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MAC LIES ON our bed. His gaze follows my every move as I put on my makeup. I’ve had to use several layers of foundation and powder, along with a little blush, to hide the yellowing bruise on my right cheek, so it’s taking a little longer than usual. It’s a different look for me, but one I’m getting used to. Before I was just a swipe-the-mascara-and-go type of girl. Luckily lips heal fast, and with some natural lipstick, I can barely see anything amiss.

I try hard to ignore the fact he’s here. He’s been by my side as much as possible over the last few days, it’s an annoying pattern he’s beginning to follow. This house is large, but no matter what room I’m in, he’s right behind me. He cries, tells me how sorry he is, and follows me around. Overpriced gifts and obscene-sized bouquets of flowers are sent to me, because throwing money around obviously makes everything better. I’m beyond sick and tired of his pathetic routine. It’s getting impossible to forgive him, and it’s slowly killed my love for him.

I’m no longer in gut-twisting, butterfly-inducing, heart-pounding love with him anymore. Sometimes I still get all these feelings, but with different connotations now. Not one of them is love. And in a strange way, that’s more painful than his fists.

“Where are you going, Liz?” He swings his legs over the side of the bed and stands up.

My stomach tightens at his enquiry. “I have that interview I told you about earlier this week. I’m meeting up with a guy named Noah Hamilton. He runs Ignition; it’s a mod shop for American muscle cars,” I reply, my tone flat.

In the mirror, I watch him walk towards me. “So what’s the interview for?”

Irritation at his question has me biting back my less than polite response. I take a deep breath and turn to face him. “He’s good, one of the best in his line of business. The magazine wants an article on him for the next edition. Christ, Mac. You know what I do for a living.”

“You like those muscle cars, don’t you? Ask him if he sells them. If you see one you like, just buy it. You know I won’t mind.”

There he goes again with the gifts. I think my brain just flew out the window, because the words spill from my mouth before I can stop them. “You do realise buying me ridiculous presents and skulking around at my side for days isn’t going to fix the problems between us, don’t you?”

His shoulders tense, but he takes steady breaths as he fights to remain calm. I hope it’s something he can achieve, as his pupils are normal-sized, and his usual alcoholic aroma is fairly mild compared to recent levels.

“Yes, Liz. I’m well aware that shit won’t fix our problems. Where the hell’s this coming from?”

“You’re joking, right?” I retort. “Where do you think it’s coming from? Have you looked at me this week at all? You beat me up, Mac. You dragged me by my hair up the bloody stairs.” My temper rises, along with my voice. “You banged my head against the wall. You hit me in the face. You kicked me in the stomach. You, Mac. You. Did. That.”

In my rage, I stand up and face him, now upset enough to be in his face, with my finger poking into his chest. But I should know better. Instant panic grips me, and I shy back away from him. Have I pushed him too far? We’ve never discussed Mac’s abusive behaviour.

“You need help,” I whisper. I chance a glance up at him, and I’m amazed to see complete bewilderment on his face, which quickly twists into an angry sneer.

Oh, God. He’s in serious denial.

With a slight lean forward, he’s in my space. “I don’t need fucking help!” Spittle flies from his mouth.

My fight or flight instincts emerge, and I recoil away from him. Perhaps I have no fight left. Complete shock at my reaction overrides his anger, and he battles to calm himself.

“Baby, I just need you. I don’t need shrinks, rehab, or any shit like that. I just… need you.” He reaches for me, softly this time, causing me to fight every instinct to run. Wrapping his arms around me, he drops his head down into the hollow of my neck. “I just need you,” he repeats.

Revulsion floods my body and bile rises in my throat. “I’ve got to go, Mac, otherwise I’ll be late for my interview.”

He lets me go, his expression still sombre. I turn and grab my bag and notes off the chair near the bed and walk out without looking back.

I’ve made it down the stairs when Alex, one of the bodyguards employed by Mac, stops me at the front door. His large but comforting hand encircles my upper arm. “You okay? I heard shouting. Has he hurt you?” His words are rushed and quiet.

I shake my head ‘no’ and smile thoughtfully at him. “What are you going to do anyway? Lose your job?”

Letting go of my arm, he shifts on his feet. “I can’t stand by and let it happen again.”

“You never let it happen in the first place. You weren’t on shift, and it’s not your job to protect me from Mac. It’s your job to protect him when he’s here. Anyway, I was handling it before you came along.” He looks hurt, so I soften my snippy tone a little. “He’s going on tour in a few days; we can all breathe a sigh of relief then.”

His jaw tightens and flexes. “I know, but…” He folds his arms across his chest, more as a hug than a defensive gesture, and stares down at me. “It doesn’t mean I don’t worry, Liz.”

“I know.” And I do. Alex is a close friend, well, as much as his job allows.

He glances towards the security camera shifting in our direction and steps back away from me. “Where are you going, Ms. Ryder?” This time he speaks louder.

“Out.”

He nods. “Do you need an escort?”

“No. But thanks.”

“Are you sure?” His eyes narrow to slits.

“Absolutely.” A huge, triumphant smile spreads across my face. Before he can argue, I pull the door open and step outside, shouting over my shoulder, “Thanks anyway.”

The fresh air hits me and I let the light breeze graze my face for a few seconds before I head to my car.

The drive to the mod shop will only take an hour or so, but it’ll give me a chance to think and get my game face on.

The cruel man I live with now isn’t the one I thought I loved. He hasn’t been so for quite some time. I thought I could make him see that what he is now isn’t who he used to be. I shake my head to myself. Who was I to think I was more powerful than the hold his addictions have over him?

I’d grieve for a lost love, but the tears won’t fall—there’re none left. That’s when I recognise my decision’s already been made. My heart’s already left Mac, and I need to follow it and get as far away from him as I can. I just don’t know when or how. For the rest of the drive, I let the music flowing from the radio drown out my thoughts.

When I pull up outside Ignition, the first thing that strikes me is how well presented it is. The building’s large, rendered in brilliant white. It has the usual shutter door for moving cars in and out, but the right-hand corner’s glass from floor to roof. It’s not what I expected and not what I usually find when I come out to these places. It gives a very good impression. If a guy can spend so much time to make the outside look this impressive, he must be good at his job. That’s the girl in me coming out, even knowing full well the outside of a building has no relevance whatsoever to how good the work is that’s undertaken inside.

I steal a glance at myself in the rear-view mirror to ensure my makeup hasn’t slid down my face, and run my fingers through my hair. I lift my bag from the passenger seat, open it up, and take out the rough bio I scribbled down about the owner.

Being a woman in a male dominated environment is difficult sometimes. I’ve had to work hard to gain the reputation I have in my field. I am acknowledged for, as the blokes would put it, ‘knowing my shit,’ when it comes to cars. That doesn’t stop the interviewees from either trying to take me down a peg or two, or trying to hit on me. The thought makes me ponder what I’m going to face today. In all honesty, I’m not up to dealing with either.

I prop the folder on my steering wheel and check over my notes again. The owner’s name is Noah Hamilton and he’s twenty-eight years old. In the relatively short time the shop’s been open, he’s already earned an unrivalled reputation, and is recognised as one of the best mechanics in the country. Although his workshop is located right in the heart of England for some reason he specialises in American muscle cars. Even though it’s generally known he’s good with any type of car.

With the wonders of the Internet, I’ve discovered he’s an adopted child. He has an older sister, who’s a biological child, and his parents appear to be fairly well off. He joined the armed forces at the age of sixteen and got out a couple of years ago, which coincides with when he set up the business.

Not a lot to go on, really. Unusually, he doesn’t appear to be a member of any social networking sites, and the business has no online presence, at all. In fact, I wonder how he gets clients.

Glancing at the clock, I note I’ve still got fifteen minutes to kill before my appointment. I hate being late, but I also make sure I’m never early. Needing a break from reality, I decide to pull out my e-reader and catch up on the latest sexy romance I’ve downloaded. It’s a great way to ease the pre-interview nerves fluttering in my stomach. I’m in the depths of a particularly erotic chapter when the deep whine of a motorbike getting closer draws my attention. It pulls up a few spaces away from me.

I may know something about cars, but I don’t claim to know the first thing about motorbikes. The one I’m staring at can only be described as ‘sexy.’ It’s almost completely black, with the front suspension in a sort of bronze colour. If earth-shattering, mind-blowing sex had been morphed into a motorbike, in my mind, this would be the result.

I do know enough to know this isn’t a Harley. It’s a race bike disguised, not all that well, as road legal. I’m intrigued by it. I’ve never ridden a motorbike. Mac doesn’t have one, and none of our family or friends has ever owned one. At this moment, it seems like the pinnacle of stupidity. My face heats and I wonder if it’s the chapter I’m reading or the sight before me that causes the reaction.

The man lucky enough to have his legs wrapped around the bike has rugby player thighs. When his heavy, black boots hit the ground, thick muscles strain against his worn jeans. A black leather jacket and an all-black helmet complete the look. He tweaks the throttle before he kills the engine, kicks the stand, and gets off.

I can’t keep my eyes off his rear when he strides away towards the building, without a glance in my direction. He lifts off his helmet as he pushes through the glass doors. I catch a glimpse of him running a hand through his dark, unruly bed hair. It’s only a guess from this distance, but I can guarantee the man matches the orgasm on wheels he’s just dismounted. I suck in a shaky breath and glance over at the clock.

It’s 10:03, shit, I’m late.

I grasp the file and stuff it back into my bag. I rush out of the car, slam the door, and swear under my breath, all on the way towards the glass doors, which I assume must be the reception area. I bustle through them and am astonished at the beauty of the area in front of me. The whole room’s a glass box apart from the rear wall. The floor’s polished white stone. There are two red leather sofas arranged to face one another, between them a glass table with a few magazines arranged over it. I smile when I notice one’s actually ours. My boss at Nitrous would be pleased. At the back, central to the walls, is a beautiful, white reception desk, which has a graceful curved front with the mod shop logo inlaid in black. But what I love most about the room is the fact that you can see straight into the workshop.

Stepping up to the reception desk, I spot a sign which asks you to ring an extension if the desk is unattended. The person who works at this desk is either seriously inflicted with OCD or it’s never used. Taking another quick glance into the workshop it’s obvious the tidy ethic is carried throughout the building. I suppose if it’s on view all the time it needs to be. I pick up the phone and dial the extension numbers provided and hear the ringtone echo in the workshop.

A smooth, deep voice answers. “Ignition. Can I help you?”

“Hi, yes. I’m Elizabeth Ryder. I have an appointment with Mr. Hamilton at ten o’clock. I’m sorry, I seem to be running a fraction late.” My professional persona slides into place, hiding the embarrassment heating my face for arriving several minutes late.

“Hi, Ms. Ryder. I’m Noah. No worries, I only just got here myself. I’ll be right out.”

From the fact he’s just arrived, I assume he must be the man that rode the motorbike, and his voice is astounding. It’s like the baritone section of the heavens’ angel choir has taken up residence in his voice box. It’s calming, but at the same time stimulating. My body fires up. Heat pools between my thighs and my nether regions clench in anticipation. My breaths become surprisingly rapid, and thank God I can blame my erect nipples on the air conditioning.

What the hell is wrong with me?

That bloody book has left me wound up. Mentally I chastise myself. I shouldn’t have read it before an interview. It’s not like Mac and I are having sex at the moment. With his behaviour the way it is, it’s been months since I let him touch me like that. Why didn’t I notice sooner? My body should be numb, shouldn’t it? I shouldn’t be reacting this way. It’s got to be the book. It can’t be his voice.

Guilt tightens my stomach. Mac’s my home. Not anymore. The little bitch in me raises her head and digs the knife in my back a little further. At least it’s killing the fuzzy feeling taking over my vagina.

With my back to the workshop entrance, I pretend to be engrossed in the magazines on the glass table, when really I’m fighting to regain some control over my errant body. A latch clicks and someone enters the reception area. I turn in his direction as he starts to speak.

He is… breathtaking.

I imagined the man on the bike would be graced with a nice face, but that doesn’t even come close to describing what’s in front of me. Men like him should be illegal. He’s so attractive I find it difficult to look at him, and have to glance away. I know I’ve got tons of shit going on in my life at the moment, but I’m not dead.

His eyes have the most captivating irises I’ve ever seen. Framed by dark, thick lashes most women would kill for, they appear to be an unusual light hazel colour. But I swear as I take swift glances at them, they darken down to antique bronze. I was right about the dark bed hair. It’s short around the back and sides, but has a floppier, longer top, ruffled in a way that’s just begging for fingers to be run through it. Images of lazy Sundays and crumpled sheets flash through my mind.

His jaw’s strong and covered in scruff. His full lips are smirking slightly, a fine lip ring set to one side. He must be around six foot something, as he towers over my tiny five three height. Broad, strong shoulders and a wide chest taper towards his waist, and the outline of his abs is visible through the black slim-fit long-sleeved T-shirt hugging his torso.

He’s oozing sensuality and self-assurance from his pores, and he’s looking at me like he’s expecting an answer. He was talking when I turned around, wasn’t he?

Shit. What did he say?

He gazes down at me with what looks like heated eyes, but he’s chuckling to himself so it could just be a spark of humour. I’m instantly embarrassed and my cheeks flame. I have no idea what he said and he knows it. Thankfully he takes pity on me.

“I said, ‘hi, Ms. Ryder. I’m Noah. Do you want to come through to my office, or would you rather take the interview out of here?’” A playful grin replaces the smirk.

There’s no mistaking the mischievous twinkle in his eyes. I can almost guarantee he’s just added in the last part. With a face like his, I’m sure he’s no stranger to a woman’s inability to function around him, and the reasons why. It’s also obvious he’s not lacking in confidence.

“Hi, Noah, I’m pleased to meet you. Call me Liz. And yes, let’s get out of here.”

He arches one dark eyebrow at me.

Oh my god, I did not just say that.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean that how it sounded, it just slipped out. That’s so unprofessional. I’m so sorry, I meant let’s get out of here… to your office,” I ramble on awkwardly.

I drop my gaze to the floor. The heat inside me is at fever pitch. I’m pretty sure I’m going to spontaneously combust at any second. Noah takes a step into my personal space. His boots are an inch from touching my own, and I can smell his musky aftershave mixed with fabric softener, and a hint of engine oil. Strong fingers touch under my chin and gently nudge my face upwards. I chance a glance at his eyes up-close but they only make my breath hitch. They’re a raging inferno.

“I’ll give you that as a slip-up for now.” His face is so close, his breath caresses my lips. “But I’ll tell you now, so you know, we will be taking this elsewhere.”

My body reacts like it’s been set alight by a torch flame. My temperature increases tenfold, my breaths come faster, shallower, and the fuzzy feeling taking over down below has returned with a vengeance.

Lucifer springs to mind.

This man is dangerous. I step away from him, checking the floor for a puddle as I go. I don’t know what it is about him. Maybe it’s his voice, possibly his hotter-than-hell looks, or perhaps it’s the way he insinuated he wants me? He has made me forget who I am, made me disregard any thoughts of Mac. Totally ignore my life outside this moment. And we have barely said a few words to each other.

This is ridiculous.

I’ve lost my mind; it’s the only explanation. I’m a grown woman for Christ’s sake. I don’t fall for moves like that. I’m coming to the end of a disastrous relationship. I’ve not had sex in months, which sadly I’ve only just realised. It’s just a confidence boost to be flirted with. That must be it. My stupid body may have other ideas, but my mind knows there’s not a hope in Hades of taking this anywhere but his office.

