was heavier and easily
stronger. Alfie squeaked when a hand tightened around his neck, and
he slapped his palms on to Nate’s bare chest. The fierce expression
on Nate’s face froze, mid-growl, and then he blinked
slowly.

Alfie’s heart thundered, and his lungs
ached from the weight crushing him.

Nate widened his eyes and loosened his
grip around Alfie’s throat. “What the hell are you doing?” he
hissed.

Alfie rolled onto his side and rubbed
at his throat. “I was worried.”

Nate gripped Alfie’s elbow and helped
him to his feet. He led him to the bed, and they sat side by side.
The surprise on Nate’s face would’ve been funny had Alfie not been
gulping as quietly as he could for breath.

Nate rubbed soothing circles on his
back while he got his breathing under control. The warmth of his
palm soaked through Alfie’s shirt, and he unconsciously leaned back
into the touch.

“Why you
worried?”

“You’ve been in your cell
all day. Doris, she’s the only person you have on the
outside.”

Nate tapped him on the nose. “I have
you, and you don’t need to worry your pretty head over
me.”

Alfie turned his head like a scolded
child.

Nate tutted and cupped his cheek.
“Don’t sulk, Freshman.”

Alfie resisted, and Nate moved forward
and rested his lips to the shell of his ear. “You opened the
door.”

Alfie turned to the open cell, the
escape right there for the taking. He didn’t even try to conceal
the keys on his hip. Nate had proved he could take Alfie down with
ease. There was no point fighting it if it was about to
happen.

Nate didn’t look at the keys once. His
gaze was fixed on Alfie, and he rubbed his thumb against Alfie’s
bottom lip. He slacked his jaw, let Nate part his lips to rub
harder on the rubbery flesh. Nate’s thumb touched his tongue, and
he touched back.

The outside lights shone on Nate’s
face, and Alfie sunk into his eyes, allowed them to drown him. He
didn’t know who moved first, but suddenly the thumb had gone and
their mouths clashed together with a hungered desperation, tongues
swirling, teeth scraping on lips and noses whistling with the lack
of air.

Alfie felt dizzy with need and Nate
drove forward with his tongue. Nate took over the kiss, decided the
tempo and firmness, and Alfie clung on for the ride. The room
shifted. Nate had shoved him down to the bed. His hands framed
Alfie’s face, holding him steady as he forcefully kissed Alfie into
the mattress. The sensation, the taste, even the scent of Nate so
closer overwhelmed Alfie. It was too much, but at the same time not
enough. Nate pulled back, then lifted Alfie’s legs onto the
mattress so he was flat on the bed.

The tie was the first item of clothing
Nate savagely attacked, first with his teeth, and then his crazed
hands.

“If I could control
myself, I’d tie your hands, but I don’t want to wait. Next time
though.”

Alfie shivered at the thought of a
next time and nodded obediently.

Nate ducked down and pushed their lips
together, lifting his mouth out of reach each time Alfie panted for
more.

“You are something else,
Freshman.” Nate leaned back and gripped the collar of Alfie’s
shirt.

Alfie knew he was about to rip the
clothing in two and quickly clamped his hands around Nate’s wrists.
“Wait, you can’t.”

Nate huffed, then loosened his grip on
the collar. He unbuttoned the shirt, grimacing each time his
fingers slipped and the button refused him. Once the last button
was free, Nate opened the shirt like wrapping paper on a present
and licked his lips at the gift. Alfie leaned up, and Nate tugged
the shirt away before throwing it to join the discarded
tie.

Alfie lay back down with his hands
awkwardly on his chest. They shielded part of him from Nate, the
remaining reluctance of what they were about to do.

Nate drew his eyebrows together and
studied him for a few moments. He gripped Alfie’s wrists gently,
lifted them above his head, then pressed them down firmly in their
new position. Nate raised his eyebrow and removed his hands, but
the imprints of his fingers shackled Alfie’s wrists to the top of
bed. Nate wanted him stretched out and bare, and Alfie wanted it
too.

“Good,
Freshman.”

His nipples stiffened in anticipation
of a kiss.

Nate didn’t disappoint them. He dipped
his mouth down, licking and sucking as if they were the only source
of nourishment for his sex hungry body.

Alfie groaned, moaned, and panted into
his bicep, shifting on mattress, not quite knowing what to do to
buffer the onslaught of stimulus. He sunk his teeth in his arm to
mask the pleasurable sounds and hoped the spark of pain would hold
back the impending orgasm.

A warning rumble escaped Nate’s
throat. He stopped caressing Alfie’s chest and tugged the
sacrificial bicep free before kissing the indents. “No,” he
whispered.

Alfie drew his eyebrows together and
pressed his lips in a line. He puffed air in and out his nose, too
afraid he would call out for Nate if he breathed through his mouth.
They had to be quiet, but his body buzzed with the urge to moan and
groan, to wail in surrender.

Nate attacked Alfie’s belt, then
tugged the tight trousers and pants half way down Alfie’s thighs.
He knew he was sticky, and the cool air of the cell made him
shiver.

Nate smirked before opening his mouth
wide and accepting Alfie’s straining erection.

Alfie’s needing cock was finally
encased in warmth and wetness, and he shivered uncontrollably. Nate
hadn’t gagged him, but he hummed as if he had, trying so hard to be
quiet. He pressed his lips together until they ached, and he
squeezed his eyes shut to get back some semblance of
control.

Nate slid his tongue on the underside
of Alfie’s sensitive cock, tracing the lines torturously slow. He
savored Alfie, mapped his cock carefully until every millimeter of
tight skin was buzzing on attention.

Alfie curled his toes and fingers
until they cramped, but the slight discomfort wasn’t enough to stop
him bordering the edge.

Nate lowered his mouth to drive
Alfie’s cock deep in wet heat before pulling back with a long-drawn
suck and a hum of appreciation.

He wasn’t going to last. Nate smirked
around his cock like he knew it too. Alfie rubbed his head
helplessly against the pillow and clenched his stomach muscles.
Three bobs of Nate’s tormenting blow job, three twists of his
nipple, and Alfie flung his head back until he felt the springs of
the mattress and lifted his hips high.

Nate grabbed his ass and held him
there.

He held his breath and listened to the
rampant sound of his heart drumming in his ears.

Nate held him still as he accepted the
steady flow of come, and Alfie was so deep in his throat, he felt
him swallow four distinct times. His eyes were firmly shut, but
moisture trickled through his lids at the intensity of the
orgasm.

Nate lowered Alfie’s hips back to the
mattress, then crawled up his body, kissing all he could until he
got to Alfie’s numb lips. Alfie released them with a wet gasp, and
Nate wasted no time sucking them and pushing the remains of Alfie’s
release into his mouth for a taste. Nate pulled back with a dirty
sound of suction and hummed to himself. The predatory smile was
back, and the crinkled eyes. “I’m gonna fuck you now. Been dying to
since I saw you.”

Alfie’s eyes fluttered, and he nodded
as best he could with his head on the pillow.

Nate kneeled and stretched his arm to
the small bedside cabinet. The drawer squeaked, and they both
froze. No one stirred in the cell next to them, and a relieved
breath escaped Nate.

“Even if they did hear,
there’s no way I’m stopping now.”

He pulled back a small tub of Vaseline
and struggled with the lid. The angry expression intensified, until
Alfie lifted his hand to take it. He opened it with ease and
smirked at Nate narrowing his eyes.

“I’m gonna wipe that look
off your face.”

He slathered his cock in Vaseline, and
Alfie leaned up to watch. Nate’s cock was huge, and intimidatingly
thick. Alfie widened his eyes, and his lips popped open.

Nate chuckled. “Turning you
on?”

Alfie’s mouth had gone dry, and he
forced himself to swallow. “It’s not gonna fit.”

“Aww, more sweet words
from my Freshman.” Nate stopped stroking himself and shoved his
sticky hand on Alfie’s chest. He flopped back to the bed, but it
wasn’t enough for Nate. He gripped Alfie’s wrists and pressed them
to the top of the pillow. “Keep ‘em there.”

Alfie nodded and shut his eyes,
anticipating discomfort. He never liked the first few thrusts. It
was an internal battle to relax his untrusting body and that fight
of mind over body resulted in pain, in rawness, that he had to
overcome to get to pleasure.

The battle didn’t happen with Nate, or
if it did, it was over before he even breached with his fingers.
Nate was on his side in the fight, and he relaxed any nerves by
kissing deeply and running his hands over Alfie’s shuddering
flesh.

Alfie kept his hands locked together
above his head, but he leaned back to expose his throat. It was
more intimate than kissing on the lips. And Nate made the best of
the surrender, nipping gently with his teeth and sucking softly on
the delicate flesh.