An uncertain smile and what can only be described as a confused look takes over his features. It’s out of place on such a confident man. But it diffuses just as quickly as it came, replaced again by the signature smirk.

“Come on, Lizzie. I’ll take you through to my office so we can do the interview, and then I’ll show you around the workshop if you’d like.”

Lizzie? He puts his hand on my lower back to guide me through the workshop to his office. The contact sends fireworks through my body. Sparks spread like tree branches from the point where his hand rests, diffusing any thoughts of questioning him about my name. As if my life is not a big enough mess, I realise I’m in trouble when it comes to Noah Hamilton. He’s a distraction I don’t need, and I know I’m going to have to fight with my own body, tooth and nail, to behave.

What I really struggle to comprehend is why I don’t find his strong approach threatening, especially with Mac’s behaviour being the way it is. But I don’t.

If any other man had approached me in the same manner, I would’ve been appalled. Maybe they would’ve gotten a slap across the face. I certainly would have given them a mouthful. So why not him?

It’s that bloody book. I shrug the episode off and put on my big girl knickers and professional face as I enter Noah’s office.




[image: ]

[image: ]

I ENTER MY office with the gorgeous Lizzie. My heart thuds hard in my chest.

What in the hell was that, apart from inappropriate behaviour and a court case waiting to happen?

I’m pretty sure my brain has fucked off. I’ve never, and I mean never, reacted to any woman like that. I’m all for women’s rights and all that namby-pamby shit. Why couldn’t I stop myself? I’ve never felt a draw like it. It’s almost primal.

There’s no mistaking her body’s reaction to me, a sexy pink tinge creeping up her cheeks, her pupils dilated. I’m desperate to slide my hand around her waist and glide down between her legs. My fingers itch in anticipation and I rub them down my thighs to try to eradicate the sensation. I need to get a grip. On the way past my desk, I grab a cricket bat and ball from the spare seat, and place them in the corner of the room.

“Take a seat.” I gesture towards the chair I’ve just cleared.

“You play cricket?” She looks surprised.

“Yeah, out in the car park. It’s more of a toss around on weekends because the other businesses aren’t in. It loosens the muscles when you’ve been under a hood all day.”

“Is that not a little crazy?” She glances around at all the glass, her eyes wide.

“I’ll admit we’ve smashed the windows a few times.” I give her a mischievous grin. “On the plus side, I now have an awesome relationship with the local glazier who keeps the right size panels in stock, just in case.”

This makes her laugh a little. The sweet sound courses through my body and shoots straight to my cock, which twitches in its confines, begging to be set free.

As she sits down, I study her. She’s delicate or maybe wounded. There’s sadness surrounding her, and her grey eyes are dull, no spark in them whatsoever. Someone has sucked the life right out of her, and fuck me if I don’t want to kill the bastard who did it. I can guess she’s been fucked over by a boyfriend or husband. Perhaps something along the lines of catching him shagging her best friend. That’s the usual MO for arseholes like me.

At least I never promise anything; it only causes hassle in the long run. I’m upfront with my expectations. One night, and no one gets hurt. But for some reason an overwhelming need to protect her stirs in me. I shake my head, the movement barely perceptible.

I’m not that guy.

It’s probably some bloke like me she needs protecting from.

My cock strains hard against my button-fly, no doubt leaving a nice imprint. It’s excruciating, and taking all I have not to hiss through the pain. I try to shift inconspicuously, so I don’t draw attention to my situation.

Lizzie gazes at me with a concerned expression on her face, her head tilted to one side. “Are you okay? You look like you’re uncomfortable.”

It’s obvious my inconspicuous shifting wasn’t very inconspicuous. Shit. I feel like I’ve been caught with my hand in the cookie jar, and the heat of embarrassment rises on my face. What the fuck? I don’t think I’ve blushed since I was sixteen and got caught wanking. There are some things a mum should never see.

I clear my throat. “Er, yeah. I’m fine. This seat’s just a little uncomfortable, that’s all. I keep meaning to order a new chair. I just haven’t gotten around to it yet.”

A flicker of disbelief passes through her eyes. “Oh, okay. Well, do you want to move the interview to another room, or perhaps get another chair?” Her tone remains neutral, but her eyes are alight with amusement, those golden flecks finally flaring like sunrays. It’s a sight to behold.

“No, no, I’ll be fine. So, Ms. Ryder, what do you want to know?”

My business tone shuts the light off in her eyes, and I could kick myself. I only used it to hide the awkwardness I’m not used to feeling. Her professional persona slides into place as well, sort of like a curtain call. A little piece of me feels almost like it’s died with the loss. I try to shake the feeling as Lizzie begins to speak.

“I hope you don’t mind if I record the interview, it just makes things easier.” Her tone has hardened and her eyes are flat again, giving no indication as to what’s going on inside her head.

“No, I don’t mind in the slightest. I sort of expected it. Personally, I wouldn’t know where to start with one of those things,” and I wave a hand towards her Dictaphone, “but fill your boots.”

“When I did my research on you, I noticed you seemed to be a bit of a technophobe. You have no online presence at all.” Her eyes flick to mine, and then back down to the task of setting up the device.

I resist the urge to shift in my seat again, uncomfortable for different reasons. I don’t like people looking into my personal shit. You never know what they might find, and some things I prefer to keep private. Like my previous occupation. Lizzie glances at me with curiosity. I take in her expression, pleased when I read in her face it’s the technology thing she can’t fathom, not me.

With silent relief, I answer her unspoken question. “Yeah, I’m no good with computers, just not my thing. Every time I touch one, something goes wrong. So I just leave well enough alone.”

Lizzie continues with her interview. I go through details of my business from start-up to now, my love for cars, why I specialise in American muscle, my favourite car, and how I learnt my trade. For the most part, I manage to avoid answering anything with substance, just enough so she thinks she has an answer.

She’s good at her job though, thorough and enthusiastic, and a little fire comes back to her eyes. It’s obvious she loves what she does, and it’s a pleasure to spectate. As she moves through the interview, I find my thoughts shifting to how I’m going to see her again. I feel like I’m back in high school, but there’s just the two of us, so I can’t get someone to pull the ‘my mate fancies your mate’ tactic.

I’m lost in thought when her silken voice pulls me back to the here and now. “Noah?”

My gaze flicks to her patiently waiting face. “Sorry, what was the question?”

A shy smile tugs at the corners of her lips and pulls at something in my chest.

“I was asking about your motorbike. What is it? I don’t know much about them, and yours, well, let’s just say it’s gorgeous.”

I give her my full megawatt smile. She’s asked about my bike, and I fucking love my bike. “She’s a Ducati Streetfighter, goes zero to sixty in 2.9 seconds, and a top speed of a hundred and fifty-four miles per hour. She’s not a heavyweight, but she still needs muscle to handle her.”

I sound like a tosser referring to my bike as a ‘she,’ but anything that goes between my legs is of the female species, therefore, the bike’s a girl. And Lizzie seems very fucking interested in my bike. I guess this could be the excuse to keep her here a little longer; at least then I can figure out a way to see her again.

“You ever been on a bike, Lizzie?”

She drops her head a little. “No. I haven’t.”

Her captivating eyes flick to mine and hold my gaze. An odd but fleeting feeling passes over me. I tear my eyes away and a mischievous grin spreads across my face. “We’ll correct that right now.”

Lizzie stares at me like a rabbit caught in the headlights, completely startled, but mesmerised all at once.

“Now?” Her gaze darts from me to the door, as her eyes widen.

I unfold myself from my chair and stalk around to her, “Yes, Lizzie. Now.” My voice deepens when the vision of her riding pillion, with her legs wrapped tightly around me, plays in my imagination. I stare down at her with intent, and at the same time, hold out my hand. She hesitates, indecision flashes over her face, but then she reaches for me and I help her to her feet.

As soon as my skin touches hers, the feeling of complete peace washes over me. I drop her hand like it’s burned me. The only place I’ve ever come close to feeling like that is on my bike. I feel like I’ve been thrown a googly. Her quizzical eyes examine me and I’m thankful when she doesn’t say anything.

I indicate towards my office door. “Come on then.”

She clutches her jacket and bag against her, and walks alongside me. As we leave my office, I notice Spud, my brother-in-law and friend, has arrived and already has his head buried in a blue Ford Mustang.

“Spud?”

He glances up at me, a smile spreading across his face. “Hey, bud. How’s it going?”

As he puts down his tools and notices Lizzie at my side, his smile widens. When I glare at him with a warning, his eyes register in surprise, but he says nothing, and I let out a low breath.

“Great, mate. Cheers. This is Lizzie; she’s doing the interview I told you about for Nitrous magazine.”

He nods in recognition and turns to Lizzie. “Good to meet you, Lizzie. I hope we’re meeting your expectations, and the boss is looking after you?” Spud wipes his hands down his shirt and extends one for her to shake.

“Actually, the boss here”—she aims a thumb in my direction—“is taking me out on his bike. I’ve never ridden one, and apparently that needs rectifying.”

Spud’s eyes expand into saucers. I never take women out on my bike. Ever.

“Cool. Well, enjoy.” Spud speaks to Lizzie but keeps his inquisitive gaze fixed on me.

As I guide Lizzie over to the reception area Spud turns away, a shit-eating grin plastered on his face. I grab a spare helmet and pass it over to Lizzie.

“Here, hold this a minute. I’ve just got to go get my helmet and jacket from the back office.” I turn on my heel and stride off in search of my things.

The back office is the only room not viewable from the workshop. As I enter, I turn and quietly close the door. Leaning back against it, I let my head drop back with a satisfying thud. What is it about this woman that’s affecting me so hard? What makes her so different from the others? I can’t figure it out. Many women have tried, and failed, to attract my attention for more than a couple of hours. Shit, sometimes just minutes. But this woman isn’t even trying and she has it, undivided. And for some crazy reason I want more time with her.

I take in a deep breath and let it out. I can’t take long, but I need a little timeout to gain some perspective and restraint, which seems to vanish into thin air around the woman waiting for me. Running my hand through my hair, I give one last deep sigh, then grab my gear, a spare jacket, and head back out into the workshop.

I take the chance to observe Lizzie without her knowledge, and the sight has me stopping in my tracks. She’s fucking stunning and totally oblivious, which just enhances her beauty. She stands with her fingers curled tight around the helmet I gave her, shifting her weight from foot to foot. Nervousness rolls off of her. Caramel hair falls around her shoulders, itching for me to grab it. I flex my fingers in response.

I take a look over at Spud. He’s watching the scene before him play out from the corner of his eye. His blue eyes meet mine, the shit-eating grin still on his face as he winks at me and turns away. Smirking at Spud’s reaction, I stride back over to Lizzie.

“Apprehensive?” I tilt my head and study her, waiting for her answer.

“Terrified would probably be a better word to use.”

I can’t help but laugh at her dry response. “Here.” I pass her the spare jacket. “Your coat isn’t suitable for riding on the back of a bike. I know it’s mild out, but the wind will still whip through it. Just leave your things here. We won’t be long.” I point back in Spud’s direction as I wink at her. “He’ll be here all day.”

Nodding her thanks, she places the helmet and her belongings down on a side bench. She buries herself inside my jacket, and it strikes me how good she looks engulfed by it. Rubbing a hand over the back of my neck, I try to pull myself together. She’s just a woman, it’s not like I haven’t come across the species before.

“I think it’s a little big.” She gives a nervous laugh.

“Nah, it’s perfect. Come on.” I grab her helmet and head out into the car park.

I glance back to ensure Lizzie has followed and not chickened out and find her right behind me. On reaching my bike, I lift my leg and straddle her. The relaxation is almost instantaneous, and I smile at the feeling. Turning to Lizzie, I realise she’s frozen, her eyes wide and her mouth agape.

At first I think it’s in fear, but her eyes sparkle and colour creeps up her neck. I give her a lopsided smile. Her breath catches and a heated look flitters across her face. I know that look. I’ve seen it a hundred times. Desire. She’s fucking turned on. The need I’m trying to restrain burns deep in my stomach and my cock throbs in response.

I pat the seat behind me. “Up you come then.”

She tentatively steps up to me. Without thinking, I reach out to move her hair behind her shoulders, and my fingers tingle at the contact with her skin. Her nervous eyes flick to mine as I raise the helmet and place it onto her head. I wish she’d say something. Our eyes lock instead. I could get lost in those eyes for days, they’re the perfect storm, and they’re holding my gaze. She’s like the human version of crystal meth, and I’m fucking addicted. I can’t look away and she’s the one to break eye contact. I hold my arm out for support as she slides onto the bike behind me.

I return my gaze to the asphalt before me, my focus front and centre. Lizzie being pressed up against my back feels like… home. It’s such a weird sensation to have. My body thinks hers is where it belongs. Like it’s found its mating piece of the jigsaw. I draw in a long breath as I pull my own helmet over my head, releasing it in a rush. I reach back, grab Lizzie’s arms one at a time and wrap them around my waist. My whole body becomes hyperaware; my nerve endings burn with her proximity, yet a sense of complete calm washes over me at the same time. The whole reaction unsettles me.

For a brief moment I want to be that guy. The protector. The saviour. I want to be the first thing she sees every morning. I want to hold her when she cries, and I want to be the reason for every smile that passes over her beautiful face. She’s a total stranger, and yet…

I want her to be mine.

I stamp hard on the thoughts running riot in my mind.

I’m not that guy.

I press the ignition and tweak the throttle, which gives a satisfying grunt. And I make sure to check she has her feet securely on the pegs before gunning out of the car park.

The minute we’re on the road, I’m in my element. Her arms wrap tighter when we hit the first corner, then relax a little. I could get used to this. Her heat surrounding me, her touch, they both centre me. I gun the throttle harder as we hit the Mad Mile, a long stretch of open road, and she nuzzles deeper against my back. She feels familiar—comfortable. I need to get away from her because I like it way too fucking much. We ride a few more winding lanes and head back to the workshop.

The ride doesn’t last half as long as it should. I know those roads like the back of my hand. I could have kept going. But unable to deal with the unusual thoughts flooding my mind about hearts and flowers, we come to a standstill outside Ignition. My feet hit the ground and I run through the ritual of turning off the bike. Her arms are still bound tightly around my waist and I don’t want her to let go.

I have no idea what’s going on with me.

She shifts behind me and her grip loosens, my urge is to hold on tighter, but I let her dismount. As soon as we lose contact, my heart rate increases, and panic over not seeing her again builds in my stomach. I hang my head for a fraction before pulling off my helmet and turning in her direction.

As she lifts off the spare lid, her hair falls over her shoulders, and I chuckle at the markings on her forehead and chin caused by the helmet.

Her lips slightly quirk and she’s unable to meet my gaze. She’s still nervous.

“How did you like that?” I reach for a stray hair strand caught in her lips and brush it away; my fingers graze her skin a beat longer than needed. I enjoy touching her. Her lips part and her eyes settle on mine, then her mouth creeps into a shy smile.

“I loved it. Thank you for giving me the experience.”

Fuck, I’d give her any experience she wanted.

“You’re welcome.”

Silence stretches between us. I don’t know what to say to keep her here, but she doesn’t seem ready to leave.

“Why don’t you wear leathers?” Her gaze wanders over my thighs and my jeans feel really fucking tight in the crotch again.

“You’d like to see me in leathers, would you?” My voice deepens, and I plaster a cocky smirk on my face, back in my comfort zone of being an arsehole.