The pain of the first push barely
resisted. Nate paused to kiss Alfie dizzy, before deepening his
thrust. Any uncomfortable stretch was swiftly blocked by Nate’s
lips. He kissed thoroughly, until there was no room for doubt or
fear, and then the kisses weren’t needed.

Alfie took what Nate gave him with a
gasp and a pant. He moved his hands from the pillow, and clutched
Nate’s muscular back, holding on while he was thrusted into the
mattress.

Nate growled, leaned back, and found
Alfie’s disobedient hands. He tightened his hands around Alfie’s
wrists and pinned them above his head. He didn’t release them, but
held them tight as he thrusted harder and faster. There was
distance between them, but they joined where it mattered. Nate
controlled Alfie in the way he wanted, kept him still and secured
while simultaneously releasing him.

Alfie closed his eyes, parted his
lips, and felt himself being owned, felt himself being claimed and
wanted by Nate.

Even with his eyes closed he grew
dizzy, fuzzy around the edge of consciousness. The black of his
eyelids wasn’t scary, it was welcoming, and he zoned out until he
was unaware of himself, could only feel an addictive tingle but
couldn’t equate it to a body part. All of him felt good,
emotionally and physically, and he welcomed the abyss, smiled
fondly and asked it to take him.

 

Chapter Sixteen

 


“Freshman?”

Alfie’s eyelids were too heavy to
open, but he heard the panicked voice and felt patches of pins and
needles on his face. The rest of him felt warm and light, and he
didn’t what to know what the danger was.

“You need to wake
up.”

He felt sated and safe, and he wasn’t
moving for anyone. The patches of his face fizzled with heat, and
he realized hands cupped his cheeks, spreading warmth and getting
firmer in their touch. Alfie struggled to open his eyes, and when
he did, Nate’s all-consuming blues ones blared back. No longer
blown black with lust, or crinkled at the edges with smugness. They
were wide and concerned.

“You’ve got to get
out.”

Alfie stopped his smile from forming
and drew his eyebrows together. Nate’s words stung, worse than
stung, they split his head and his heart open. The rejection, he
should’ve known it was coming, but it hurt worse than ever before.
All jagged and slicing, it was difficult to accept. He choked at
the sudden tightness to his throat and struggled free of Nate’s
hands.

Nate growled and scrunched his face
with pain. “Don’t look at me like that. I don’t want you upset, but
they’re asking for you.”

Alfie didn’t know who they were, and
he turned in the direction Nate flicked his chin.

On the floor was his clothes. Black
trousers, black shoes, black tie, and white shirt with his officer
number. He was on Nate’s bed, inside his cell. The realness of the
situation hit Alfie, and he gulped for air.

Nate rubbed his arm, but he didn’t
feel it. The shirt on the floor hissed angrily. Henry was demanding
he answer his radio, and by the sound of his pissed voice he had
been asking for a while.

Alfie swung his legs from the bed,
only to stumble at their weakness. His body wasn’t cooperating, and
his brain whirled and spun.

Nate stood, still completely naked and
clutched his hair while shaking his head. “Shit,” he murmured. “I’m
sorry.”

Alfie ignored him, bundled his uniform
into his arms, and staggered out of the cell. The door was still
open, and he swung it shut on Nate’s worried face.

He grabbed the radio but gulped for
breath a few times before answering. “Yes, Henry. I’m
here.”

“Where the hell have you
been?”

Alfie blinked. He opened and closed
his mouth a few times before he could speak. “I went to check on
Nate.”

“How long does it
take?”

“I heard a noise, leaking
pipe, was trying to work out where the dripping was coming
from.”

Henry growled. “You’re not a god-damn
plumber. Just put it in the night log and maintenance will check it
out.”

Alfie nodded. “Okay, on my way
back.”

He released the button and searched
the pile of clothing for his boxers. His hands were frantic, and he
couldn’t breathe calmly. He forced air through his lips, but it
seemed thinner, not enough to satisfy his spasming
diaphragm.

“Freshman, just
breathe.”

Alfie jolted away from Nate’s door and
retreated to Queenie’s to get his clothes on. He buckled his belt
too tight, slipped the buttons of his shirt in the wrong holes and
he couldn’t fix his tie with his hands trembling so much. His flesh
stuck to his clothes, a cool sweat that made him shudder. He felt
too hot, and too cold, and itchy all over. Then a dull ache grew
where Nate’s cock had been. Each slight movement he felt it. Not
just a lingering pressure, but a wetness from Nate’s
orgasm.

He had slept with Nate, just like he
wanted, but he had jumped over an unforgivable line.

“Talk to me,” Nate
mumbled.

Alfie shook his head and squeezed his
eyes shut. “Just shut up. Shut up.”

He heard the bed creak in Queenie’s
cell. “What’s going on, Nate?”

“Not now,
Queenie!”

Alfie clutched at his throat, the
traitorous throat he surrendered so easily. It felt tight, like the
universe was throttling him for giving into desire. He sunk down
against Queeine’s door, rasping for breath.

“Freshman!”

He covered his ears at Nate’s shout
and curled into the edge of the door. He was shaking, and the hatch
rattled. His heart pounded so hard it shook his chest, and the
collar of his shirt tightened like a coiling snake.

“Breathe nice and
slow.”

The words got through the cracks of
his fingers, not Nate’s but Queenie’s softer tone. With everything
sharp and edgy, it was Queenie’s smooth voice that filled in the
cracks.

“Relax, Alfie. It’s a
panic attack.”

The words panic and attack didn’t help
him relax. He rubbed the back of his head to the cell, heaving for
air that didn’t satisfy him.

“Breathe nice and slow, in
and out. With me.”

Alfie lowered his hands and listened
to Queenie breathe. Nate was no longer shouting, and there was no
sound from his cell.

All Alfie could hear was Queenie. The
presence by the door wasn’t confusing and suffocating. Queenie had
a lightness, had a friendliness that Nate didn’t possess. He
remembered Queenie’s smile from the corridor. He had lifted his red
lips in genuine happiness at seeing him.

“That’s it, Alfie. Let’s
get you back to normal again.”

He nodded, braced his hands on the
floor, and got to his feet. He swayed slightly and gripped the
rail. He wanted to thank Queenie but thought the sound of his
wrecked voice would set him off again.

Alfie stared down at his feet as he
forced one to move then the other. His hand was so tight on the
railing his flesh turned stark white, and his movements were slow
and stilted.

Henry waited for him at the gate with
his arms crossed, but when he came out of the shadows and into the
lobby lights, Henry’s mouth dropped in shock.

“What the hell
happened?”

Alfie flicked his head back, but it
felt stiff as he moved. “I feel like shit.”

“You look like shit,”
Henry said.

Glen appeared from the office, shaking
his head. “Jesus, Alfie, you don’t look good…”

Marie followed behind him, fringe
messy and lipstick smudged. “You been sick?”

Alfie clutched at the idea and nodded.
“Yeah, by the cells.”

“Why didn’t you just say
that instead of spewing rubbish about the pipes.”

Alfie shrugged. “Thought I’d keep it
secret.”

Henry’s face tightened in disgust.
“Nice, guess I’ll have to clear it up.”

Alfie shook his head. “It’s sorted,
not much. I went back in there to apologize.”

Glen snorted. “Apologize?”

“I woke Queenie up. Asked
for tissue through the hatch.”

Henry frowned. “You shouldn’t do that,
but at least you asked Queenie, not Nate. Who knows what he
would’ve done.”

Marie stepped forward and pressed her
palm to his head. “You do feel sweaty.”

Henry sighed. “Go home. Can’t have you
here vomiting everywhere.”

Alfie didn’t argue. He rushed past
with his body stooped over and his arms hugging his stomach. He
felt the eyes of his colleagues boring into him. He wondered if
they had worked out his lie and were muttering in his
wake.

Once he was home, he cleaned himself
in the shower. The water was scalding hot, and he washed every
touch, every kiss and lingering scent of Nate off his body. He was
careful with the sorest part as he swept the flannel over to clean
away any mess.

Afterward, Alfie collapsed onto the
sofa and hugged his arms around his shivering body. It was dark
outside, but the curtains were still partially drawn, and he could
see the sign for Larkwood. He snapped his gaze away but balked at
the penis candle on the mantelpiece. Too weak to stand, he rolled
to face the back of the sofa and closed his eyes.

****

He called in sick the next day, said
he had a fever and was non-stop vomiting. Ryan heard the croak in
his voice and gave him the week off. They didn’t want the prisoners
coming down with a vomiting virus.

Nate called him each night, and he
stared at his name flashing on the phone but didn’t answer. He
couldn’t bring himself to listen to the voicemails either. His
brain was still spinning from the suddenness of everything. He was
so wrapped up in Nate, in the moment, and then reality slapped him
around the face. He didn’t even have time to recover before he was
thrust in front of his colleagues and forced to lie to save his
skin. He was a prison officer and had just slept with the most
notorious criminal in Larkwood.

It got to Friday, and the crushing
feeling didn’t lessen. He ignored the knock to the door from the
pizza guy and crushed his head under a cushion.

Tia didn’t understand he wanted to be
left alone. Despite him ignoring her calls and her angry banging on
the door, she strode in twirling a key on her finger.

“Knew I shouldn’t have
given that to you.”

She clutched the key in her fist.
“It’s for emergencies, and it must be an emergency if you couldn’t
get up for these.”

Alfie peeked up from the cushion and
eyed the soggy pizza boxes balanced on her forearm. “Didn’t hear
him.”

Tia narrowed her eyes. “How’d you know
it was a him?” She moved into the room and dropped the boxes on the
coffee table, then went to hang up her coat. She paused when she
spotted the expensive one from Nate.

“You suddenly developed
fashion sense?” she said, raising an eyebrow.

Alfie shook his head. “I didn’t buy
it.”

“Tut tut, sure hope you
didn’t steal it, Mr. Prison Officer.”

Alfie squeezed his eyes shut and
breathed out heavily through his nose. When he opened his eyes, Tia
was staring at him with her lips in a pout.

“Just as I thought, I’ll
put the kettle on.”

“What’s just as you
thought?” Alfie asked.

Tia ignored him and went about making
them coffee. A few minutes later, the rich scent invaded Alfie’s
nose and chased away any phantom fragrance of Nate.

Tia placed the coffees on the table,
then sat down heavily on Alfie’s legs.

“Ouch!”

She winked and flicked her platinum
hair. “Move then.”

Alfie shuffled up begrudgingly and
hugged his knees to his chest.

“So the guy from work
bought you that, huh?”

Alfie stared across the room at the
coat, the nodded with a sigh.

“To keep you sweet? He
married? In the closet?”

Alfie shook his head. “I don’t think
he’s married—”

“Think? So, you don’t know
if he’s married, been married, to a man or a woman…”

“He’s never
said.”

There was nothing about marriage in
the part of Nate’s file he had read, but he didn’t know what
secrets page two held.

“You’re not ill, are you?”
Tia said, attaching her pale blue eyes to his.

He immediately looked away. “Well I
feel like shit.”

“But not from a virus.
Love sickness.”

Alfie scrunched his face and reached
for his coffee.

It burned his lip as he took a sip,
and Tia frowned then took the cup gently from his hand and returned
it to the table.

“Tell me what
happened?”

“Nothing.”

“Is that why you’re upset?
The guy you like isn’t interested.”

Alfie wrung his hands together. “We-we
slept together.”

Tia’s eyes bulged. “What? Was it that
bad?”

“No, it wasn’t
bad.”

Her eyes hardened. “He had you and
then he lost interest—”

“No, it just shouldn’t
have happened. It can’t happen.”

Tia sighed slowly and lifted her lips
in a smile. “Live a little. You’re eighteen. You’re expected to
break the rules. What does he say about it?”

Alfie shrugged. “I’ve been ignoring
his calls.”

“Well don’t. Talk to him,
figure it out. If it’s putting your job in jeopardy, it must be
putting his on the line too.”

“It’s not,” Alfie
muttered.

Tia frowned, and then nodded like she
worked it out. “He’s higher up the ladder than you. If all goes
wrong, you’re the scapegoat?”

“Something like
that.”

“Trust you to fall for
some superior.”

She shook her head and handed Alfie’s
coffee back before getting her own.

“I didn’t mean to,” Alfie
whispered.

“Mean to what?”

“Fall for him.”

Tia shrugged. “The heart wants what
the heart wants.”

“Until it’s
staked.”

Tia rolled her eyes. “Bloody hell,
you’re worse than me. Let’s stick the TV on, and not talk about Mr.
Mystery.”

Alfie nodded and let her choose the
movie. Thankfully not a soppy romance, but a sci-fi with plenty of
gore and aliens. It helped and watching Tia duck behind a cushion
made him smile.

Their movie was interrupted by Alfie’s
chirping phone. He sighed and peered at the screen, expecting Nate,
then hurried to answer the call from Ryan.

“Alfie? How you
feeling?”

He swallowed awkwardly and nodded.
“I’m—I’m much better.”

“Better enough to cover a
shift on Sunday?”

“Erm, I guess
so.”

Ryan sighed. “Great. I’ve got Dave and
Mike with you to accompany Nate to the funeral.”

“The what?”

“Yeah, dear old Doris was
cremated on Wednesday, and her ashes are flying over to be buried.
It was her wishes apparently, all arranged, and she wanted Nate to
be there.”

Alfie shook his head. “I can’t
go—”

“Why not?”

He looked to Tia and she wagged her
finger and nodded.

“I just don’t think I’m
experienced enough.”

Tia slammed her palm to her face, and
Alfie turned away.

“Never going to get
experience if you say no when I suggest stuff. First you turn down
days on H, and now this. Besides, Dave and Mike will be there. They
still go on about you punching Nate.”

“Isn’t that a reason I
shouldn’t go?”

Ryan tutted. “Can’t show them fear.
He’ll be handcuffed the whole time, and Dave and Mike can handle
him.”

Alfie closed his eyes and exhaled
slowly. “Fine.”

“Now you sound like a
proper prison officer, tired and fed up.”

The line went dead, and Alfie glared
at the phone.

“Don’t let him stop you
from doing your job,” Tia said, crossing her arms. “Get back in
there!”

 


 




Chapter Seventeen

 


Alfie arrived at the prison just in
time to see Nate ducking into a car.

Mike climbed in after with a scowl.
His short stockiness and round face reminded Alfie of a
bulldog.

Dave closed the car door, then turned
to Alfie as he approached. “Thought we’d have to go without
ya.”

Alfie offered a weak smile. “That was
the plan.”

Dave tipped his head back and released
a bark of laughter. His long hair floated in the wind, whipping
into his mouth. He spluttered, cursed, then scraped his hair
together with his fingers. “Heard you’ve been chucking it up for
the last week.”

Alfie grimaced. “Yeah, wasn’t
pleasant.”

“Well you’re lucky you’re
not working in there. Someone put mackerel in the office microwave
and the whole place stinks.”

Alfie placed his hand on his stomach
and scrunched his face. “That is definitely something I don’t want
to think about.”

“Don’t got throwing up on
that coat. Looks expensive.”

Alfie made it halfway to the prison
then realized he was wearing the coat Nate had gotten him. It was
too late to go back and change, and he’d be lying if he said it
wasn’t warm and comfortable to wear. Underneath was his prison
officer uniform, shirt tucked in, tie fixed, and all buttons in
their correct holes. He felt a mess internally, but he was
determined not to show it.

Dave secured his hair in a bun, then
flicked his chin out at the car. “Nate’s been a handful all week,
getting them banging the cells at night and stirring up order in
the day. He’s lucky Ryan’s still letting him go. Grief drives a man
crazy.”

Alfie scratched the back of his head
and shuffled from foot to foot. “Don’t think I’ll be much help if
he kicks off later.”

Dave waved his hand. “We haven’t
forgotten that mean right hook of yours. Besides, he’ll behave if
you’re here.”

“Why do you say
that?”

“I didn’t, Henry did. He
says Nate misbehaves when you’re not there and calms down when you
are.”

“Henry’s talking rubbish,”
Alfie muttered.

“We’ll see. You’re in the
back with Mike, part of the bread to a Nate sandwich.”

Alfie moved to the opposite side of
the car and opened the door. Nate’s expensive suit caught Alfie’s
eye, at a guess the same brand as the coat buttoned around himself.
His facial hair had been trimmed, and he had swept back his fringe
over his head. He stared straight ahead, seemingly oblivious to the
open car door.

“Well, you getting in?”
Mike grumbled.

Nate flashed a bored look in Alfie’s
direction, then did a double take. He stilled and widened his eyes.
His mouth slacked, and he shook his head. “No, hell no.”

Alfie swallowed awkwardly and rocked
back on his heels.

Nate’s face twisted in anger, and he
curled his top lip.

Alfie hated that look being attached
to him. The memory of their night in the cell was still raw in his
mind.

“Oi, calm it down,” Mike
said, gripping Nate’s bicep.

All the times Alfie had seen him
before, Nate’s hands had been secured at his back, but in the car,
they were on his lap. His hands were curled into fists, so tight
his knuckles looked like they would protrude the skin.