“Yes.” The answer is simple and comes without hesitation as she stares at me, and this time doesn’t look away. The golden flecks flare in her eyes and hold me captive.

“Well, I’m sure I can arrange that for you.” The smirk on my face dies when the heat in her eyes increases tenfold. At a loss for words, I do nothing but wait, swallowing hard when she simply stares away from me. She’s unsettling me and I really need to shake out of it.

“Okay, I really need to get going,” she mutters. She pivots and makes her way back to the workshop, shrugging my jacket off as she goes. What the hell just happened?

I dismount in a hurry and race up behind her. She instantly spins around and loses her balance. Before she can fall, she’s in my arms, limp against my chest. Her body trembles against mine and when she pulls away, her eyes are wide, her skin pale. My arms fall away and I step back. Fear is not something I ever want to see on her face, especially not fear caused by me.

“Sorry, I-I,” she stutters softly, but she won’t look at me.

“No. I’m the one that’s sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you.” I shove my hands in my pockets so I don’t do anything stupid again, like grab her and kiss the shit out of her perfect lips.

“You didn’t.”

“Lizzie?” She finally lifts her head and the fear is gone. Good. “Go out for a drink with me?”

She shakes her head before any words manage to come out. “I can’t.”

I’m such a stupid bastard. Firstly, who asks a woman out for a drink when they’ve just scared her shitless? And secondly, what the fuck am I thinking? I don’t do dates. Not even casual drinking ones.

“I’m sorry.” She pushes my jacket into my chest, grabs her own jacket and bag, and then turns to leave.

I let her. It won’t end well if I stop her, although I’m not sure who it would be worse for. My eyes never stray from her arse as she walks away, unlocks her beamer, and climbs in. Even then, I don’t stop. I keep her in my sight as she pulls away. At the last possible second, she looks at me. My heart stops. Dull eyes have replaced the light I saw earlier, and a wave of anger flows through me. Then she’s gone.
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IT’S BEEN A couple of weeks since I rode my bike. Every time I try to mount her I have visions of mounting something entirely different. It’s on my mind as I exit the taxi and enter the club. This itch is something I need to deal with. And as my friend, Bear, wanted to meet me here, I figure it’s a good place to scratch it.

The pungent smells of beer, perfume, and sweat hit me when I push through the doors. The place is already rammed. It’s a newish venue on the other side of town. We don’t usually venture this far out, but Bear’s working on this side of town. Scanning the area, I find him leaning up against the bar, a pint set to his right already waiting for me. His chin is propped up on a balled fist, and the other hand spins the pint glass he’s staring at. He looks distracted and tired.

I place my arm around his shoulder and lean in. “You look sleep deprived, mate.” I slap him on the back and pick up the pint, nodding in thanks.

“I needed a drink,” he states.

It’s unlike Bear to drink for the sake of it. That’s more my area of expertise. “What’s up?”

He stands up straighter, and his gaze wanders to the dance floor, then back to me. “Nothing.” He shakes his head. “You ever have the feeling that… nah, forget it.” He takes a long swig of his pint.

With my back now against the bar, I take in the view before me. I can say one thing for this place, there’re some shit-hot chicks here. Remaining quiet, I wait for Bear to finish what he was going to say. If I leave him long enough, it’ll come out. My attention is drawn by glimpses of exposed skin swaying on the dance floor.

“Stupid question to ask the man that’s like a dog with two dicks, but have you ever had the feeling any of the women you’ve fucked could’ve been the one?”

For a fraction of a second longer, my gaze stays glued to the captivating view, while his words sink in. I swing my attention back to him. “You serious? Fucking hell, mate. She must have been good to get you this confused.” I smirk at him. “What did she have up there? Cosmic cock dust?”

He gives me a half-hearted smile. “That’s what I get for asking you a serious question.”

“Sorry, man. You threw me. It wasn’t what I expected.”

“Well, are you going to answer the question?” He takes another sip of his beer.

“No.” I shake my head. “That’s a ‘no’ to your first question.” I rotate the glass in my hands. “But you remember I had that interview for the magazine?”

He laughs. “Yeah, Spud told me you took the lady out on your bike. What’s that all about?”

“Fucked if I know. But she made me feel all sorts of shit, wrapped up tight against my back. My cock’s been nowhere near her. So, yeah, I can see where you’re coming from. Why?” I neglect to tell him I can’t even ride the fucking bike now.

He rubs the back of his neck. “I hooked up with someone a couple of weeks back, and can’t get her out of my head.”

I know the feeling well. Lizzie’s invaded mine for the last few weeks. I can’t figure out why she’s had this effect on me except I want to see the light burn in her eyes again, the way it did when she was with me. Not the dull eyes she left with. “You tried shagging someone else?”

He gives me the ‘what do you take me for?’ look, both eyebrows raised, but remains silent.

“Yeah, okay. You’ve tried.”

He turns around and joins me with his back against the bar. His gaze sweeps the area. I sense him tense next to me, before he turns back around and beckons the barmaid, ordering two bottles of Peroni.

“Is she here?” It’s the only explanation I can come up with for his unsettled behaviour. Even on the worst jobs, he’s the most relaxed bloke I’ve ever come across. And women are the only things that can fuck with a man’s mind.

He nods without looking at me and takes a drink.

“Oh, shit.”

“You’ve got that right. Some bloke’s all over her and I’m this close”—he holds up his hand, forefinger and thumb virtually touching—“to ripping his fucking head off.”

Fit chicks are plentiful here; there’s no way I’ll figure out who she is without asking, but if he wanted me to know he’d volunteer the information, which he hasn’t. “Do you want me to get in his way?” It’s the only offer I can think of to help.

“What? And have her want to shag you? Cheers, mate, but I don’t think so.”

In a childish act, I nudge his elbow just as he’s about to take a drink. It misses his mouth and splashes down his chin instead. He wipes the liquid away with his forearm before he swings his elbow back straight into my gut, winding me. At least it raises a laugh out of him when I cough.

“I need to piss. Back in a few,” I state, and head off towards the toilets.

Trying to get there resembles walking up the down escalator, but I manage it, relieve myself, and walk back out. I survey the area, do a double take, and stop dead at the sight of a woman shaking her arse on the dance floor. She’s wearing a figure-hugging black dress, low in the back, a light sheen of perspiration covering the exposed skin I had fixated on earlier. Her hair’s up, exposing her neck, and when she gyrates around, my breath catches in my throat.

She throws her head back and laughs at something a dark-haired woman says to her, before the friend gets pulled away. Even in the mass of bodies heaving on the dance floor, she still stands out.

Lizzie.

Alone.

And the smile she wears makes me want to claim her, here and now, on the dance floor.

For a few moments, I take in every movement her body makes while she’s lost in the music. The flex of her calves, the sway of her hips, the way a lock of hair trails down her neck. My cock swells as thoughts of those same hips moving aggressively against mine flood my mind. I’m drawn nearer, wanting to touch. My fingers tingle with the need.

The music alters, bringing her out of the trance she was in. I move even closer, drawn to the curves of her tits straining against her dress. She lifts her head and wipes away the hairs stuck to her face. Her gaze wanders the area looking for something, someone, before her eyes meet mine.

Well, I’m fucking it. She’s having me—every fucking inch. I’m only a few feet away, but the sudden desire in her eyes glows brighter than the strobe lights. It’s all the invitation I need.

Without speaking, she takes my outstretched hand, and I pull her into me. Her scent fills my senses, a heady combination of what can only be described as sunflowers mixed with the fresh smell of rain. Her hitched breath grazing across my neck has my half-mast cock hard within seconds. I keep a firm hold on her hand, place the other on her lower back, and press her against me. Every inch moulds into my body. A perfect fit. Her tits press against my chest, and I swear I can feel how hard her nipples are through my shirt.

Small fingers wrap around my bicep, while mine graze across her damp, silky skin, as we sway to the music. Her head drops onto my shoulder. Each breath she takes grazes my neck, sending shudders through my taut body. Hard as stone, my cock presses up against her hip, as she rocks against it. The sensation of her body moving close to mine pushes me almost to the point of no return. My pulse increases, thundering through my ears louder than the music, and the urge to mark her as mine takes hold.

The song changes and she pulls away. My whole body protests at her loss. She examines my face as I wrap my fingers under her chin—asking for permission without words. Asking her to let me claim those fucking lips as mine. Her chest rises and falls; she’s as breathless as I feel. But the desire in her eyes splutters to a stop, and a startled expression crosses her face. My hand falls away from her.

She mouths, “I’m sorry,” before she turns on her heels and runs away through the crowd. I’m left standing in the middle of the dance floor, with a raging hard-on, wondering what the fuck just happened.

A random girl bumps into me and rubs herself up against my body, but all I care about now is where the woman went who lit something inside me yet again. I remove the stray hands, exit the dance floor, and fight my way back to the bar.

Bear raises his eyebrows at me when I approach him. “What was that?”

“What was what?”

“You. Dancing?”

“It was me dancing, fuckwit.”

“Who was the chick?”

I rub a hand over my head and give him a lopsided grin. “Lizzie. The reporter I told you about from Nitrous magazine.”

His face hardens a little before it relaxes. He lets out a low whistle. “Well, now I know what all the fuss is about. What happened? Did she blow you off?”

It’s not a natural response from Bear, but I shrug it off. Maybe he can see that other bloke pawing his lady friend. “Not in so many words.” I rub my stubble. “But yeah, she did.” Shaking my head, I laugh, although I can’t figure the whole thing out.

Maybe that’s the attraction? Unlike the usual bar bunny, she’s not easy prey. “So, where’s your lady?”

His humour shuts down. “She left.”

“Hmm. On her own?”

“No.” His jaw clenches.

I don’t need to ask him anything else, and turn to the barman to catch his attention. “Two shots of JD, mate. And make them doubles.” And I point to the barmaid, adding, “We have a tab running with her.”

Bear grasps my shoulder. “Do you want to sit down?” He points to a quieter area where a table’s free.

We sit in silence for a few minutes, both lost in our own thoughts. I’m the first to walk on hallowed ground. “So, what is it about her that gets you all worked up, then?”

He sighs. “I really don’t know. Ask yourself the same question about that Lizzie bird.”

“Nothing to ask. She gets my cock hard. Nothing new there.” I play off how I feel because I have no fucking clue how to deal with actually feeling anything other than a hard-on. My emotions are never combined with a stiff dick. It’s new territory.

“That,” he gestures to the dance floor, “was new.”

“I dance.” I lean back and use the table as a footstool.

He smirks. “Not like that you don’t.”

I down my drink and slam the empty glass on the table. “Fuck off, Bear.”

He nods and just like that we end the heart-to-heart, neither of us willing to break out with mushy feelings crap.

A shadow casts over the table; the figure looms above us then sits down next to me.

“What’s up, pussy?”

“Zan, you can fuck off, too.”

“Hey, you can’t talk to my cousin like that.”

“Bear, shut the fuck up. Zan can take it.” I turn to Bear’s cousin. “Can’t you, cocksucker?”

He winks at me. “Hey, don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.”

“Who says I haven’t?” I joke, giving him a sly grin. “I love arse, but the cock sucking thing, nah. Goes right over my head.”

Zan bursts out into deep laughter. “Yeah, it does, mate. That’s the point.”

I laugh at our easy piss-taking. I wouldn’t be me if I didn’t give him a little shit. “What are you doing here anyway?”

“Working for this bastard,” he answers and gestures towards Bear.

I nod. “Easy or hard?” I know better than to ask any in-depth questions about on-going work.

Zan grins back at me, but his eyes don’t match the forced smile on his mouth. “Best job I’ve ever had. It’s a piece of piss.” His face twists a little as if he’s in pain, but before it settles, it’s gone, and is replaced with his usual couldn’t-give-a-fuck face.

Something about his reaction makes me want to push for something else. “Have you been working for him long?”

“Long enough. Served my last tour and got out after. Been working for him ever since.”

I acknowledge his non-answer with another nod and go to take a drink, but there’s nothing there except an empty glass. “You two want a drink?”

Bear glares at Zan and finally speaks up. “Make his a water.” Then he mutters something I can’t quite hear.

I decide it’s best to leave them to it, and head off to the bar. A few women try and catch my attention, but I’m not in the mood. The only one I want left me high and dry. After an age waiting to get served, I return with the drinks. When I get closer, I overhear their conversation.

“She’s had a thing for him ever since.”

“Fuck.” Bear crouches forward and rubs the back of his neck.

Zan, on the other hand, leans back in his chair. “What are you going to do about it?”

I place the drinks on the table and relax back into my seat. “What’s who going to do about what?” Both the guys turn to look at me, odd expressions on their faces.

“Nothing, it’s work. And for the record, I’m going to do nothing about it. Because nothing will come of it.” Bear cuts the conversation dead and Zan stares at him over the rim of his glass. Bear’s returning glare makes Zan shift in his seat before he looks away. One-nil to Bear then.

“Do you girls need some privacy?” I’ve interrupted something too soon and as much as I love seeing these two bitches going at each other, I’d rather not be stuck in the middle if things turn physical.

“You mind giving us a minute?” Bear looks apologetic but ready to kill me at the same time.

I couldn’t give a fuck as I’ve spotted something far more interesting across the club. I grab my drink and make my way around to the other side of the dance floor.

The fight to get there becomes worth it when I find Lizzie still where I spotted her. She’s leant on the railing, which surrounds the dance floor. And her face is turned away from me. Most people would think she’s watching the dancing, but her chin’s tilted slightly upwards. I follow what I think is her line of sight to find nothing but darkness. Shame I can’t observe her from the front, but I’d guess she’s wearing a thousand-yard stare.

I move in close to her, resting my forearms on the railing, which brings me down to her level. No movement comes from her. She has no idea anyone is next to her at all. Not wanting to scare her, I nudge her with my thigh. Startled, she stands up straighter and turns at the same time, almost losing her footing. Instinctively, I reach out to save her. She stands still, her chest heaving, and slowly lifts her head. The heat in my body increases with every millisecond it takes her to reach my face.

“I didn’t mean to scare you.”

For a second, the strobe lights graze her face, revealing a pink tinge to her cheeks.

“It’s okay… I’m sorry about earlier.” Her gaze won’t meet mine so I let her wrists go, even though my fingers itch at the loss of contact.

I’m sick of the woman spending more time looking at the floor than at me. I want, no, I need her to look at me. I crook my forefinger under her chin and raise it up so she has no choice. “You’ve got nothing to be sorry for. We danced. I wanted to kiss you. You didn’t want it.” I let her chin go and shrug my shoulders like I’m not bothered by it, when if I’m honest, it fucking meant something to me. “No big deal.”

“No. You’re wrong.” Her voice is timid, and hard to hear above the music.

“What do you mean?”

Her gaze flicks south again, and I’ve had about enough. I’m envious of the fucking floor. The thought registers and then I dismiss it.

She seems to bolster herself like she did in our interview. Her shoulders square back, her chest rises with a deep inhale, and then she raises her eyes and her gaze meets mine.

She looks me square in the eye. “I wanted it.” No hesitation. No looking at the floor this time. I’m fucked.

I edge in closer to her, not wanting her to run away again. But I need my mouth on hers, or I’m going to explode.

Her body grazes against mine and my arms instinctively wrap around her, pulling her against me. I know she can feel me when her hips tilt and press in harder. The constant noise from the club fades away, no longer the focus of my attention. I hear nothing but her and her stuttered breaths.

“Now?” I’m asking again. It may be the worst thing I’ve ever done, but I need confirmation from her this is what she wants.

Her eyelids flutter shut and when she opens them, there’s a raging storm in her eyes. Still, I wait, desperate for an answer but unwilling to push for one. I get what I’ve been waiting for. She nods, all the while keeping eye contact with me.

I lower my head and she pushes up onto her tiptoes, her mouth hovering over mine. Our breaths are rapid. One hand releases her waist and instead cradles her nape. Unable to wait any longer, I dip down the last inch. I give a gentle tug on her bottom lip and feel her smile against me. She nips mine back and her tongue runs the seam of my lips, they part for her, and swollen lips cover my own.

Terrified of consuming her, I let her take the lead. Our lips join, her tongue flicks into my mouth, dancing with mine in hesitant lashes. The sweet taste of mint mixed with rum dances across my taste buds and I groan into her mouth. Her hands fist into my shirt, demanding more. My heart pounds fierce in my chest and I’m lost in the sensation, in her. Her fingers grasp onto my hair and I lose control, pulling her back a few feet into a dark spot and up against the wall. Lips bruise, teeth clash, and one hand digs into her hips, rocking her against my cock. The other runs the length of her side, grazing my thumb across the soft swell of her tit.

Her leg hitches around my thigh, the motion lifting her dress, revealing more flesh. It’s like a magnet for my hand, as I let her hip go and allow my fingers to wander down onto the newly exposed skin. All the while, our lips and tongues are entwined. I can’t get enough. I need more. Much more.

Not yet. Not here.

I pull away, utterly breathless, and rest my forehead against hers. Our breaths pant in unison. “Come home with me?”
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HIS GASPING BREATHS flutter over my warm face and I struggle for my own air. “I… I shouldn’t.” But even I don’t believe the words coming out of my mouth. My brain fogs with rights and wrongs. Mac’s gone on tour. What I should do is leave, but nothing could make me at this point.

His forehead no longer rests against mine as he pulls further away. But the only thing in view is his impossibly gorgeous face. Nothing else; just him.

“I promise I won’t touch you until you ask. I won’t do anything you don’t want me to.” His voice deepens with each word. He runs a finger down the side of my cheek, down to my neck, sending ripples of pleasure to my core. “If I had my way, you’d already have this”—his thick, hard length grinds against me and my breath catches in my throat—“ buried inside you, here against this wall. Without giving a flying fuck who’s watching.” His eyes, so dark in the dim lighting of the club, are almost black, but still give off heat like lava.

Every nerve ending inflames deep within me, desperate for his attention. Neglected for so long, my body remembers the feel of him against me when we rode on his bike. The vibrations, the heat, and the pure power he gives off. Captivated, each gasp of air becomes shorter, wilder. His gaze locks on mine, little flicks of his eyes study me, and a half smile pulls at his lips.

He leans into me. “Would you like that?” His deep voice vibrates against my ear. “If I slip my fingers into your pussy, would I find you swollen and wet for me?”

I. Just. Died.

His laboured breaths caress my skin, turning the already simmering desire in my core into a cascade of lust. The need to control myself evaporates and a wicked idea enters my head. As I pull away, I unashamedly grasp the thick bulge in his jeans, squeezing him from base to tip, and then stroke it with my palm. The satisfaction upon hearing his sharp intake of breath gives me more confidence. “Like you are for me, you mean?”

A deep laugh rumbles from his chest. “I’ve been in this state since seeing your sexy arse shaking on the dance floor. So, yeah. Ditto.”

Unsure what to do now that I have him in my palm, I falter. His large hand rests over mine on his crotch, and his fingers one by one link with mine. He squeezes them tighter around him then pulls our joined hands away.

“So?” He leans in again, and his breath tickles over my ear. He smells amazing. “Will you?”

Common sense hits home. Oh my god, where’s Alex? What if someone sees me? I search over Noah’s shoulder. Am I being seen? What will it mean? Do I even care anymore? The last question is the deal sealer because the answer is ‘no.’

“Looking for someone?” Noah steps back, giving me room to move.

The small gesture reassures me. I feel comfortable with him. He may radiate everything I should stay away from, but he has an honesty about him. He’s fascinating.

I chew on my bottom lip for a second. “No.” I shake my head trying to erase the lingering doubts. “I’ll come home with you.”

“Great. Give me a sec.” He searches his pockets, grabs his phone, and then appears to send a text. I rummage through my small bag and find my own, sending a quick message to Alex to let him know who I’m with.

My phone lights up with a response.

Alex: Choose someone different if you want to do this.

Who the hell does he think he is? Frustrated, I text back, telling him to mind his own business. He’s my friend and I know he sees or hears what life is like at home. There’ll be no judgement from him. But he can’t tell me who I can and can’t hook up with, even though I appreciate his concern.

I sigh as another text lights my screen, something cryptic about body shop men working on numerous bodies at the club tonight and needing to stay away.

“Everything okay?”

“Yes. It’s just my friend. I told him I was with you and he seems annoyed. He told me I should stay away from you.” I laugh, finding the whole thing ridiculous. “I’m guessing you have a bit of a reputation.”

He chuckles, but looks to the floor. I think he’s embarrassed.

“Yeah, you could say that.” He rubs a hand through his hair. “Does this change things?”

The naughty girl inside me takes over and I give him a defiant smile. “Luckily for you, I dislike being told what to do. He should know better.”

“Thank fuck for that.” Noah releases a breath and gives me a cheeky grin. He takes my hand and guides me through the mass of bodies and out of the club.

Outside, he beckons a taxi. We get in and I half listen as he gives his address to the driver. Once we’re settled and on our way, he turns to me.

“Hey. You’re shaking.” His voice holds an edge of concern. It makes me feel juvenile.

I glance down at my hands and sure enough they are visibly trembling. I ball them into fists on my lap to hide my anxiety.

One of his hands closes over the top of them. It’s hot and gentle as his calloused thumb rubs circles over my skin. The tender touch from such a rugged man renders me speechless. I turn my head in his direction. His dark hazel eyes fix on me.

“I take it this isn’t something you do on a regular basis?” A soft chuckle escapes him. “Don’t worry. I told you I wouldn’t touch you unless you wanted me to.” His brow furrows for a second. “And, I meant it.”

But that’s what scares me. I crave his touch. I want to know what he feels like under the black button-down shirt sculpted against his torso. His sleeves are rolled up and the corded muscles in his forearms flex with every twirl of his thumb on my hands. The urge to trace the cords up to the tattoos poking out from underneath his shirt tingles on my fingertips.

Guilt runs through my veins and my stomach churns at the same time. My gaze fixes on the rush of street lights passing by, and the rest of the journey continues in silence.

Noah continues to stroke my hands. I risk a glance at him every so often. He seems lost in his own world, his downward gaze fixed on our joined hands. He’s not coming across as the player Alex made him out to be in his texts. Okay, he does have a way with words, but if I’m honest, I like it. It makes me wonder if he’s got this Noah mixed up with a different one.

The car crunches onto a gravel driveway, and tasteful floodlighting illuminates the area. My eyes are drawn to the view of his home. I’m surprised to find he lives in a renovated farmhouse. From the way his business looked, I expected a brand-new building, or maybe something renovated to look like a modern masterpiece. Not the rustic charm, with a twist of modern, I’m presented with.

I glance back at Noah, and an amused expression lights his face. “So, this is me. Are you coming in?”

My insides lurch, but for some reason I nod anyway. He leans over, pays the taxi driver, and then slides his large frame out of the car. When I don’t make any movement, he bends back into the cab and holds his hand out for me. “Come on.”

His long fingers engulf my hand as they tighten and then tug to pull me out of my seat. A small tremor of fear mixed with excitement shivers its way through my body. I never do things like this. Swallowing deeply, I finally find my voice as we stride hand in hand across his driveway to the front door.

“Have you lived here long?”

He drops my hand, fumbles in his pockets for a second, then inserts his key and unlatches the heavy front door, pushing it wide open. “Long enough,” he responds simply.

He behaved like this in his interview. It’s my job to deal with people, and no one I’ve ever met gives as many non-answers as he does. He gives replies that make me think I’ve gotten an answer, but never really tells me anything. It’s odd, but intriguing at the same time.

He steps inside, presses his back against the door to hold it open, and waits for me to enter. I follow him into his home; he presses a switch and the hallway illuminates. With a smooth flick of his wrist, his keys land with no effort into a wooden bowl on the table just inside the door, followed by his wallet. My gaze naturally follows his strong frame as he walks ahead of me. He has one of those bums, which jeans hug like a second skin. His shirt fits tight enough to get a glimpse of the muscles underneath. Desire floods inside me and panic rises.

What on earth am I doing?

Without a doubt, it’s the unknown that draws me to him. And I need this. Whatever this is.

Unnerved by my feelings, my mind searches for something to say. I settle on the one thing that has bothered me since I met him. “Why do you call me Lizzie?” I’m curious. The only other person to call me Lizzie is my best friend, Boo.

“It’s your name.”

We enter into his kitchen. He flicks another switch, casting light over the room, and heads straight for the fridge. “Would you like a drink?” He moves things around, searching behind them. “I’ve only got Peroni or milk.” He shakes his head and turns to me.

“Have you got any tea?” I place my bag on the floor and lean back against the wall, unsure if I should sit or remain standing.

His face scrunches. It’s an adorable look on him. “No. I hate that shit. I’ve got coffee though.”

“I guess that’ll have to do then.” I give him a wide smile, trying to refrain from laughing because he seems to be out of his comfort zone. Deciding I’m not letting him get away without explaining the name thing, I push him further. “I introduced myself to you as Elizabeth, then Liz, but from the outset you’ve always called me Lizzie. I just wondered why.”

He fills the kettle and sets it to boil. “Because Elizabeth’s too formal and reminds me of a grandma.” He turns around to face me, pinning me with his dark gaze. “Liz seems too hard and stiff for you. I wouldn’t want to fuck a plank and believe me, I want to fuck you, so it’s Lizzie. That okay with you?” He tilts his head and leans back against the kitchen cupboards.

I’d laugh at his ridiculous reasoning if I weren’t so turned on by it.

“So, Lizzie…” He purrs my name, no doubt on purpose. “What is it you’re hiding?”

Instantly my hackles rise. “What do you mean?”

He rumbles that deep laugh of his again. “See, you’re hiding something.” For a few beats he remains quiet. “A boyfriend?”

Heat burns at my cheeks and I find myself unable to meet his gaze.

“Don’t worry, I prefer it that way.”

Startled by his words, I whip my head in his direction. “Prefer it?”

“Yes, angel. I like it that way.” A devastating smile slides onto his face. “I’m not a relationship kind of guy, I’m sure you’ve guessed that already. So you having another bloke takes away the worry. If your heart belongs to someone else, you aren’t going to lose it to me in a night.” Something flickers behind his eyes and the cocky smile fades a little.

I guess it’s not the time to tell him my heart’s been long gone from my relationship.

“So, where is he? Why would he be so stupid as to let you out on your own, to be preyed on by the likes of me?”

“On tour,” I answer honestly.

Noah’s expression never falters, not intimidated or impressed by the information I just told him. He just nods and continues to appraise me with his gaze. The last thing I want to talk about is Mac anyway, so instead I ask a question. “Do you do this often?”

He has the decency to look a little embarrassed. He runs his fingers through his hair, and the action ruffles it to the point of distraction. I struggle to tear my eyes away.

“This… Doing relationships, if you want to call them that, this way, is the only thing I can offer. I’m the guy women want for a night. I’m a trophy fuck. I can’t give more and I don’t want to.”

My heart stutters a fraction before I regain control. His words shouldn’t bother me because I never expected anything more from him. Still, the absolute certainty he emits brings the whole situation to reality. But there’s something in the way his brow furrows that makes me think it’s a choice. There’s a reason.

“Why? Just out of interest.”

He stalks over, caging me against the wall. My hands press against his taut chest and his breath flutters against my ear. “Well, if I told you, it wouldn’t be my secret then, would it?”

All logical thought disappears, replaced with an intense desire heating my veins. It surges through me setting every nerve on fire. What did I ask him?

I dig my fingers in a fraction, but there’s no give in the flesh, his muscles beneath are strung tight. His face is a hair’s width from mine. His breath grazes across my face in small pants. I catch the faint smell of beer, mixed with his closeness and the strength of him, and it makes me weak. I have no defences. I don’t want any.

Without warning, he pulls away and strides to the other side of the room. He keeps his back to me. With his head dipped, his shoulders rise and fall almost as if he’s restraining himself.

His reaction confuses me. “Noah?”

When he turns to me the wildfire in his eyes takes my breath away. And I swallow hard, waiting to see what he’ll do next.

“You need to leave.” The words strike hard, but his demeanour counters them.

“What? Why?”

“I promised I wouldn’t touch you unless you asked me to. I can’t keep that promise.” His whole body appears to vibrate from the restraint he’s enforcing. “You need to go.”

I step towards him. “Touch me.” The words are out of my mouth before I can second-guess myself. I want to come alive under his touch. “If you can only give me one night, I want you to touch me like you mean it.”

His jaw clenches, then tics. His eyes darken. “Can you handle that? Handle me?”

I know I can’t. I know one night with this man would never be enough. There’s something feral and untamed about him, yet at the same time he makes me feel safe. That in itself unnerves me more. And then there’s the guilt. Can I live with that?

“Yes.”

He gives me a cocky half smile. “You’re lying.”

How the hell can he tell? I struggle to find something to say to convince him everything else is worth this one night.

He closes the gap between us again. “But you’re prepared to take the risk? You think the prize is worth the fall.”

“Am I thinking out loud?” How else could he know?

A deep laugh rumbles from his chest. “No. But you’re giving me some wicked facial expressions.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, oh.” His expression softens as he trails a thoughtful finger along my collarbone, but the heat in his eyes remains. “The only thing I can give you is in my jeans. I can be your dirty secret. I can be yours for tonight. But that’s all I’ll be. No hearts. No flowers.”

“Are you sure you want to do this? You seem to be trying really hard to convince me to leave.”

Something passes over his expression and I can’t place it.

“I promise you, there’s nothing more I want to do. I want to hear your soft whimpers as I fill you. I want to have your taste on my lips. I want to fill every part of you with every inch of me. I want you to wake up in the morning and have every muscle ache.” His length grows ridged against my hip. “I want you to remember for the rest of your life what it feels like to have me fuck you. So yeah, I’m sure of what I want… Are you?”

I’m speechless. Breathless. “Yes.”

No.

He rests his hands on my hips. “You’re still lying.” His fingers gently massage my waist then he skims both my sides, before grazing his thumbs over my nipples. The light contact sends ripples down to my already soaked centre. He leans into my ear again. “But you want me to touch you. Even though you know it’s wrong. Tell me the truth, angel.”

If he wants the truth, I can give him some form of it. “I want to escape.”

He pulls back and examines me before closing in on me again. “That I can work with.” The warm whisper against my neck heightens my arousal.
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HE MOVES AWAY a fraction, then keeping his gaze locked on mine, closes the last remaining space between us. My eyelids flutter closed at the brush of his lips. At first he’s gentle, soft, teasing, like in the club. Then he increases the heat, demanding more. I surrender under him, allowing him access. My hands find his shoulders, kneading into them, and then I trace his corded muscles down to his forearms.

His powerful hands skim my sides down to my thighs, and heat surges from my pores where his fingertips meet my bare skin. He touches me like he owns me. When his hands glide a trail upward, the hem of my dress catches on his fingers. He teases the hem up and over his hands but doesn’t move any further. Breaking our kiss, he pulls his face away from mine. It’s like he knows I’m finding it hard to breathe. I stare back at him as I let out a few panted breaths.