Alfie gawped in horror, and another
level of confusion was added to his stretched-out mind. Nate had
switched from expressing concern for his welfare, to frothing at
the mouth with anger at the sight of him.

“Back off, keep walking.
You’re not getting in the car.”

His commanding voice was doused in
threat, in warning in case Alfie was foolish enough to disobey him.
Alfie’s feet stuck to the concrete, and his hand glued itself to
the door of the car.

Mike was growling words in Nate’s ear,
telling him to calm down, but Nate only had eyes for Alfie, and his
mouth spat words of venom.

Alfie took the aggressive words in his
stride, but being told he wasn’t wanted affected a deep part of
him. The one person that had convinced him he cared was now
growling him away.

“I don’t want him
here!”

Mike shook his head. “Not your
choice.”

Nate showed his gritted teeth and
hissed, “You are not wanted here.”

“That’s enough!” Mike
shouted, yanking hard on Nate’s arm.

Dave climbed in the front, and the car
jolted. He clipped his belt into position, then turned to face
Alfie.

“Guess Henry does talk
rubbish. Get in.”

“No, stay out,” Nate
snapped. “Stay out if you know what’s good for you.”

There were red lines in the whites of
his eyes, and his nose twitched erratically. It wasn’t the Nate of
a week ago, but the one in the file, the one Alfie had always been
too scared to know. This version of Nate looked like he could kill
and enjoy himself while he did it.

“Behave,” Mike said
firmly. “Otherwise we won’t be going anywhere.”

Nate fixed his gaze forward, but his
body stayed tense, and he flared his nostrils as he
breathed.

Alfie slid in beside him, wishing he
could be anywhere but in a car with Nate. This wasn’t the Nate that
had panicked and shown concern. He blazed with anger.

In the space of a week, something had
changed. Alfie had ignored his calls and avoided work to get his
head together. It seemed in that week Nate had also sorted his head
out and decided he didn’t want Alfie anymore.

“I don’t want this screw
next to me.”

Alfie stared at the side of Nate’s
face, then dropped his gaze to his lap. In the ‘us and them’ Nate
had put him on the opposing side, separated them from each other.
Alfie’s gut sloshed with unease, and his eyes felt hot and
stinging. He had taken too long stalling, too long thinking about
what was right and wrong, and Nate didn’t want him
anymore.

“Erm, Alfie door…” Dave
said.

“Yeah, throw yourself
through it, knock yourself out on the pavement.”

Alfie swallowed uncomfortably and shut
the door.

“What the hell have you
got against Alfie?” Mike asked. “Is it the humiliation at having
him punch you?”

Nate rolled his shoulders, then
cracked his neck left to right. “Two filthy screws are enough. I
don’t need a third. He should’ve got out of the car like I told
him.”

Mike laughed. “Prison officers don’t
do what the inmates tell ‘em.”

Nate snorted and shook his head. “Bad
things wouldn’t happen if they did.”

“Greenbrook cemetery,
forty-minute drive,” Dave said. “Nice little plot.”

The car grumbled to life, and they
were on the road moving away from the prison. Nate continued his
angry pants and tightened and released his hands.

Each time Alfie feared his skin would
split.

His and Nate’s shoulders were pressed
together, and he could feel Nate shaking.

Alfie pushed himself as close to the
door as he could, but he could still sense the rage rolling from
Nate. His jaw vibrated, and Alfie imagined him crushing his teeth
together, gritted so hard they were in danger of
crumbling.

Dave took a sharp bend, and Alfie
couldn’t stop his knee knocking Nate’s. His was shoved aside, and
Nate huffed extra hard through his nose.

“Hope Dave’s driving
doesn’t have you hurling,” Mike mumbled.

“Nah, its fine.” He wanted
to speak clearly and with confidence, but it came out soft and
shaky.

Mike leaned forward to see around
Nate. “You still look a bit pale. You sure you’re up for
this?”

“Why not pull up and let
him out,” Nate growled.

“He doesn’t want to get
out,” Mike muttered.

Nate turned his head, focus so intense
it made Alfie feel like he was shrinking. “You want to get out of
this car, don’t you?”

His words were accompanied by a subtle
nod, and Alfie frowned. A part of him wanted to get out. He
suspected Mike and Dave would let him, but if Nate really had
separated them, he needed to prove himself as an officer, not fold
under an inmate’s anger.

“I want to stay actually,”
Alfie said, challenging Nate with his stare.

The creases of anger vanished around
Nate’s eyes, and his lips parted.

“See,” Mike said. “He
wants the experience. We’re teaching him how to handle a grieving
prisoner on the day of a funeral.”

“We are burying my Nana
Doris’s ashes,” Nate spat. “This isn’t a day-trip for your
inexperienced puppy. Pull up and let him out.”

Mike raised his eyebrows, then sunk
back into his seat. “Not happening, Nate.”

Nate was wound up like a spring ready
to explode, and Alfie had caused it. Nate had been fine before he
opened the car, almost bored in his expression, but the second
their eyes met, he changed to a caged beast.

Alfie watched his house whizz by, and
the coffee shop Tia worked at. They were his safe places away from
Nate, and they vanished in the distance like nothing. He had no
barrier, no haven away from confusion. Dave drove them from the
town, and the packed terrace houses made way for fields of
green.

Dave took another sharp bend, but
Alfie clutched the door to compensate. He wanted to limit the
amount he and Nate touched.

“What the hell?” Dave
muttered, slowing the car.

Orange cones were lined across the
road, blocking them, and a huge blue sign pointed right for a
diversion.

“Gonna have to take it,”
Mike said. “We got time.”

Dave spun the car to the right and
shook his head. “What do you recon, busted pipe?”

“More likely pot holes.
They’re craters on these country roads.”

Dave nodded. “Council really should
sort them out.”

Alfie closed his eyes at the droning
conversation, and it was in those few seconds it happened. The car
lurched violently, and Alfie snapped his eyes open. They were
spinning off the road.

The wheels screeched desperately to
stay on the tarmac. Dave cursed, and Mike called out. Alfie saw the
tree getting closer to him. He scrunched his face, anticipating
pain, and it didn’t disappoint. A sharpness shot down his right
side. His shoulder throbbed, his hip sung with agony.

Alfie squeezed his eyes shut, hoping
it would lessen the pain, but it only enhanced it. The piercing
silence following the crash was drowned under an intense buzzing in
his head. A buzzing that brought an onslaught of pain, and amnesia.
He didn’t know where he was, who he was with. All he could think
and feel was pain. Red hot and angry, like someone was holding a
scorching iron to his side and not letting him move
away.

The voices around him were muffled, as
if underwater, and the scent of petrol seeped into the air. Alfie
didn’t care for either. All he cared about was the burning iron,
which was no longer just pressed to his skin, but penetrating
through and branding his bones. It pushed in, then lessened, then
pushed in farther, not letting him recover or prepare for the next
fierce flare. He couldn’t breathe, the pain disrupted his ability,
and his chest tightened, ringing out the air in his lungs. He was
going to die, and there was too much pain to panic about it. Hotter
than lava, it wrapped around his bones, melting them to
nothing.

There was pressure on his arm. He was
being tugged. He wanted to beg whoever was pulling him not to,
wanted to sob and plead, but they continued tugging him.

More voices, all different, more being
pushed and pulled, and set down on something. The only consistent
thing was the pain. It didn’t lessen. It continued to rob him of
breath and thought. Blood ran down the back of his throat. He could
taste it, and he could feel it running from his nose, tacky on his
lips.

“Alfie!”

Nate’s voice broke through. Panicked
again, not hating.

Alfie registered movement. He was
vibrating. Something growled around him, tipping him left to right.
He knew Nate was near him, hovering above, and tried to draw his
scent in through his nose.

“Hang in there, Alfie.
You’re gonna be alright.”

He latched on to his voice, trusted
Nate to make him better.

“We’ve got to leave
him.”

Alfie didn’t recognize the woman’s
voice, but he didn’t want to be left. He hurt, and the only thing
he could cling to in the darkness was Nate’s voice. It was close,
then far away, then close again, and so was his presence. It came
in waves, and each time it left the fire took over, and Alfie tried
to beg for Nate to speak again. He didn’t know whether he spoke, or
if his desire to hear Nate was locked deep in his head.

“I can’t do that,” Nate
argued.

“He’s messed up. He
doesn’t need you.”

She was wrong, so wrong. All he needed
was Nate.

“I won’t abandon
him.”

Paralyzed in pain, Alfie cheered Nate
on, prayed he would be able to convince the woman.

“He’s going to
die.”

Alfie knew it too, but he didn’t want
to die alone.

The awareness of Nate faded, and the
voices didn’t talk again. Alfie felt cold, and still, and more
terrifying than the pain, he felt alone.

 




Chapter Eighteen

 


Alfie woke with a gasp and blinked in
the stark white ceiling. A blue curtain surrounded him, and to his
left was a computer monitor, beeping his heart rhythm. The
pillowcase under his head rustled nosily as he turned his head to
look at the chair beside the bed. The cannula in the back of his
hand caught his attention, and he waited to feel the scratch and
pinch of skin, but it didn’t come. The chair moved, or the blanket
laying on top did, and Tia poked her head out and gave him a weak
smile.

“You’re up?” She gripped
the top of her nose. “Not up, but awake.”

“Is-is this the first
time?” He croaked and went to move his hand to his throat, but his
hand snagged on the cannula and he hissed.

Tia scrunched her brow in sympathy.
Her hair wasn’t sleek and straight, and the skin under her eyes
looked puffy. She yawned, waving her hand. “No, not the first time.
You’re usually confused after you sleep.”

Alfie nodded, taking stock of his
body. It didn’t hurt, but ached with a strange numbness, like pins
and needs, but more disorientating.

“So, what
happened?”

“What’s happened to your
body, or what happened to put you here?”

Alfie frowned. “My body.”

“Three broken ribs and a
fracture to your pelvis.”

“I can’t feel it,” Alfie
mumbled.

Tia breathed sadly though her nose.
“Trust me, when the painkillers start wearing off, you’ll feel
it.”

“How long have I been
here?”

“Two days. You asked for
me when you woke and managed to tell the nurse my number.” She
bowed her head, then lifted it hesitantly. “Do you remember what
happened?”

Alfie frowned and sieved through the
mash of memories in his head. “We were driving Nate to the
cemetery— Is Nate okay? Dave and Mike?”

Tia frowned. “Dave and Mike are mostly
all right, few broken ribs, concussed.”

“Nate?”

Tia bit into her lip, then released it
with a pop. “Every time you’ve woken up you’ve asked about him
first. You look all panicked—”

“Tia is he all
right?”

“As far as anyone knows,
he’s fine.”

Alfie dropped his head back to the
pillow. “I don’t understand.”

“Nate, the psycho who
butchered three men, he’s on the run. They think he set up the
crash.”

“He escaped?” Alfie
whispered.

“Yeah, but that’s where it
gets weird. He pulled you from the car, drove you a few miles away
from the crash, and dumped you in the road.”

“What?”

Tia shuddered. “Who knows what he was
planning on doing to you before he changed his mind. It’s got the
police stumped.”

“The police?”

Tia nodded. “Yeah, they want to ask
you questions, but every time they do you shut down and say you
need sleep.”

“I don’t remember seeing
them.”

“Your boss has been in
too. What’s his name, Riley?”

“Ryan.”

Tia nodded. “He’s got the most
annoying beard ever.”

Alfie snorted, remembering how Nate
had said it looked like a dirty arse crack. Tears suddenly swelled
in his eyes, and he couldn’t stop his bottom lip from
trembling.

“Is Ryan the guy you’ve
been…”

“No.”

Tia bunched her lips and blew.
“Phew.”

Alfie blinked rapidly and got his
leaking eyes under control. Tia didn’t comment and didn’t try to
comfort him. He knew if she did he would cry harder, and he
suspected she knew it too.

“Has anyone else visited?”
he asked.

“Some old man, but I doubt
he’s your lover.”

Alfie squeezed his eyes shut and
gritted his teeth.

Tia gripped his fingers carefully. “It
the pain again?”

Alfie opened his eyes and turned to
her. “No, just—I don’t… My head is just a mess.”

“Yeah and the rest of ya.”
She laughed, but Alfie didn’t join in. She stopped then pulled a
guilty expression and shifted in the chair. “Sorry, too
soon.”

“Wh-when will they let me
go home?”

“They said hopefully in a
week, but you’ve got to stay off your feet as much as you can. It’s
a hairline fracture, but you’ve still got to be
careful.”

****

Ten days later, Alfie swung his legs
from the bed with an impatient growl. The crutches leaning against
the bed clattered to the floor, and Tia wagged her
finger.

“You’re going to hurt
yourself more and end up back here.”

She leaned down to get the crutches
and set them against the bed again.

Alfie clutched the back of his neck
with a huff. “Does it really take that long to sign me
out?”

“They’re busy
people.”

“I’ve been waiting for
hours.”

His nurse, Sally, poked her head
through the curtain. Her hair was black and curly, and many times
Alfie had found strands on his sheets and hoped they were from her
head. She wore a professional smile that didn’t reach her eyes, and
Alfie didn’t blame her for faking it. He wasn’t a happy sight to
look at. “It’s the day you’ve been waiting for,” she
said.

“Yeah, and I wanna leave
in the day, not at night.”

Tia flicked the back of his hand.
“Stop it. You’re a terrible patient.”

“Yeah, I am. I just want
to get home and take care of myself.”

“Your keys and your
smashed phone are at reception, along with your prescription, but
what do you want to do with this?”

She lifted the bag in her hand and
raised an eyebrow.

Alfie stared at it, then to Sally.
“What?”

“These were the clothes
you were bought in wearing. Do you want to keep them?”

Alfie looked again, and his heart
quickened when he saw the charcoal coat through the clear plastic.
“No-no thanks.”

“Are you kidding?” Tia
squeaked. “The coat is worth a fortune. There’s no blood on it,
right?”

Sally drew her eyebrows together.
“Erm, I don’t think so.”

“Then I’ll take
it.”

“No!” Alfie snapped. “No
one’s taking it. I want it thrown away.”

Tia and Sally shared a concerned look
that he pretended he didn’t see.

“Okay, I’ll throw it.
You’ve just got to come to the front desk with me, and we’ll do the
paperwork.”

Alfie closed his eyes slowly. “Thank
you.”

He dropped down as gently as he could
on his legs and took a step forward.

Sally shook her head. “I’ve got a
chair for you.”

“A chair?”

Sally slapped her professional smile
on. “Yeah, to wheel you out.”

“Great,” he
hissed.

****

Tia chatted the whole way back in the
taxi, and he knew it was nervous blabbering. The entire time he had
been in hospital he’d been snappy and impatient. His ribs ached
with every movement, and he breathed shallowly to lessen the burn.
His hip felt fine, but they constantly told him off for trying to
walk without his crutches. Worse than the discomfort and the
frustration, he hated relying on others. He knew eventually they
would turf him out, and he wanted them to do it as quick as
possible, not let him linger and get familiar with the staff. Tia
had been there. She wasn’t there because it was her job or out of a
sense of duty like Henry, Glen, and Maire, but because she cared
about him.

Alfie rested his hand to her knee and
squeezed gently.

Tia snapped her jaw shut
immediately.

“Thank you,” he
whispered.

She shook her head. “You don’t have to
thank me.”

“Yeah, I do. I’ve been
horrible.”

“It’s okay. Everything’s
confusing. Not just the crash, but I bet you’re wondering why he
pulled you from the car.”

Alfie wondered, but he didn’t like to
think about it. Nate had left him to die away from the car,
sprawled out like road kill. Nate who had escaped and
vanished.

Tia shuddered. “Freaks me out thinking
about it. He’s been all over the news. You never said there were
people like that at Larkwood.”

“You knew there was
murderers and rapists.”

“But not vindictive
psychopaths who—”

Alfie raised his hand, and she pressed
her lips together.

She exhaled through her nose,
seemingly getting herself under control. “Sorry. Must be creepy
knowing you could’ve ended up like them.”

The taxi screeched to a stop on the
curb, and Tia paid the fair.

Alfie swung his legs from the car
carefully, then placed his crutches on the ground before heaving
himself up.

Tia followed, and he could feel her
eyes scanning him the whole way to the door.

“I’ll transfer you the
money for the taxi.”

“What you talking about,
I’m coming in.”

He turned to her and shook his head.
“I really just wanna be on my own.”

Tia scrunched her face in sympathy.
“You sure?”

He forced his lips into what he hoped
was a reassuring smile. “I’m sure. Now go before he drives
off.”

“I’m gonna call you later,
and you better pick up.”

“I will,” he promised,
then hobbled inside.

His duvet was still on the sofa, and
the dirty plates were stacked high in the sink. It wasn’t the
welcome home of movies with banners and balloons. It was the
welcome from a lonely house and a lonely existence.

Alfie couldn’t recall breaking down in
the hospital, and Tia didn’t say he had, but when he lowered
himself to the sofa and stared out the window at the sign for
Larkwood, he sobbed into his palms. Nate had left him, and he
deserved it for freaking out like he did.