His broad chest surges and subsides, and I miss it pressed against me. “You sure you want to do this? Because if this dress goes any higher it’ll fucking kill me to stop.”

I purposely move my hands from his arms, trace across his hard chest and down his sculpted abs, stopping short of the tip of the impressive bulge in his jeans. With a single nail, I graze over the rounded head pushing against the denim. I find the sharp intake of breath he takes strangely satisfying. He unravels me. Yet at the same time he makes me feel like I’m the one who holds the power. His gaze holds mine as my thumbs work to pop open the top button on his jeans. Feeling brave, I reach for his zipper only to find another button. He gives me a sexy lopsided smile and places his hands over mine.

“I need an answer.”

“Is this not answer enough?” Under his grasp, I press the heels of my hands together, tightening around his shaft. He groans, deep and throaty, as he rocks against the pressure.

“As much as I would like to say, ‘yes, that’s enough,’ it’s not. Yes or no, angel? Last chance,” he warns.

Captured by his intense stare, I let my body have the last say. “Yes.”

He claims my lips with such ferocity our teeth clash, then his heat is gone. And I want to scream. “Hold that thought.”

I admire the view of his behind as he opens a drawer and searches through it. “Fuck. No condoms.” Shaking his head, he turns to me. “Don’t go anywhere.” He strides out of the room and I hear the metallic jangle of keys.

I walk over to the kitchen table and rest against it, kicking my shoes off. The few seconds he’s gone allow me to clarify with myself this is what I want. I’ve never wanted to do anything like it, and I’m finding it difficult to reconcile the small conflict in my mind. But I want this. I want him to take me somewhere I’ve never gone. No doubts. The clash of the keys going back in the bowl signals his return.

“You’ve had a cooling off period. You changed your mind?”

I laugh a little. “Are you always this courteous?”

“Honestly, no.” His forehead creases. “But then I’ve never wanted to bury myself in someone so badly that I need to be sure they want me just as much.” He stalks over to the table and encircles me with his arms. “So, have you?”

“No.”

“Good. Because I’m going to fuck you right here on this table, and when you think I’m done, you’ll be wrong. I’ll be taking you to my bed and making sure I achieve everything I wanted earlier.”

His way with words has had my underwear soaked since the club, my swollen folds tingle in anticipation, and my nipples are little diamond studs, budded so tight and hard against the fabric of my dress I’m surprised they haven’t poked through.

“Stand up,” he orders. His command only increases the reaction in my body. I comply without hesitation.

He circles around me then stops at my back. His closeness has a warming effect, even though he doesn’t touch me. And God do I want him to.

“This beautiful back teased me all night,” he whispers behind my ear. Feather-light kisses move down my neck and across my exposed shoulder, sending a shudder of desire so intense to my core, I’m already close to coming. His hands join in with his mouth, grazing the skin of my shoulder blades while his mouth teases down my sensitively attuned back. Hell, every part of me is aware of this man.

“When was the last time you came, angel? Do you think I can make you come with just my voice?”

God, he’s cocky. But yes, I think it’s entirely possible to make me come with the way he talks to me. “No,” I answer, but tremble in response.

“You never answered my first question.” He must be down on his knees. His breath brushes the skin on my lower back, sending another tremor through me.

“I can’t remember.” It’s the truth. I haven’t even entertained myself. No wonder I’m so close.

“A body like this should be pleasured constantly.”

His fingers knead into my hips and move over the roundness of my behind. “Want to know what I’m going to do to this?” He squeezes the soft flesh for emphasis.

My “yes” comes out as a squeaked noise, producing a deep rumbling laugh from him.

“I’m going to strip it naked and bend it over that table, exposing your pink, wet pussy to me. Then I’m going to watch as you show me how you pleasure yourself. I want to see your fingers buried knuckle deep inside you, coated in your juices, as they work in and out, bringing you closer to the edge.”

My breaths come shallower as I gasp for breath; he’s not even touching me.

“You like that I love watching, angel?” He doesn’t wait for me to answer. “While I’m watching you bring pleasure to yourself, I’m going to have my hand tight around my cock, stroking in the same rhythm, and when you bring yourself to climax, I’m going to come with you and all over that fine arse.”

His heat-provoking words begin to strain and a deep growl sounds from behind me, and it’s nice to know this is as much a turn-on for him as it is for me. I rub my thighs together, trying to release the need. He must notice the movement.

“Open your legs.” His voice has gained more control.

Again, I do as he asks and this time I regret it. I can’t squeeze against the need, and the deep throb between my legs is pure heavenly torture. The fact I can’t see him, can’t feel his touch, but can sense him, adds to the erotic words he utters.

“When I’ve dragged the last drop from myself, I’m going to massage my hot cum into every crevice you possess. I’ll kneel down between your legs and lick your swollen lips in long strokes before dipping my tongue inside you. Tasting my own cum mixed with you until I’m hard again and you’re beginning for mercy.” My lips part as his breath tickles the insides of my thighs, adding to the sensations overtaking my senses. “I’ll spread you wide and slowly sink my cock into your pussy,” he continues, and I let out a needy moan.

With Noah’s words and the visual I’ve created in my mind, my body can’t take anymore. Heat surges from my feet upwards. My legs ignite, and as the delicious heat hits my sex my orgasm convulses through me in strong waves. My legs tremble and I struggle to stand. Firm arms wrap around me, holding me steady while the last of my orgasm ebbs away.

His firm bulge presses hard into my bum. His chest swells and falls like my own, and his panted breaths warm my neck. “Fuck, that’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.” His voice is tight but full of awe. “I need to be inside you, Lizzie.”

He presses on my back to push my chest down to the table. I willingly go. “This is probably going to be the quickest fuck you’ve ever had.” He chuckles. “But I promise when I get you upstairs I’ll make it up to you.”

I’m too wound up to speak but manage a small nod.

Large hands skim my legs, raising my dress up. He exhales a long breath and it passes over my rear, warming me from head to toe. “You’re beautiful.”

Behind me the sounds of his jean buttons being torn open along with the crinkle of a wrapper add to the excitement coursing through me.

“I want to see you,” I softly plead. My voice is husky, even to my own ears.

“Turn around then.”

“Can I?”

“I’m not a fucking dom, Lizzie. You can do what you’d like.”

He could have fooled me. He’s dominating every cell in my body.

When I dare turn, my eyes widen. His shirt’s open and I catch glimpses of intricate tattoos on his chest. My eyes are drawn south where another tattoo on his chiselled lower abdomen peeks out from behind his jeans. But the thing that gets my attention the most is the thick shaft resting in his hand, his jeans open and pulled down just enough to release him.

My gaze flicks from his impressive erection to his face. A cocky smirk dances along his full lips. “Like what you see?”

“It’s all right,” I tease.

He wraps his hand around the back of my neck and pulls me in to claim my mouth. I enclose my hand around his thickness and tighten my grip, slowly working him up and down, and then tracing his thick vein. The moan he releases into my mouth travels straight to my core. We slowly and hesitantly break apart and he rests his forehead against mine.

“I’ll give you all right. Bend your arse over the table, because I’m going to show you just how all right I am.”

Breathless, I twist to the table and bend over. He surprises me by running his fingers up my calves followed by my thighs. His hands are skilled, masterful, but gentle. When they flutter over my sex my legs begin to tremble again. “One day I’m going to watch as my cum slides down the inside of these legs.”

His words suck all the air from my lungs. One day? He wants more? He moves my underwear aside and teases my entrance before pushing two fingers inside me, stroking in and out in a slow, rhythmic motion. No other part of him touches me and it’s hot as hell. He hooks his fingers and presses against the sensitive spot on my inner wall, and my legs give way.

His warm, hard torso settles onto my back. “Easy, angel.”

My breaths come in heavy pants as I struggle to maintain a single coherent thought. He moves, adjusts my dress, and I feel him push against me. At a leisurely tempo, he glides himself over my clit and to my opening, repeating the motion, over and over.

“Oh, God. Now, Noah.”

Slowly he sinks himself into me, inch by thick inch. My walls yield against his girth causing a moan of pleasure to escape me. Just as slow, he retracts, allowing me to feel every ridge and contour of him.

“Fuck.” One hand digs into my hip, the other winds around to cradle my neck, not tight, but possessive in a way that turns my insides into liquid. “Hold on tight.” His voice is strangled, as if he’s the one trying to hold on and not come undone.

My fingers grasp around the edge of the table. He steadily increases his rhythm with each thrust taking me higher and closer until I’m fighting for air. Something crashes off the table as he thrusts ever harder into me. Fighting to find my own release, I move my hips as aggressively back as possible against his. He lets go of my hip, slides his hand around my front and travels down, rubbing soft circles on my oversensitive nub. It’s the final touch sending me over. My insides quake and flex around him. A few last thrusts and he groans through his own release. I feel each and every pulse from his engorged shaft, forcing my walls tighter around him.

He lets go of my neck, but instead of moving away, both hands come to rest at my shoulders. Soft kisses rain down on my shoulders and exposed back. It’s a tender gesture I wasn’t expecting.

“Do you want that coffee now, or do you want me to carry you upstairs to continue this?” I feel him smile against my skin.

“You want more?” I pant out.

He said he would, but I never thought he’d follow through.

“Lizzie… I want much fucking more.”

I gasp when he slides out of me, and my body protests against the loss. He pulls me up from the table and around to face him. One of his large hands tangle into the loose hair at my nape and he pulls me in to kiss me, long and hard. The other, he uses to deal with the condom. Nipping my lower lip with his teeth, he pulls away. “Well?”

“Upstairs.”

He laughs and sweeps me up in his strong arms. “No need to tell me twice, angel.”

[image: ]

My body’s sore and exhausted, but my mind’s gone into overdrive. I don’t feel guilty. I should. But I don’t.

Noah’s steady breaths brush over my shoulders, while his arms encase me, holding me close. The whole night’s been a whirlwind of lust and desire, but now, lying in his arms, it feels… right.

This is all I’ll get, this one night. My heart pinches a little at the thought, but I know it has no right to be involved. He warned me. He told me he could offer nothing more, so it’s not like I went in blind. It was just his arousal talking when he mentioned one day.

The half-light of day illuminates his bedroom, increasing the pent-up anguish which swirls in my stomach. I need to leave, now. Because I already know I won’t want to go if he wakes. I’ll turn into one of those stupid women who go into a one-night stand expecting something more to come of it. He’s already admitted he’s not that man.

I gently squirm out of his arms and collect my clothes from his floor. He shifts and groans, and his arm flails for a second searching for something. I place a pillow under it and he pulls it closer, settling him down.

In his sleep, he looks younger. His beautiful but rugged features relax, almost as if every pressure he has ever felt has lifted from him. I take in his entire sculpted upper half and curse the fact his sheet covers the bottom. He’s magnificent.

Quietly, I leave the room. Fumbling with my clothes, I manage to get dressed on the landing before going downstairs to the kitchen. I wonder what the rest of his house looks like, but I don’t have time to investigate.

My cheeks heat and a rash of tingles cover my body when the smashed bowl on the floor catches my attention. I pick up the pieces and place them in the bin. My bag still sits on the floor by the kitchen door. I grab it, placing it back on the table, and then sift through for my phone.

There’re a couple of messages from Alex checking to see if I’m okay, and none from Mac. It doesn’t surprise me. He’s probably high somewhere, getting sucked off by a groupie. I pause over the thought. It had never occurred to me to question his fidelity until tonight. I’m stupid. We haven’t had sex in ages, where did I think he was getting it? Sadly, it doesn’t even bother me. It does make me think of getting checked out though, just in case my thoughts are true.

I sigh and type out a text to Alex asking him to pick me up. It’s unfair to wake him because of my stupidity but Boo left the club with a man too, so she may not want to be pulled away.

The screen lights up with a message. He’ll be here in a few minutes. I put my phone away, locate my shoes and put them back on. The balls of my feet burn and I curse the amount of dancing I did last night. Making sure I have everything I arrived with, I walk out into the hallway.

Noah’s sitting on the stairs, elbows resting on his knees. “Leaving?” His voice is sleep ridden and sexy as sin, much like the half-naked torso I can’t tear my eyes away from. We’d barely been asleep an hour before I left his bed and I thank my lucky stars I don’t appear a complete mess and didn’t have time to get morning breath.

“I thought it was best.”

He stands up and stalks towards me. “Well, you’re wrong.”

My heart rate picks up as he approaches. When he reaches me, his hands cup both sides of my face and he still smells incredible. “I need your number.” He speaks softly.

I shake my head out of his grasp. “There’s no need to pretend this is more than what it is.”

“I’m not.” His penetrative gaze burns into mine. “If you think last night was enough to appease my hunger for your body, you’re very much mistaken.”

And I’m wet again. “Oh.”

He laughs deep and throaty. “There you go with ‘oh’ again.” He grazes my cheekbone with his thumb. “Can I have your number? Please.”

Outside, crunching gravel and the sound of an engine signal Alex’s arrival. “Do you have some paper and a pen?”

“On the table.” He gestures to one in the hallway. I rush over and quickly scribble down my number. “I’ve got to go.”

“Come here.” He pulls me against him and his erection digs into me, sending anticipation flooding through me. “You feel that?”

“Yes.” My voice comes out as husky as his.

“Good.” He kisses me hard on the lips. “See you soon.” He releases me, leaving me breathless and burning for him.

I take in a shaky breath before responding. “Bye, Noah.”

He passes by me and opens the door, giving me a lopsided smile. “I’ll be in touch.”

“Okay.” I scoot out the front door to the safety of Alex’s car. I don’t regret the night and I don’t regret giving him my number, but with the way he makes me feel, I fear for my heart.

Noah pauses at his front door, his brows pinch together and his smile fades a little.

“Good night?” Alex grins at me from the driver’s seat drawing my attention from the magnificent nakedness I can’t help but drool over.

The heat of embarrassment burns my cheeks. He shouldn’t be dealing with me doing this sort of thing. I look away from him and out the windscreen. “Yes.” Noah’s gone.

Alex must pick up on how uncomfortable I am and remains quiet. My phone sounds with a text alert. I fish it out of my bag and see a message from a number I don’t recognise, but I know it’s Noah.

Unknown: You were wonderful.

Unable to control the rush of pleasure I feel with his words, I smile at my phone. I save his number and quickly return it to my bag. But the text makes something bother me. I turn to Alex. “How did you know how to find me?” I hadn’t texted him the address. I couldn’t, because I don’t know it.

He looks a little unsettled for a second. His jaw tics and he grips his fingers around the steering wheel.

“I followed you here last night. It’s my job to keep an eye on you.”

If anybody else had done the same, it would be creepy. But with Mac on tour, Alex is my bodyguard—not that I need one when Mac’s gone. I eye him a little longer but decide to let it go. While looking at him, it dawns on me there’s something very different about him.

“The baseball cap suits you.”

He rubs the back of his neck and shrugs. “Bed hair.”
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Eight Months Later

LIZZIE LIES IN my arms, and her steady breath tickles over the skin on my chest. Eight months we’ve been doing this and it’s not getting old, far from it. We’ve spent the whole day watching black and white films, apart from when we ordered pizza, and fucked. I’ll never be tired of that. I slide my hand around her waist to find her hand, entwining it with mine.

“Noah, are you awake?” Lizzie whispers, her voice breathy.