The noises escaping him didn’t sound
human, but cruel and tortured. He was nothing but an animal snared
in his own trap. He reached for the duvet, shoved it over his
mouth, and screamed until the painkillers faded and he passed out
from the burn in his ribs.

Alfie didn’t believe it was possible
to feel any worse, but there was a knock to the door the next day
and his heart sped up. The only person who visited was Tia, and she
walked straight in twirling her key. That meant it was a delivery.
Pizza, clothing, groceries, he didn’t care as long as it was
something from Nate. He hopped on his crutches, balanced on one,
then opened the door wide.

A police officer stood on the other
side, stern faced, with a notepad in his hand. “Alfie
Bridges?”

He nodded. “That’s me.”

“I’m Martin from Marshall
Police Station. Here to ask you a few questions.”

Alfie had avoided them at the
hospital, faked drowsiness and pain when they approached. He didn’t
want to be quizzed on the crash. He wanted to lock the incident
away to dissect later with a sound mind.

“Does it have to be right
now?”

Martin nodded. “Yes, yes it
does.”

Alfie hopped back into the living room
and resettled himself in the groove on the sofa.

“How’s the
hip?”

“Pelvis,” Alfie mumbled,
“and ribs. I’m sore, but I can move if I take it easy.”

Martin perched at the other end of the
sofa, as far away as physically possible. “My colleagues will be
along shortly.”

Alfie frowned.
“Colleagues?”

“Yes, a warrant is being
finalized.”

“Why-why do you need
that?”

Martin hung his head and closed his
eyes. “We want to ask about your relationship with Nate
Mathews.”

Alfie’s blood clogged in his veins,
and he hunched over with his hand braced on his stomach.

“Relationship? He’s a
prisoner and I’m a prison officer.”

Martin studied Alfie, tracking his
eyes over his face to record his reaction. He scribbled something
in his notebook. When Alfie leaned back and tried to see what it
was, he quickly pressed it to his chest.

“Nate’s accomplices pulled
Mike from the car, then got Nate out. They cut his cuffs. Then he
went back for you. I have statements from both Dave and Mike who
were conscious throughout. Nate was cornered for your welfare, and
when he could’ve left and drove away, he didn’t. He took
you.”

Alfie pinched the bridge of his nose.
“I don’t know why he did that—”

“Your boss told us you
were reluctant to accompany Nate on Sunday. Dave and Mike both said
Nate wanted you to get out of the car and several times told you to
leave. The said you were pale and distant before the
crash.”

Alfie’s gut clenched, and he curled
over farther. “I had been off sick all week. Of course I was
reluctant, and Nate’s always mouthing off like that.”

“When asking your
colleagues of yours and Mr. Mathews’s relationship, one of them
told us he enjoyed your presence. And on Monday December 3rd you
were unaccountable for at least ten minutes. When you reappeared,
you were inside H-wing and stated you had been near Mr. Mathews’s
cell. You were not authorized to be there at the time.”

“Nate was on suicide
watch. I was checking on him. What exactly are you accusing me
of?”

Martin exhaled deeply through his
nose. “We have reason to believe you aided in Mr. Mathews’s
escape.”

Alfie straightened fast and gawped at
Martin. The air left him in a rush, and he winced at his painful
ribs. “You— You think I was involved? I smashed up my ribs and my
pelvis.”

“If you’re not involved
with his escape, then you’ve got nothing to worry
about.”

“What kind of things are
you searching my house for?”

Martin’s eyes hardened. “Anything that
indicates you had an inappropriate relationship. Anything that
suggests you were in contact with him outside of the
prison.”

Martin’s lips continued to move, but
Alfie couldn’t hear the words that passed through. He shivered as
something dark and sinister wrapped around his spine, and he lifted
his eyes to the ceiling, where he imagined his bed was. The drawer
was full of post it notes, and the picture Nate drew of him tied
up. Instead of fear and arousal, there was only fear, but magnified
to terror. He forced himself to swallow and grabbed a crutch off
the coffee table.

“Just got to take a
leak.”

Martin stood. “You need some help with
that?”

“No, I’m fine. Just going
upstairs.”

He didn’t turn to Martin but hopped as
calmly as he could to the stairs. He only needed the one crutch and
used the stair rail to steady himself. He realized halfway up,
Martin was following and glanced over his shoulder. Martin’s thin
lips were pressed in a line and his eyes were
unblinking.

“You don’t have to come
up—

“I think I do, Mr.
Bridges.”

“I’m just going to the
toilet. I won’t be long. You can put the kettle on if you want.”
Alfie took another step and heard the creak of the step
behind.

“You seem a bit unsteady,
I might just walk behind you, make sure you don’t fall.”

“I’m fine. I can do it. I
got pretty fed up being accompanied to the toilet.”

Martin snorted. “Still, I’m a police
officer. It would be wrong of me to leave you if I thought you were
in danger of slipping—”

“I won’t.”

“No harm on being
careful,” Martin said.

“There is
actually.”

“Not that I can
see.”

Alfie pressed his lips together and
breathed deep. He needed to get to the drawer, grab the post its
and the picture, and flush them down the toilet. He couldn’t run,
even hobbling at a swift pace made his groin flare with
pain.

“What is it you’re
hiding?”

“Nothing,” he
snapped.

There was a knock to the door, and
Alfie closed his eyes in relief.

“Sounds like the cavalry,”
Martin said.

“You better go let them
in.”

“Yeah, I
better.”

Alfie opened his eyes and hopped up
the final few steps. He dropped the crutch and crawled over the bed
to get to the drawer. He tugged it open, but before he could grab
what was inside, there was heavy pressure to his back, someone
pinning him down.

He yelled out in pain as his ribs
screamed in protest. He couldn’t turn to see who pinned him, but
another police officer strolled around the bed and peaked inside
the drawer.

“I didn’t believe them
when they said Nate Mathews was a good artist. Interesting subject
he chose...”

He snapped on a glove, reached inside,
and pulled the picture out for Alfie to see.

 




Chapter Nineteen

 


They didn’t have enough evidence to
link Alfie to the escape plan, but after twenty-four grueling
hours, they did charge him for his sexual relationship with
Nate.

He denied it, shook his head and told
them they had got it wrong, but when they seized his phone they had
all the evidence they needed to prove they had slept together. The
first time Alfie heard Nate’s voicemail, his heart clenched, and he
scrunched his eyes shut.

Nate was concerned for him, worried,
thinking Alfie was traumatized, thinking he regretted it. Alfie
wished he listened to the messages earlier, basked in Nate’s
concern one last time, but instead he was forced to listen in front
of two police officers eyeing him with disgust. They sat with their
arms folded, and they flared their nostrils each time Alfie refused
to answer a question.

Alfie reached across the table, to
play the message again, but it was snatched away and slipped into a
clear plastic bag. There were other bags, one with the post its,
and one with the picture Nate had drawn of him. They didn’t find a
phone in Nate’s cell, or any drawings of Alfie. It was clean of
suspicion. The evidence came from his side. He couldn’t argue
against the charge. He accepted the crime and begged for
bail.

They were still convinced he knew
about the escape, but Alfie argued he had no idea they were going
to be rammed off the road down some country lane. If he knew he
wouldn’t have climbed into the car in the first place and put
himself in danger. He would’ve warned Mike and Dave and not risked
them getting hurt. The officers dismissed the latter argument
immediately and sneered at him like a traitor.

They granted bail under certain
conditions. He wasn’t to contact any of his colleagues at Larkwood.
He had to stay at his address and give up his passport. He nodded
along to the conditions, but nothing sunk in until he was back at
his house, curtains drawn and lights off.

He was going to prison.

Tia appeared at the front door, her
figure a silhouette against the backdrop of daytime. She sighed,
then rushed to the curtains and threw them open. Alfie drew his
eyebrows together and ducked his head to avoid the sign for
Larkwood outside.

“So why you hiding in the
dark? I told you the day before, if you didn’t answer, I’d come
over.”

“I’m really not in the
mood.”

She walked into the kitchen with a
huff. “Surely you’re in the mood for coffee.”

“I’m not, and I doubt
you’ll want to drink it with me once you’ve read this.”

He held up his charge sheet, and she
frowned, moving closer.

“You’ve spoken to the
police.”

Alfie flapped the paper in impatience.
“I’ve been charged by the police.”

She snatched it from his hand and
glared at it. “Charged with what….”

Alfie knew from her shocked expression
she had read the relevant part. She shook her head and widened her
eyes before circling the sofa. “You-you didn’t?”

Alfie bowed forward and gripped his
head with both hands. “It just happened. I wasn’t—”

“You had sex with Nate
Mathews! He’s all over the news. What he did ten years ago, it’s
sick, and you slept with him.” She dropped down on the sofa and
gripped Alfie’s knee. “He didn’t force you, did he?”

“No, it wasn’t
forced.”

She snatched her hand back. “Then I
don’t understand. He’s a murderer, a deranged animal, and you had
sex with him.”

“I know, okay? I was
stupid … but he was never an animal toward me.”

She widened her eyes, and her pupils
retracted to mere flecks. “You’re kidding me, right? This wasn’t
just sex was it… He’s the guy you were hung up on. He got you that
coat.”

Alfie’s stomach fizzled with unease
and he gripped his head harder. “He wasn’t evil. He looked out for
me.”

Tia jabbed him hard in the shoulder.
“Can you not see he’s used you? He seduced you, then
left.”

“He tried to take
me—"

“I can’t believe I’m
hearing this. He tried to take you, but it was too difficult, and
he dumped you in the road to die.”

Alfie bit the side of his cheek and
squeezed his eyes shut.

“Where is he now? If he
cared about you, where is he?”

“I-I don’t
know.”

Tia flapped the paper in her hand.
“This is serious—”

“You think I don’t know
that. I’m going to get time for sure. An ex-prison officer locked
up, the inmates will hate me, and so will the officers. I might get
a year if I’m lucky, but that’s plenty of time for them to do
damage. I know I’m stupid Tia. It just happened.”

“But … knowing what he
did, why would you even go in there? Why would you even talk to
him?”

Alfie sighed through his nose. “I knew
he was in there for murder, and I knew what he must’ve done was
bad, but I never read the details. I didn’t want to.”

Tia eyes bored into the side of his
face, and when he turned to her she wore an expression of
disappointment. The look a mother would give their naïve child.
“You didn’t read what he did? He killed those guys for no reason,
lured them in, one his own father. He’s twisted and
manipulative.”

“He had a reason!” Alfie
snapped.

“What was it?”

“They-they hurt someone he
cared about. He did it for revenge, to make that person feel safe
again.”

Tia bunched her lips together and
shook her head. “There’s no mention of that in the articles. Let me
guess, he told you that was why he did it? And you fell for it and
believed him.”

Alfie opened his mouth to argue, but
his voice box went mute. The angry swirling in his gut intensified,
and he bolted off the sofa, jarring his groin as he went. He
staggered to the sink and threw up the contents of his unfed
stomach. Each heave ached his ribs and burned his
throat.

Tia watched him from the sofa with no
sympathy.

“All this time you said
you never wanted to rely on someone, and you give in to a violent
murderer who tortured three guys. He manipulated you, used you for
fun, and then left you to die.”

Alfie bobbed his head in the sink and
threw up again, clutching his sides as fire spluttered out of
him.

****

The weeks that followed went by in a
blur. He was numb and didn’t allow his mind to linger. If Nate
tried to sneak into his thoughts, he shoved him away, thought of
anything but the inmate.

His ribs stopped aching, and he could
walk without crutches, although if he moved too fast his leg gave
out, and he dropped to the ground. Not just Nate’s name was
splashed all over the paper, but his too when he appeared at the
magistrate’s court. He pleaded guilty and was bailed again until
sentencing.

He didn’t leave the house, and when he
ordered groceries, the drivers wrinkled their noses and curled
their lips.

Tia stopped visiting and distanced
herself from the situation. Alfie didn’t blame her, and he didn’t
fight for their friendship. The press hounded her, and she had her
own life that shouldn’t be soiled by him and his choices. The last
time they spoke, she said she’d see him when he got out.

Nate dragging him from the car had
been the perfect distraction. Gareth, Alfie’s attorney, described
the move as genius. Alfie was the fall-guy, was always the fall
guy, but he never even knew it. The police spent time and resources
trying to link the escape to Alfie and gifted Nate with the perfect
window of opportunity to vanish overseas. The public wanted someone
to pay for the escape, and the only person left was Alfie. There
had been sightings of Nate from members of the public in France and
Portugal, but he hadn’t been caught.

Alfie’s body healed, but he was an
empty shell. The numbness persisted, and he welcomed feeling
nothing. The alternative was breaking down, dropping to his knees,
and screaming.

The day before sentencing was his
nineteenth birthday. He snorted bitterly after his third swig of
whiskey. No longer a Freshman. He doubted many real Freshman spent
their second year banged up in prison. It was going to be the worse
year of his life, and he was to blame.

If he had read Nate’s file, if he’d
shuddered and curled over at the mention of his name like everyone
else, he wouldn’t have gotten himself in the dire situation. There
would be no dramatic guilty or not guilty moment. Gareth had told
him it would be done quickly by the judge. He grinned warmly and
rubbed Alfie on the back, like it was good news.

The next day Alfie dressed
smartly—black trousers, white shirt, and black tie. He did all his
buttons, tucked in his shirt, and fixed his tie into position. If
they were to draw his sketch for the press, he at least wanted
himself to look smart.

Gareth smiled at him and gripped his
shoulder.

Alfie stared into his brown eyes, but
they brought him no comfort.

“At least it’ll be over
today.”

Alfie didn’t know what he meant. The
wait, his life, the world. He wasn’t sure and bowed his
head.

“I think she’ll be
lenient. Considering your age and troubled childhood.”

“I’ll still get time
though.”

Gareth made a noise of confirmation.
“It could be as little as a year, and you might only have to serve
half in prison.”

Six months of being targeted by staff
and inmates. Alfie’s gut clenched, and he forced the thoughts from
his mind. Numb, he needed to stay numb or he wouldn’t be able to
cope.

He stood straight in the court, lifted
his chin, and stared fixedly at the stern woman wearing the
wig.

The judge mentioned his young age, and
his childhood in care, but wanted his sentence to serve as a
warning.

Two years. By the time he was done, he
wouldn’t be a Freshman or a second year, but a graduate of
stupidity. A laugh bubbled in his throat. It gained momentum and
savageness. He tipped his head back and stared at the high ceiling.
“I hate you,” he said.

There was no reply, no voice telling
him he didn’t. He scrunched his face, wrinkled his nose, and bared
his teeth. “I hate you!”

The judge said something, and Gareth
did too, but he ignored their voices. He only wanted one to answer
him. The past few weeks and months finally caught up with him and
assaulted his emotions. His eyes burned and dropped tears. His nose
ran, and his lip quivered.

“I hate you, I hate you, I
hate you!”

His knee’s weakened, his chest hurt
from yelling, and his throat grew hoarse. Two policemen manhandled
him as he yelled at the ceiling, and his wrists were cuffed in
front of himself. He dug his heels into the floor as they dragged
him down a narrow corridor that led under the court. He spluttered
and sobbed, and when they shoved him in a holding cell he
collapsed, emotions so raw he could only lie on his side like a
stricken animal and whimper to be put out of his misery.

 




Chapter Twenty

 


They led Alfie out a few hours later.
Not through the front of the court, but the back, where a white van
was waiting. He shivered with sweat and nerves, and his face felt
tight from dried tears. He didn’t speak. Even when the officers
asked him questions, he kept his lips pressed in a line.

His rumpled shirt flapped in the wind.
His tie and belt were quickly removed by one of the police
officers. Alfie ducked his head at the flashing lights of the press
and stared at the heels of the man leading him out. He barely
registered the press when he went in hours before, numb to the
singe of camera flashes and the swirling barrage of
noise.

On the way out, the constant piercing
light irritated his red raw eyes, and the shouts from the
journalists were a fierce wind flicking up the sea. They were
angry, and as he stood there, he realized they reminded him of a
storm. The crash and the flash assaulting his senses. The storm was
from his making, and it wanted to punish him, shipwreck him and
never allow him to surface in civilized society.

A police officer opened the door of
the van and beckoned Alfie inside. He stepped up, turned around,
and settled on the seat. Then the door was slammed to conceal him.
He was spared the skull splinting white light, but he could still
hear the roar and pulse of the angry public.

The van vibrated into life, and they
pulled slowly away from the court.

Alfie stared down at his cuffed hands,
then closed his eyes. He felt the van bounce and sway as it made
the journey to the prison. Although Larkwood was the closest to
both his home address and the court, they opted to send him to one
farther away. He didn’t want to see his colleagues’ looks of
disappointment and disgust, and the judge was unconvinced they
would treat him the same as everyone else.

The car took a turn, and Alfie’s
shoulder hit one side of the small cabin, then the other side. He
was tossed around in the small space and it reminded him of the
hold on a ship. With the lightning flashing and wind rushing, he
had taken refuge in the bottom of the vessel. He would stay down
there with his eyes shut and outwait the storm.