Her daft question makes me smile. I just moved. “Yeah.” I tighten my arms around her and lean in to kiss her temple.

“I love being here with you. Being cocooned in your arms. Held like you fear I might vanish at any second.”

“You planning on disappearing on me?” I ask. My voice’s gruff and my heart squeezes at the thought. But I do hold her like that.

“Never,” she answers confidently. And I feel her smile against my chest.

I let out a relieved breath I didn’t even realise I was holding as she continues.

“I thought I understood what love was, but the dream became battered and broken. I always believed love was a safe place, like here.” She traces the tattoos on my chest. “But did you know love could be twisted and painful? I know it’s really stupid, but I never realised it could hurt, not without betrayal.”

I can’t figure out where she’s going with this so I let her continue, but my chest gets tighter with each word.

“I’m worried because I love us. This.” She peers up at me through her lashes. “But I’m frightened by what I feel for you. It’s stronger than anything I’ve ever felt before, and it could crush me if I let it.” She moves her hand down to rub circles on the forearm wrapped around her waist, her gaze follows it.

Without exact words she just told me she loves me and I want desperately to tell her something she wants to hear, but I can’t.

“I don’t know what to say, angel. I could beg you to let me in, to trust me, and I could promise that I’ll never be that man, that I’ll never hurt you. But—” I shift so I can look into her eyes. “It’s probably likely. I’ve never done anything like this. Never wanted to.”

I keep to myself the reasons why and continue. “You distorted my world, made me view things a little differently. You made we want things I’ve never thought about before. Made me think about a future. But I can’t promise you I won’t mess up, and I can’t promise you a happy ending.”

The warning needs to be out there, no matter what feelings swirl around in me. I’m not relationship material and if we continue down the path we’ve taken she may get hurt, fuck, she will get hurt.

She turns in my arms and sleepily nods into my chest. “This makes me happy.”

Those few little words make me fucking ecstatic. Instead of telling her, I pull her a little tighter against me.

Her fingers work over my abs and down over my tattooed brand. “Why Underdog?”

My insides clench and I hope she can’t hear the missed heartbeat. She’s never questioned it before. “Because I’ve always been one.”

Her face moves against my chest as she snuggles in further. “I doubt that.”

“Shh, angel. Go to sleep.”

I place a kiss on her forehead and breathe in her scent as she drifts off. Her breaths even out as I stare down at her beautiful face. My chest swells with a foreign emotion watching her engulfed in my arms. This thing between us has grown, turned into something I never expected, wanted, or dared believe I could have. But she doesn’t know the whole me. And that small fact holds me back.
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I wake early and throw my legs over the edge of the bed. The movement produces a soft noise from Lizzie. My morning glory sits heavy between my legs. I’m not sure which I want the most, to take a piss, or to wake her up and take her again. Unfortunately the need for the bathroom wins out.

As I’m about to stand, there’s a vibration from her phone on the bedside table. I’m not nosey but it’s five in the morning so maybe it’s important. Leaning towards the phone, I glance at the screen.

Mac: I’m home, tour ended. Where R U? I missed U baby <3

Mac? Shit. The boyfriend. He’s home early from tour; he wasn’t due back until next month. I’ve had her to myself for months and my stomach tightens at the thought of sharing her again. He’s flown in a few times for a day here or there, but this is different. He’s back, full-time. My fingers squeeze around the phone. Smashing it is too tempting, so quietly I place it back down. It’s either that or fight the urge to scroll through her personal messages and see if there’s any other loved up shit on there.

My nails dig into my head when I scrub over my hair and down my face. What am I going to do? Why the fuck should it bother me? I’ve never cared before.

I’ve never cared before? Before what? Her…

The thought of him touching her in ways I touch her sends a wave of nausea through me. Or could it be the beer? Yeah, that’s it. Getting out of bed, I snatch up my underwear and head to the bathroom. I flip the lid on the toilet and dry-heave a couple of times. Nothing comes out. Not a fucking thing. I’m guessing it’s not the beer.

My heart still pounds and my stomach churns, making me rethink the cause. Jealousy would be a new concept for me.

I raise the toilet seat, taking my now semi-hard cock in my hand, and wait for it to go down so I can do what I came here for.

Is his bigger than mine?

Why the fuck should I care what size his cock is? Mine’s fucking awesome. But the thought of his being anywhere near my girl has the great effect of killing any hardness in mine, so at least I can take a piss. I shake off and pull on my boxers, but I can’t shake the feeling.

Shutting the lid, I hesitate from flushing. I don’t want to wake Lizzie. After the quickest, and quietest, hand wash in history, I chuck on some sweats and head downstairs to the kitchen.

My girl?

She’s not mine. I grab the coffee, milk, and sweetener, and make myself a big mug. The swirls of steam send me into a trance.

Not mine.

Anger begins to mix in with my pounding chest and the nausea twisting my insides.

What the fuck is wrong with me?

With both hands, I grasp the work surface edge and hang my head. All I need is a couple more seconds and this feeling will go away. A few deep breaths and it’ll all be fine. I inhale deeply twenty times. I count each laboured breath, but it doesn’t work.

Fuck. This. Shit.

I flinch at the contact of warm, delicate, arms wrapping around my waist, but relax as her soft cheek rests against my bare back.

“You saw the text, didn’t you?”

Every muscle tightens, but I’m not going to lie to her. “Yeah.”

We remain in the same position without talking. Her thumb-tips trace my abs absentmindedly. And I fight to calm the fuck down.

“I can’t lose you.” My voice is raw. It dawns on me that’s the issue. Why her touch won’t calm me like usual.

“You won’t. I’d never willingly leave you.” Her words act as an anti-stress injection. Everything loosens but leaves me weakened.

I lean back a fraction and spin around so I can see her. Her skin’s pale, her eyes dull. Her vibrancy has disappeared. Not a sign of my Lizzie. She gives me a sad smile then buries her face into my chest. One arm wraps her tight against me, the other free hand tangles into her hair. Just one text and her light has gone. My lips rest in a flat, hard line.

“What does he do to you?” No man should take the light from a woman’s eyes. When she’s mine, her eyes are an electric storm. When she’s his, they lose all spark.

She holds her breath a little then sighs against me. “Nothing.” She smiles against my chest. “He’s just not you.”

The hand in her hair tightens and I tug her head back, finding her lips with mine in a tornado of desire. My free hand digs into the waistband of her jeans and my heart stutters a fraction before getting lost in her. When we break apart we are both breathless.

“You’re dressed,” I point out.

Her gaze shifts nervously around the kitchen then back to me. “Yes. I need to go.”

I move away and take hold of my coffee, swallow down the now cold liquid, and try to control the unreasonable temper rising in me. “You’re running straight home to him?” Nothing could stop the shift in octave of my voice.

Her nervous hands twist fingers together. “No. I’ll go to Boo’s.”

“What’s the difference? Why don’t you just stay here?”

“What if he tracks my phone and finds me here?”

I slam the mug back down onto the surface. “He fucking tracks you?” Protectiveness I’ve never felt so strong hits me, slamming me hard in the chest.

Her shoulders drop. “I can’t take the chance. I can’t deal with the repercussions if he did.”

“What repercussions?” I demand. Something’s not right here, there’s a tight tone to her voice.

She storms out of the kitchen, throwing over her shoulder, “Just leave it, will you?”

“Turn your fucking phone off,” I yell after her.

I take a few minutes to calm down and leave her to do the same. I’m not angry with her. I’m angry with the cocksucker. I’m fucking livid he gets to call her his, and I don’t.

When I finally give in and head upstairs, I find her lying on the bed. Her eyes are shuttered closed and the heaving in her chest tells me she’s still upset with me. I don’t blame her. I’ve no right, or even any reason, to demand she answers shit. And if she thinks it’s best to go to Boo’s then who am I to stop her? That doesn’t stop me from staring at her, almost as if memorising every line, every curve of her perfect body.

I sink down onto the bed next to her. “I’m sorry.” My voice is low and soft; I don’t like seeing her upset.

Her eyes open and she fixes me with her gaze, before releasing me to stare into space. “This is too hard. We need to stop.” There’s no conviction in her tone and she can’t look at me.

Fuck. I need her eyes on me.

“No.” It’s out of my mouth before my brain can engage. But there’s no way this is stopping. Not now. Not fucking ever.

A sad smile forms on her lips as she returns her gaze to me. “I thought this was just entertainment to you.”

Was it? Maybe. Is it now? Fuck no. It’s so much more.

“I like having you in my bed.” I scrape my hands through my hair, and then let out a low, frustrated breath. Admitting this is huge for me. “I like being around you. A lot.”

“Really?” She searches my face.

I’m not sure what she’s looking for, but I hope she finds it, because I can’t say what I’m really feeling. “Yeah.”

“I like being around you, too.” Her dejected face disappears, replaced by a naughty look. “And I like you having me in your bed.” She wants to play? Now?

“Then leave him. Be mine.” I say it with conviction. My pulse increases with the request.

The grey storm in her eyes comes alive and then fades. “I… Noah…” She sighs. “I wish it were that simple.”

I want the light back. I fucking demand it. “I can make it simple.” My body covers hers within seconds. My thighs encase her hips and I pin her hands behind her head.

Her tongue peeps out from between her pink lips, sweeping over the bottom one. The small movement strikes me right in the dick. And I want her again. It’s like I can never get enough, never get deep enough inside her to take the edge off the need.

“I’m not going to fuck you.” My cock quite clearly demands something entirely different.

Her smile widens. “Really? And why’s that?”

Yeah, Noah. Why the fuck is that?

“Because I want you begging for me. I want you permanently wet imaging how I’m going to take you next time.” I lean down and run my nose up the soft skin of her neck to her ear. “I want you to need my hands and mouth on your pussy, and when you can’t take it anymore, I want you to beg me to fill you”—I sound like a conceited tosser, but I know how to fuck, and if that’s the only thing to bring her back to me, it’s what I’ll use—“and begging to be mine.”

Her breaths become shallower, and between my thighs I can feel hers tighten. I tease her ear with my teeth and trail my tongue back down her neck. I could cut glass with how hard my cock is, but this is the right thing to do. Claiming her now would achieve nothing, and make my thirst for her worse.

I plant a swift kiss to her lips and stand up. “Do you want a cup of tea before you leave?”

The soft laughter from her doesn’t go to my cock. It hits my heart. Hard. And I’m temporarily paralysed.

This shit is going to kill me.

“I’d love one. Thank you.”

I nod and go downstairs, trying to figure out what the hell’s up with me. When did my heart get involved in anything?
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Lizzie left an hour ago. For the past sixty minutes I’ve been staring at my coffee cup. A thousand different thoughts have been whirling through my brain, but I’m trying hard to ignore the main one I keep coming back to.

When the wanker’s gone, I get her to myself. We can’t go out for meals, or on dates, because we aren’t a couple. They are, although they haven’t been together for months. I know next to nothing about him, apart from he’s in some band. I don’t give a shit who he is. He’s a tosser. He’s never here for her and I get the feeling there’s something very wrong with their relationship. I know she’s unhappy, or she wouldn’t be in my bed. She’s not the type to have a fuck toy on the side. Plus, last night she handed me her heart.

I pour the remaining coffee down the sink and slam the cup down on the side. The only thing I can think to do is go for a run, or I’m going to go all caveman and drag her arse back here. I quickly put on my running shoes and a sweatshirt, then head out the door.

After ten miles it becomes clear the burning feeling in my chest and the rampant thoughts in my head aren’t going to disappear anytime soon.

I’m in love with her.

Fuck.

How do I deal with this?

Another five miles and my muscles burn, my sweatshirt’s soaked, and nothing’s changed. I still feel the same. Exhausted, I turn for home and watch people on the way. Couples young and old, families, doing day-to-day shit, but they’re happy. I’ve never wanted that, avoided it for good reason. My life involved other people’s deaths, so it’s safer for everyone if I stay away from relationships. It’s better not to get attached. But that was my old life, right? I’m past all that. Retired.

I stop to plug in my earbuds, hoping the music will drown out my thoughts. My lungs are on fire by the time the house comes into view. I jog up the driveway, and then do some stretches before trying to get much needed air back in my lungs.

I release a disgruntled exhale and run a hand through my sweat-drenched hair. Falling in love is a dangerous game, as Lizzie stated; someone usually gets hurt. But for me? I know it’s already too late. She fucking owns me, black heart and all. And I’ve just made the biggest decision of my life. No music, no amount of muscle fatigue, and no internal argument could change my mind.

I’m going to ask her to move in with me. I need her by my side.




[image: ]

[image: ]

MY HEART SQUEEZES as I drive away from Noah’s. I hate this. Leaving the arms of the man who holds my heart and doesn’t have a clue is breaking me.

I love him. My heart should have been more guarded. But Noah is raw, passionate, and gentle with it. It stood no chance. The first time I met him I knew he’d be trouble if I let him get close. And he is. He’s under my skin and in the air I breathe. He consumes me.

And now, Mac’s home. Everything’s one great big mess. I should have sorted everything out sooner, but I thought I had time. That’s all been shot to hell now.

My phone rings and I glance at the name on the screen. Mac’s manager. Does the man have no concept of time? I answer on hands-free.

“Joseph?”

“Elizabeth. I need to discuss a few things with you.”

I listen to what he has to say and give very little response to him. Every word he utters makes my chest hurt. By the time he ends the call I can hardly breathe.

Oh, God. What am I going to do?

Needing to hear a friendly voice and talk things through, I call Boo. My pulse races while I dial her number, put her on speakerphone, and wait for her to answer.

She picks up on the third ring. “Hey, hun. What’s up?” Her voice is groggy.

I glance at the clock; it’s only seven in the morning. “Sorry, did I wake you?”

“Yeah. It’s okay. What’s wrong?”

“Mac’s home.”

“Oh? Shit.” She always has a way with words, but she sounds more awake.

“What am I going to do?” Panic consumes me. I don’t want him home. I don’t want to pretend we’re something we’re not. I fight the tears threatening to fall.

“Why the hell is he back?” she whisper-yells.

“I just had a call from his manager. They cancelled the rest of the tour. He needs to go into rehab.”

“Oh, right. Well it’s about time. Um… I’m not sure what you should do, hun. What do you want to do?”

“I want to leave him. What else would you think I’d want?”

“Then why haven’t you already?”

Her question isn’t meant to hurt, but it does anyway. I’ve asked myself the same thing a million times over in the three rings it took her to answer. “Because while he was on tour I could pretend he didn’t exist most of the time. Now he’s back and they’re telling me I can’t leave him. They said they’d get me fired. Run a smear campaign. Anything to wreck my life.” I release a stressed sigh. “But it’s even more complicated than ever now, isn’t it?”

“That’s utter bollocks, Lizzie, and you know it. It’s impossible for them to have that kind of influence. Don’t let them bully you. Did you tell Noah yet?”

There’s no need for me to ask her to elaborate, because I know exactly what she’s asking. My stomach clenches, adding to the heightened stress already swirling rampant in my body. “No.”

“Why the hell not, Lizzie? That’s just stupid. He needs to know.”

“I’m waiting for the right time.”

“Do you love him?”

“Yes.” It comes out as an almost whisper frightened by how much I do.

“Well, he loves you, right?”

This morning his tense body told me a million things he’s never said. I don’t need the words from him. I never will. It’s in the way he looks at me. Even how he holds my hand. The small things, which tells me he loves me, even if he doesn’t realise it.

“Yes, I think so. He’s never told me. But I get the feeling he does… He asked me to leave Mac.” He didn’t let me walk away, even when it would have been so easy for him to say goodbye.

“Yeah. He loves you.” She laughs a little and for a second I start to smile. “So, there’s no issue with that.”

“There’s a huge issue.” My voice rises with the twisting in my heart.

“Okay, take some deep breaths. It’ll be okay. Where are you?”

“I’ve just left Noah’s.”

“Mac’s home and you’re not there? You had a call from his manager? Where do they think you are? It’s seven in the morning.”

“They think I’m on my way back from your place.”

“That’s okay then.” I hear her exhale. “But would it be so bad to let him find out?”

I’ve never told Boo about Mac’s violent behaviour, too ashamed to admit I live like that. She only knows about his addictions. “Yes.”

“Hmm… Hun, you’re just going to have to leave him. They can’t blackmail you to make you stay. What’s the worst thing that could happen?”

I think about her question. This is why I needed to talk to her. She can see the sense in things I can’t. “Nothing, I guess. Maybe it’ll make me look a little heartless, but I’ve always tried to stay out of that side of his life anyway. And, I’m bloody good at my job.”

“Exactly. Plus, you’ve never craved the fame. You’re sort of faceless to the media. So playing the ‘you can’t leave him now even if you want to’ card isn’t really a threat, is it?”

“No. I guess not.” The pressure inside me starts to subside. Boo’s common sense gives me hope.

“Okay, good. Go leave him.” I can hear the smile in her voice. “And then go claim the other one by the balls. He seems to make you happy.”

“Thanks, Boo.”

“I only told you what you already knew you wanted… Lizzie?”

“Yes?”

“Why would they tell you that you couldn’t leave him? I mean that’s coming out of left field, don’t you think?”

“I hadn’t thought about it. But I guess they must know things aren’t good between us.”

“It seems a bit weird, though.”

“I suppose. But they think they can run everything. They always have. Look, I’ve got to go. I’m pulling up to the house. Love you.”

“Love you, too, hun. Good luck.”

The call clicks off as I draw to a halt. I stare at the large house in front of me. Coming back here only reminds me of what I want to forget and why I want to leave. The house is cold and empty, although it’s pretty enough. Looks can be deceiving. I’ve stayed away as much as possible while Mac’s been gone. Either camping out at Boo’s or in Noah’s bed.

I grab my purse and search for my keys to let myself in.

When I walk inside, the house is deathly quiet. Unusual for when Mac’s home. He normally turns every TV on. His creative brain is unable to cope with silence. I place my purse and keys down in the hallway and walk into the lounge.

A dishevelled Mac sits with his head hung low. When he lifts his gaze to mine the hatred I see there makes me take a step back.

“What’s this?” he snarls at me.

My throat tightens and my heart rate increases tenfold.

In his hand he holds a small white piece of plastic. Even though he’s not meant to be home yet, it was stupid of me to leave it in the bathroom waste bin. I can’t bring myself to answer, because it’s obvious what it is. A pregnancy test.

“Who have you been fucking, Liz? Because it sure as hell isn’t me.” He sneers, spit flying from his mouth. He wipes it away and laughs; it’s twisted, hateful. “Don’t bother fucking lying because I already know who it is. Are you really that stupid?”

My head moves, but it’s not a nod or a shake, because I don’t know what answer he expects me to give him. I didn’t want him to find out like this, but it’s done. My mind races with the conversation I had with Boo, trying to find the right way of saying what I want to say.

“We’ve been over for a long time, Mac.” I no longer care what the management say, or what the repercussions are.

“Like hell we are.” He jumps from his seat and strides towards me, his face distorted. “If you think you can leave and set up happy house with that cunt, you’re wrong.”

My eyes widen and I take another step away from him. The movement only increases his anger. He moves quickly, grabs me hard around my wrist, and drags me into the hallway. I fight bile down when he throws me against the welcome table, encases me from behind and locks both my wrists in his torturous grip. His free hand tears into my hair, ripping my head back so I’m forced to look into the mirror.

“I own you. Not him. Me. You’re a fucking whore. It should be my dick putting a baby in you. Not scum like Noah fucking Hamilton.”

He spits Noah’s name and his hardness swells against my hip. Oh, God, I feel sick. He’s getting off on this. I stare blankly into the mirror as Mac continues his violent onslaught of words, mentally shutting down, waiting for the first physical blow to strike. I watch unfocused as blurred tears fall from the eyes of the woman in the reflection.

I imagine she’s held safe in the love of Noah’s arms, visualise his reaction to being told he’s going to be a dad. Try to find a happy place for her, where her body isn’t numb and her eyes aren’t blinded by tears and pain.

“I’ll tell you now, you fucking bitch. You’ll tell him it’s over, or I’ll kill the cunt. I’ll firebomb his fucking house with him inside and I’ll watch the fucker burn.” Spittle flies from his mouth as he shakes me. “Or maybe Ignition?”

The insanity in Mac’s words convinces me he’s over the edge. My breaths stutter and my eyes come back into focus.

His eyes are wild, a sadistic sneer fixed on his face. “And if that doesn’t persuade you to stay away”—he digs his fingers into my stomach and squeezes—“I’m sure I can either fuck or knock this baby out of you.” The edges of my vision fade and my heart overloads.

Noah’s baby.

I fight for every breath, but I can’t get the air into my lungs quick enough. Colour disappears, turning everything to monochrome, and darkness takes over.

Hands grip into my shoulders, shaking me. “Wake the fuck up. Wake up!”

My vision returns to see Mac’s contorted face above me. I try to fight him away but his fingers grasp tighter. So much pain.

“Mr. Kinkaid?” One of his security guards places his hand on Mac’s shoulder, and pulls him back. “Not a good idea. I think she’s had enough.”

The grip on my shoulders abruptly release as Mac turns on him. “Who told you it’s okay to interfere in my private fucking life? Piss off.”

Still groggy, I try and pull myself up off the floor and against the wall. The bodyguard’s piercing gaze meets mine. It’s James. He’s been around years and never interfered like this before.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Kinkaid. But there’s going to be enough bad press as it is.”

Mac’s shoulders heave before he swings around and grabs me by the chin and forces my head up. “I meant what I said.” He squeezes a little tighter before letting go and turning on the guard. “And you. You’re fucking fired.”

When Mac stalks past James he stands a little straighter, but keeps his gaze on me. The front door slams, sending a shudder through my body. James opens his mouth, but no sound comes out. Then he nods and walks away, leaving me standing alone in the hall.

My brain tries to process what just happened, but it can’t. My whole body is frozen solid. I should move, I should leave, I should do something. Yet nothing’s happening.

My baby.

The unmistakeable sound of Mac’s car revving and tearing out of the drive allows me a little respite.

What am I going to do?

I already know there’s no option. Mac has proven he is unstable and beyond gone. My throat tightens and my chest aches. I have no doubt he would carry out exactly what he said he would.

Noah can’t be hurt because of me. I need to keep him safe, and to protect the unborn life inside of me.

With my head hung low, hot tears flow from my eyes and drip from the tip of my nose onto the floor.

I have to leave Noah.
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STANDING AT NOAH’S front door, I shuffle my feet side to side as I stare back onto the drive. I know I shouldn’t be here. But I had to see him one last time. Tell him face to face. I’m fooling myself. This would be easier on the phone or via text. I whip my head back around when I hear the door open, walking in past him, and he closes the door behind me.

When I enter his house, large hands grasp at my wrists capturing me with little effort against the door. Noah raises them above my head, pinning them with his left hand and lowers his head into the crook of my neck. He inhales along my skin, as he tenderly strokes his nose up to my ear, sending tingles down my spine.

“Fuck, I’ve missed you.”

His lips crash onto mine, and the passion in the kiss pools heat between my thighs. His free hand roams up and down my side, coming to rest on the swell of my breast. His thumb gently and repeatedly grazes my nipple until it buds under his touch.

My whole body tenses. Not from his touch. Even now, after everything Mac put me through, my body still lights up for Noah, it always will. But the words burning inside me won’t let me continue. I can’t do that to him. He senses the shift in my composure.

Noah pulls away slightly, and his concerned gaze scans me from head to toe. It comes to rest on my wrists. The moment he sees the bruises, I know. His jaw clenches and his brows pinch in the middle. I should’ve covered them, but I didn’t think. He releases his grasp and pulls them down towards him. Thick thumbs rub over the blue welts circling my skin. My heart pounds hard as he examines the fingerprints.

“I hurt you?” The pain etched in his eyes takes my breath away.

“No.” I shake my head. “You didn’t.”

“Fuck, angel. If I hurt you when I pin you down, I need to know.”

Although my heart’s shattering, I still smile. He’s so gentle, even when rough and unrestrained. He’d never hurt me. Not like that.

“It didn’t.”

“The bruises say different.”

“Noah, I promise. You didn’t hurt me.” I would never let this man believe he did that. He gave me life in a world full of darkness he knows nothing about. But I can’t tell him the truth.

Again, he appraises me with his gaze, and then entwines his fingers with mine. I let him, because even though I’m going to rip out my own heart, I need this. I need him. If only for a few more minutes.

“Come on. I want to talk to you.”

My stomach tightens. He runs his fingers through his hair and I know he’s got something on his mind. Whatever it is can’t be as terrible as what I have to do. He gives me a nervous glance, and tugs on my hand.

I follow, my mind buzzing with what I have to say. Entering into his lounge he motions for me to sit on the sofa. I clasp my hands between my knees and watch him pace. My heart constricts in my chest, taking my breath. Every muscle on his naked torso ripples with the movement. I can’t look away even if I wanted to.

He stops pacing and thrusts his hands in his pockets. “I’ve been thinking…”

The lazy smile and the hopeful look on his face warm my heart. Emotion builds inside me. Whatever he’s going to say next I know I’ve longed to hear but never needed to. I nod my head at him. “Go on.” I shouldn’t say it; I should jump in and save him, and myself, from the pain. But I need to hear it, now more than ever.

“Move in with me?” His eyes darken a fraction and he takes a deep breath. “I’m in love with you. I need you here with me, now and always.”

My pulse races and I fight back the tears welling behind my eyes. Those words will live with me for an eternity.

“Well?” he asks softly. Noah’s hazel eyes are alight with hope.

The shake of my head causes his eyes widen in disbelief. The thought of the words I need to say next rips through my mind and my heart. I don’t want to say them, but know I have to. My mouth opens to speak but the words fail to come. I don’t have a choice. I push harder and the words scrape up my throat.

“No, that’s not going to happen.”

Please just accept that.

“Why not?”

His head tilts to the side and his eyes search my face. I stare at him, my chest hammering, unable to get out what I know I need to.

“Lizzie? Why won’t you move in with me?” His voice is low, dejected, and I’m starting to lose my nerve. His brow furrows, the deep lines tracking across his forehead.

Please, please don’t. Just stop. I can’t say the words. Please don’t make me say them.

I stand up to leave. I need to get away. Before I’ve taken a few steps his large hands grasp my shoulders, and he turns me to face him. His gaze searches mine almost like he can’t believe what he’s hearing.

“Lizzie?” His gruff voice demands an answer.

My heart explodes. “I… I don’t love you.” I squeeze every painful word out. They’re a lie. I love him more than anything. More than my own life.

He drops his hands from me and takes a step back.

“What the fuck, Lizzie?” he whispers, staring at me like I’ve just run over a prized pet. No, not run over, more like I’ve mutilated and dismembered it with my own hands right in front of him. His beautiful eyes flash with pain before being replaced by instantaneous searing anger.

He stands with his feet shoulder width apart, bare chest heaving with the emotions playing in his eyes. Those gorgeous manly hands rest on his hips where his faded jeans hang loosely, his breath ragged. I want to turn away from the blaze that’s raging like an inferno in his eyes, darkening the hazel to black. I’ve hurt him and there’s no turning back.

“You know what, fuck this. You want it your way? Have it your way. I’m out. I don’t need this shit!”

My way? It’s not my way. I don’t want this, I want… you.

I’m numb. My mind’s still not functioning at full capacity, and I can’t get the words to come out. But even if I could, I know the risk is too high. I can’t risk his life, or Ignition. I’d rather have him hate me.

He swipes his black T-shirt from the floor, and in a few strides, reaches the door. He looks back over his shoulder and waits for something, anything from me to make this right. Behind the anger his eyes plead with me. I see it clearly, but my brain still can’t play catch up. I’m trying but my heart’s fracturing, overriding any ability to form coherent words.

“Get the fuck out of my house. I don’t want you here when I get home.”

I look at him helplessly, tears flowing down my face, begging him with my eyes. Hoping he can read the truth, see the words I can’t say. But with the slow shake of his gorgeous brown head, and with the rattling slam of the door, I know he didn’t. He’s gone.

What have I done?

My heart and soul have vanished out the door, in the hands of the man that holds them.

I can’t breathe. My chest constricts and restricts my airflow, compressing around the hole that has formed where my heart used to be. It crushes me like a slow and deadly implosion. Obliterating my heart to dust.

You caused this, you did this to yourself. You should’ve been more careful, you shouldn’t have taken the risk. You knew this would happen, what did you expect?

My thoughts join in with the crippling battering my own body already provides me with and I can’t stand the pressure any longer. I collapse to my knees onto the wooden floor, into a heaving, sobbing broken mess.

It’s over.
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I don’t know how long I sit on his floor, my knees pressed tightly to my chest, my arms wrapped around them as I rock back and forth. After picking myself up from the ground, I gather myself together and leave, but not without taking one of Noah’s T-shirts. I need a part of him with me. My hand rubs over my stomach and guilt floods my already overloaded senses. I’ll always have that now.

I arrive back home. Hell. The constant nagging fear eats away at me. The buzz of anxiety in my stomach I’ll have to learn to live with because I don’t know how to escape from what’s waiting for me inside.

As I get out of the car, the memory of Noah’s pleading eyes haunts every step I take. I should’ve told him the truth. But I couldn’t. The price is too high. I heave a shaky breath, the pain in my chest unbearable. But I know I did the right thing.

Noah’s life for mine. My baby’s life for mine.

I enter the kitchen. An empty bottle of Jack sits on the counter. As I walk further something crunches under my feet. Broken glass shards are scattered like ice crystals over the floor. Romeo’s Destruction cancelled all upcoming tours and recording time to allow Mac time to get his addictions under control. Looks like it’s working. Not.

Inside me, fear pulls at my stomach, sending a wave of nausea through me. I walk over to the island unit and place my bag down before going to the utility room to retrieve the dustpan and brush. Footsteps crunch behind me.

“Where the fuck have you been?” Mac’s angry words are slurred and my muscles tense at what it means for what little rationality he has left. He doesn’t let me answer before he continues. “I warned you, Liz, I fucking told you what would happen. I told you to stay away from that bastard,” he spits out.

As I feared, the alcohol has taken his last shred of humanity. As I turn, his face contorts with fury.

“I did what you asked. We’re over. Are you happy now?” I should be more careful with my words.

A sick, angry laugh gurgles up in his throat. “Am I fucking happy? That cunt has been touching what’s mine. Do you think I should be happy?”

Cringing at his words, I try edging away from him, but instead back myself up against the corner cabinets. Bad mistake.

“Has he touched you here?” Mac reaches for my neck and strokes the side of it, sending nervous shivers down my spine. I don’t know how to answer. One wrong word could set him off.

A cold laugh struggles from his throat. “Of course he has. The bastard got you knocked up with another bastard.”