He wished he could stay in the small
box forever, not be tossed to the sharks at the other end of the
voyage. A screw who slept with a prisoner. He wasn’t going to get
out of the prison system unscarred, mentally by the guards and
physically by the inmates.

The van hit a bump, and Alfie’s arse
jumped off the seat. He grimaced at the flare of pain at his hip
and scrunched his eyes tighter. Suddenly, his shoulder and hip both
struck the side of the cabin and knocked the air from his chest. He
grunted and opened his eyes once he realized the van had
stopped.

It didn’t seem a long enough journey,
and he listened intently to the noises outside the van. There was
shouting and thumps to the van, slams of doors, and then suddenly
the one in front of him was wretched open. A masked figure reached
inside, and he resisted as much as he could, but his hands were
grabbed and pulled. The only parts visible on the figure’s face
were his dark brown eyes and his tattooed hands. He was a man,
Alfie could tell by his size and his roughened hands.

“What are you doing?”
Alfie yelped.

The man dragged him across the road
and flicked his chin out at the trunk of the car. Alfie shook his
head and looked left and right up the deserted road. The man struck
the trunk with his fist, and Alfie turned back to him with wide
eyes.

“No, I’m not getting in
there.”

He tried to pull free, scrapped his
heels on the road in his desire to escape, but the man was strong
and yanked painfully on his cuffs. The trunk of the car popped
open, and he was bundled inside.

Alfie tried to get back out, but the
lid came down fast and he had to duck to avoid it. He curled in the
fetal position and waited. He was being kidnapped by a man he had
never seen before, one with crazed brown eyes and tattooed
hands.

More turns, more bumps in the road.
Alfie’s face rubbed on the bristly interior of the car, and he
picked up the smell of mud and earth. He spent longer in the car
than in the prison van, and when the wheels screeched, Alfie braced
himself for impact. They didn’t collide with anything but slowed to
a stop on what sounded like gravel.

Alfie readied himself to leap up at
the man and lash out with his bound hands, but when the trunk
opened, it wasn’t the brown eyes that greeted him but deep blue
ones.

Wrinkles formed around Nate’s eyes as
his lips lifted in a smile, and he laughed softly. “There’s my
Freshman.”

Alfie widened his eyes, and his mouth
fell unflatteringly open.

Nate snorted and reached inside to
scoop him up. He held Alfie with ease, then lowered his feet to the
ground and steadied him.

Alfie didn’t bother taking in his
surroundings. The first thing he did was slam his cuffed hands into
Nate’s nose.

Arms wrapped around him and tugged him
away. The masked man with the brown eyes tightened his grip until
Alfie could barely breathe.

Alfie’s feet crunched on gravel, and
he flashed a look at his surroundings. It looked a lot like a
farmyard, but an unused one, with a barn with a caved in roof, and
a house ridden with Ivy.

Nate bowed over with his hands cupping
his face, and blood dribbled through the cracks in his
fingers.

Alfie’s attention snapped back to him,
but he didn’t feel guilty. He was glad Nate’s eyes watered, and his
nose ran with blood.

“You want me to knock him
out?”

Nate shook his head. “No, let him
go.”

“But he just—”

“I said let him go. Get
the van ready.”

The coil around Alfie’s chest
vanished, and he gulped at the air, awkwardly rubbing his sore ribs
with his elbow.

Nate studied him and bunched his
eyebrows together. He held his hands up in surrender, releasing the
streams of vibrant red from his nose. “I deserve that.”

“You le—left me.” Alfie
gasped, hating the hitch in the voice but unable to help
it.

Nate closed his eyes. “I had to. I
couldn’t fix you. You would’ve died if I took you with
me.”

“Your escape plan, it
could’ve killed me. Then you abandoned me, and I got arrested
because of you.”

Nate opened his eyes. They lost their
intensity with the red more dominant on his chin and t-shirt. “That
wasn’t supposed to be how it went.”

Alfie shook his head and blinked back
the sting in his eyes. “Then tell me.”

“I would’ve escaped, then
sent you a message. Gave you the option of joining me, but if you
decided to stay at Larkwood, carry on working as a prison officer,
I would’ve let you. I would have vanished and not bothered you
again. You weren’t supposed to be in the car. You weren’t supposed
to get hurt, and I couldn’t leave you there. I couldn’t see you
like that. I couldn’t ignore you calling out for me, so I took
you.”

Alfie’s lip quivered, and he sunk his
teeth into the traitorous flesh.

Nate winced on his behalf and took a
step forward, but Alfie waved him back.

“Then you dumped
me.”

Nate scrunched his face. “Only a
doctor could help you, not me, and I thought after a few weeks,
month, I’d be able to get a message to you, but then you were
arrested, and I knew they’d be monitoring your house. I didn’t
leave anything in my cell that linked us together. I swear
it.”

Alfie dropped his gaze and nodded at
the ground. “I kept the sketch, and the post its, and
voicemails.”

“You shouldn’t have done
that—”

“I know that! But they
made me feel cared for, and I didn’t want to destroy them,
permanently delete them from my life, and now because of them I’ve
lost everything. My home, my possessions, my job, my best friend.
My future is gone.”

“You still have me, but
I’m not going to force you to come with me. If you want to hand
yourself in and do the time, or go it alone, it’s fine, but I
really want you to come with me, Alfie.”

His eyes slid shut at the sound of his
name, and he gasped softly. Gravelly footsteps came closer, and the
presence of Nate made him shiver. Alfie opened his eyes and stared
into Nate’s blues ones. For the first time, they lacked confidence,
and there was no predatory expression creasing his eyes and lifting
his lips. He looked worried as he waited for Alfie to
answer.

“I hate you,” Alfie
whispered.

Nate shook his head. “No, you
don’t.”

Those were the words he’d been
desperate to hear, and his skin tingled. The suffocating feel in
his head lessened. The numbness he protected himself with
dispersed, and he could feel the wind through his hair, the tears
on his cheeks, and the smell of earth around him. He lowered his
head. “I want to hate you.”

Nate snorted softly. “Now that, I do
believe, but you don’t, you won’t, you can’t.”

Alfie closed his eyes at the feel of
soft fingers on his face. Nate lifted his chin, and the ghost of
his breath tickled Alfie’s lips. His heart fluttered back to life
after lying dormant for months, and his head grew dizzy in his need
for Nate, and only him.

“Say you choose me, and
we’ll go, right now.”

Alfie licked his lips but kept his
eyes firmly shut. “Where would we go?”

“Anywhere.”

Alfie frowned and tried to shake his
head, but Nate gripped him with both hands and stopped
him.

“How?” Alfie
murmured.

“I have money, and
anything is possible with a lot of money when people fear your
name.”

“What if we get
caught?”

“Not going to happen. I
want you, Alfie. Say you want me too.”

Alfie opened his eyes and locked gazes
with Nate. There was still uncertainty swirling in his irises, and
a line dented the skin at the top of his nose. Alfie noticed Nate’s
hands were twitching slightly, and his breath was leaving his nose
in short, sharp pants. He seemed afraid, and Nate’s throat flexed
with an uncomfortable swallow.

“I hate you, but I want
you more.”

Nate snorted, then leaned forward and
touched his blood coated lips to Alfie’s. He pulled away and rested
their foreheads together. His arms circled Alfie’s back and coaxed
him into a hug.

Alfie moved stiffly at first, then
melted into the embrace with his bound hands sandwiched between
them. He closed his eyes, and breathed hard though his nose, past
the smell of blood, to Nate. The warm protective scent of
Nate.

“Now, we’ve got to go,”
Nate said, taking a step back.

Alfie nodded and lifted his cuffed
hands. “You think you could remove these?”

Nate hummed, the crude murmur he made
when thinking of sex. “I can. Later, but once we get to my place, I
want to have a little fun with you cuffed up like that. Is that
okay?”

Alfie nodded, then hooked his hands
over Nate’s head and around his neck. “More than okay.”

Nate’s arms circled around his back
again. “I’ve got you, Freshman, and I’m not letting you
go.”

Alfie kissed past the taste of blood,
until the intoxicating cocktail of Nate made him buzz. He stood on
his tiptoes to prolong the kiss, and Nate seemed just as desperate
to continue. Their tongue’s brushed, and Alfie’s surrendering moans
escaped him. Nate drew back and turned his attention to Alfie’s
neck. He bared it and shivered at each light pinch of teeth. They
broke apart at the sound of a horn and Nate glared at the
van.

There were two seats next to the
driver in the front, but Nate led him to the back and they both
climbed inside.

“I want you, Alfie, and I
need to have you now,” Nate said bluntly, and they were the
sweetest words Alfie had ever heard.

 


The End
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