The stench of alcohol reeks on his breath and seeps through his pores, making me want to gag. He slips his hand around my throat and holds it there as if contemplating wringing my neck. I try desperately but cautiously to move to my right, away from the corner that’s holding me hostage. His grip on me tightens and I freeze.

“Has he touched you here?” He loosens his hold on my throat then traces down and over my breast.

I try to work out how to get away. My mouth dries and my voice clogs in my throat. Without warning, he grasps me and the pain ricochets downwards, making my knees buckle. A strangled sound leaves my mouth.

“These. Are. Mine.” He’s inches away from my face.

My heart beats frantically, and adrenaline rushes through me, making my whole body vibrate. Mac blocks the exit, but I need to get away.

“Has he touched this?” He edges his hand downwards.

Survival instincts kick in and I raise my knee as hard as possible into his groin. There’s contact, but not hard enough to put him down.

“You fucking bitch,” Mac yells, and stumbles backwards clutching at his groin.

I push past him and run like crazy into the kitchen, but he’s on my heels. Before I can make it out the back door he captures me around the waist. I scream, kick, and bite, but I can’t release his hold.

“You’ll fucking pay for that,” he whispers menacingly in my ear.

My breaths are short gasps, but I continue to fight as hard as I can against his large frame. He throws me like a rag doll against the kitchen wall; pain bites into my shoulder, and I slide to the floor. I try to scramble away, but he’s above me within seconds, and backhands me hard across my cheek. I fall heavily onto the tiled floor. My head pounds and my vision blurs from the tears streaming down my face.

The distinct sound of Mac undoing his belt and zipper hits my ears. Oh, God. No, no, no, no, not that. Please, God. Please, please, please, God, no.

“Nooooooooo.” I frantically scuttle backwards, but he catches me by the ankle and pulls me back towards him. I roll onto my stomach trying to gain some purchase. Instead, my nails tear against the tiles and glass shards shred my palms and slice my knees. Mac pulls me against him so my legs are parted around his, and rough hands push up around my waist. With desperation, I fight to get my legs closer together. His erection pushes against my thigh. Shit, shit, shit. My stomach roils, and when my underwear rips from my body, I lose its contents all over the floor.
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“YOU FUCKED-UP BASTARD.” The cold words come from a voice I recognise.

There’s an enormous crash followed by shouting, but I’m unable to hear anything being said. A loud buzz in my ears is the only thing my brain can focus on. I crawl onto my hands and knees, knowing I need to get away. Strong arms wrap around me and lift me from the floor. My legs instantly flail.

“No. No. Get your fucking hands off me,” I scream, while scratching at the arms pinning me against them.

“Shh, sweetheart. It’s only me. Shh.” Once the calmness of Alex’s voice registers, it saps my last shred of strength, and I weaken in his arms. “We’re getting you out of here.”

As he carries me, I’m oblivious of where I am but not where I’m going. All I know is Alex is taking me away from the place I feared living in for a lifetime. Angry and hurt, the tears start to fall. One by one they stream down my face. All the while his words of comfort try to ease the pain.

His hands no longer rub reassuring circles over my back. Dazed, I barely feel him place me down and bandage my hands and knees. He leans over and straps me in the car. The only thing making me aware of where I am is the vibration beneath me.

I sniffle up my nose and wipe the mess from under it. “Can you take me to Noah?” My words are hopeful even though I know it’s the last place I should be. He wouldn’t want me either. When I glance at Alex, his jaw flexes and he gives a firm shake of his head.

“Not a good idea, sweetheart. Noah would kill him.”

A soulless laugh escapes me. “Not anymore.”

He flicks a glance at me, then back to the road, his fingers tapping on the steering wheel. I’m not sure what he’s thinking but then he gives a sigh.

“I’ve known men like Noah before. The live hard, play harder, type.” A smile quirks on the side of his lips. “You stopped that dead in its tracks. I was always waiting for him to fuck up with you, but…” His fingers stop tapping and grip the steering wheel. “I promise you, whatever you said or did wasn’t enough to stop him loving you.”

“How would you know?” I snap.

The half-hearted smile turns into a full one. “Oh, I know.”

I don’t deserve the faintest hope telling Noah I never loved him wouldn’t affect the way he feels about me. I want him to despise me, especially now. I can’t ever run the risk of him finding out what I’m hiding from him. The fate would be too much, for both him and the little life I have in me. I’m just thankful my shoulder and knees took the brunt of Mac’s wrath. At least I know my baby is safe. I decide it’s best to change the subject.

“Where are we going?”

The smile fades, and from his profile I can tell he’s scrunching his eyebrows.

“First, I’m taking you to a friend to get your injuries sorted out. Then I’m taking you away from here.” His voice softens. “I know he threatened to kill Noah and your baby. I know what he demanded of you. The security guard Mac fired showed me earlier. He wasn’t sure what to do with the information. Why does the bastard always pull shit when I’m not on shift?” The anger in his voice overwhelms me. Alex is usually so soft-spoken.

I’m thankful James told Alex. He shouldn’t have been on shift. He had two days off. “Why would it even matter to you?”

“You really think I’m heartless, don’t you?”

Mac has made me distrust my judgement. I turn away from him and stare out the side window. “No.” How could I ever think that?

Panic rises in me. “We need to go back.” I break into a cold sweat. I never want to be near Mac again.

“What? Why?” He alternates his gaze between me and the road ahead.

“I need my bag,” I answer. My voice is small. I know it’s a foolish request, but it holds both my credit cards and my phone. Without it, I have no ability to pay for anything. And more importantly, the phone contains photos of Noah. I don’t want to be without those.

His face relaxes. “I got it.”

“You did?”

“Yeah. Several tours will do that to you.”

The conversation dies. Alex looks focused on driving, apart from the intermittent clench of his jaw. The silence forces my mind to deal with the earlier attack. I try and distance myself from it, but the images rerun over and over, blurred and fuzzy, but no less painful. Renewed tears start to fall.

The car stops and warm arms wrap around me. “It’s okay, I’ve got you. You’re safe.”

Held tight, I sob into his chest and let the pain out. It’s better out anyway; keeping it in will do me more harm. When my chest stops heaving, he releases me.

“We need to get out of the car now, okay?”

I sit up and try and rearrange my dishevelled dress, but the way my hands are bandaged stops me. My breathing stutters and I fight to regain my composure, refusing to let any more tears fall over that bastard.

Alex gets out, comes around to my side, and opens the door for me.

“Can you walk?”

“I think so.”

He gives me his hand and helps me to my feet. My knees burn and are stiff, pain shoots through my legs.

“You sure?”

Mac has taken enough from me; he won’t take anymore. I nod, fight through the pain, and walk, aided by Alex, towards a little cottage with a painted red door. “Where are we?” I glance around trying to figure it out. But I’d paid no attention on the drive.

“My mate Jase’s house.”

“Oh, okay. Is he a doctor?”

Alex bursts out laughing, a real belly laugh, and shakes his head. “No, he’s not. But he does know his shit.”

As we reach the door, a man opens it. His smile is kind, but when he turns to Alex it disappears. “Do you know what you’re doing?” he asks his friend.

Alex sighs. “Can’t this wait until we’re inside at least?”

Jase opens the door wider and beckons us in. “You need to phone him. He’s going apeshit,” he mutters as we follow him into his home. “Why’d you turn your phone off?”

“Why do you think?”

“Sending a text then going silent was gonna send him over the edge.” He takes us through into his cosy lounge. “Make yourself at home.” He gestures towards a battered sofa.

I collapse onto it, my energy level at an all-time low. Both Alex and Jase remain standing and continue speaking.

“Yeah, well it was for good reason. Would you take care of Liz’s injuries?”

Jase’s expression darkens. “Did you take care of the bastard?”

“As much as I could for now.”

This appears to appease him. He turns to me and his expression lightens. “Let’s have a look at you. See what we need to fix you up. I’ll just get my bag.” He turns and walks out.

Alex turns to me. “I need to make a call.” My breaths labour. “I’ll only be in the kitchen.” He walks over to me and cups my hands in his. “Breathe. I promise Jase won’t hurt you.”

I search his eyes and see his conviction. The pressure in my chest releases a little. “Okay,” I reply quietly.

He smiles at me, squeezes my forearm, then leaves. His voice rumbles in from the other room. I can’t hear what’s being said, but the security of the sound of his deep tone calms me.

Jase returns with a backpack and settles at my feet. “Okay, let’s take a look at you.”

My dress is draped over my knees and he touches the hem to lift it. “No.” I push his hands away. Clenching my legs together, I bend and wrap my arms around my knees. The whole movement hurts like hell.

There’s a clatter as Jase falls backwards and Alex rushes in, phone in hand. “What the fuck?”

Jase holds his hands up in the air. “Mate, I just went to lift her dress over her knees.”

“Liz?” Alex waits for my confirmation.

Heat rises, overtaking my whole body. “I… um…” I take a deep breath and rush the words out. “I have no underwear on.”

Both men visibly relax. Jase gets to his feet and leaves the room.

“I’m sorry,” I call out after him. I’m so ashamed.

Alex smiles at me. “No need to be. It’s not your fault.”

But it is my fault. I got caught out. Now I’m facing the consequences. “I think someone wants you.” I point to his phone. I can hear a voice shouting on the other end.

He lifts the phone to his ear and speaks. “Give me a sec… Yeah, everything’s okay, just hold on.”

Jase returns and holds out his hand to me. “Here. I know they won’t fit right, but it’s something.” He shrugs.

I look at what he’s holding out.

Both men glance at each other, and Alex smiles at me. “Everything okay now?”

“Yes, I think so.”

“Good. I need to finish this call and I’ll be right back.”

Jase’s face flushes. “I, er, I’ll just go with him for a minute.” He follows Alex out.

I open up the neatly folded boxer briefs, spreading them over my knees. My heart misses a beat. The kindness of these two men helps to erase the horrors from earlier. But neither of them can help erase the scar of Noah on my heart. An image of him walking in, half naked, flashes in my mind. His dirty words, his gentle touch, his deep love. I let myself bask in the memory before it’s replaced with dark, haunted eyes as he walked away. That’s a scar I wouldn’t want erased.

I drag myself from my thoughts and struggle to pull on Jase’s underwear. They’re a loose fit, but cover up the area needed. It’s hard for me to ignore the bruises forming on my thighs, but I try.

There’s a tap on the door and Jase pokes his head around. “Am I safe to come in?”

His question provokes a small smile from me, until my cheek stings. “It’s your home.”

Jase strides in and again kneels at my feet. “Okay, you ready to do this?”

After I give him my consent, he rummages in his bag and pulls out dressings, spray plaster, and a folded pouch, amongst other things.

He goes about unwrapping Alex’s makeshift dressings. His brows pinch when he removes the final wrap, and his lips form into a thin line.

“Right. First things first. Have you had any painkillers?”

“No. We haven’t really had time.”

“Let’s get that sorted then. I’m going to have to work on you for a while.” He rubs his forehead with his fingertips. “There’s a fair amount of glass in these wounds.”

Again he leaves the room but comes back with a glass of water and a couple of tablets in his hand.

“Don’t worry, they’re just over the counter painkillers, but I think you’ll need them to take the edge off.”

I take them from him and swallow both down with the water. If Alex trusts Jase, that’s enough for me. And since the adrenaline has seeped from my system, the pain in both my hands and knees has increased tenfold.

He makes small talk for twenty minutes while he waits for the painkillers to take effect. I find him kind-hearted, even if he is a little rough around the edges, but equally there’s a darkness about him. When he’s happy that enough time has passed, he undoes the pouch to reveal a series of medical implements. Choosing a pair of tweezers, he sets about removing the shards from my knees. Alex enters the room and sits down opposite me.

“How’d it go?” Jase asks Alex, without looking at him.

“About as good as you’d expect. He was pretty pissed, but he understands.” I wonder who they’re referring to but have no time to ask.

“Yeah, I bet. What are you going to do now?”

“I’ve pulled in some favours and arranged a house for us. Also, I think it’s best we change Liz’s identity too. I’m not sure how far Mac would go to find her.”

Jase nods and continues to clean and redress my cuts. He’s gentle, and every time I take a sharp breath he halts and inspects my face before he carries on.

“Who’s he?” I finally ask and wince as Jase wraps gauze around my palm a little too tight.

“My boss,” Alex replies.

“Mac?” My voice rises.

He shakes his head and gives me a small smile. “No, sweetheart. He was never my boss. I work for Pegasus. The firm that runs your… runs his internal security.”

Jase finishes up, wipes his hands down his jeans, then stands. “There, all done.”

There must be more I can say to him but all that comes out is, “Thank you.”

“Anything for —” he begins.

“Time for us to go,” Alex cuts in, and gives Jase a hard stare.

I’d wonder if there’s a problem between them, but Jase seems unaffected and grabs his backpack off the floor. He sorts through it and gives us some more painkillers and spare dressings. “Replace these in a few days. Try not to get the others wet either.”

Jase gives me an awkward hug. The men shake hands and give each other one of those back-smacking man hugs.

Alex turns back to Jase as he leads us to the front door. “Thanks for everything, mate.”

“No worries… He doesn’t know, does he?”

Alex shakes his head and Jase’s jaw tightens, but he doesn’t reply. I’m too tired to wonder what they’re talking about.

When we get to the car Alex helps me into my seat, then hops in the driver’s side. “Do those feel better?” He gestures towards my new bandages.

“I guess so. The painkillers worked pretty well.” Or maybe it’s the numbness in my heart spreading throughout my body.

He reaches into the back and then hands me my bag. “So, are you ready?”

I have nothing left here, or anywhere. “Yes.”

When Alex pulls away from the curb, my heart constricts. I want to tell him to turn around, to take me to Noah. But this is for the best, it’s the only option. Instead, I find my phone, scroll through the pictures of him, of us, and let a single tear fall.

There was never a choice for me to make.
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Seven Months Later

“HEY, BUD. HOW’S it going?” Bear shouts in my ear as his large hand slaps my shoulder.

The music is loud as fuck and the atmosphere is buzzing. The usual for a Friday night in Khan’s. I glance around me at the vast array of scantily clad women and fix him with a wolfish grin. “Never better, mate. You?”

It’s a bold-faced lie. My life is a fucked-up mess since I walked away from Lizzie. Bear knows it too. He’s picked me out of the gutter more times than I even fucking remember. I see, rather than hear him, laugh as his eyes wander the surrounding area.

“Same, man. Same,” he replies with his gaze fixed on some bird’s arse.

He turns his attention back my way and observes me with his expert stare. His shoulders drop a little and the humour leaves his face. I know I’ve failed to convince him.

Catching the eye of the barmaid, I gesture for another two beers. It wasn’t difficult, as she’s been eyeing me since I arrived. She places them down in front of us and I hand her the cash. She blatantly pouts when I don’t bother to engage her further.

I smirk into my pint as a leggy brunette, who’s gyrating to the shit being played by the DJ, catches my attention. My interest evaporates the instant a muscular bloke snakes his arm in a possessive manner around her waist, a clear sign of ownership. Having learnt my fucking lesson, I refuse to get involved with any woman who’s obviously taken. I won’t wreck someone’s relationship for ten or fifteen minutes of riding my cock. That’s my one redeeming quality, I suppose.

Propped with my back against the bar, I glance over at Bear. He’s already got his hands on a pretty blonde, who looks tiny against his huge frame. He’s a massive bloke, he’s also one nasty bastard when rubbed the wrong way. I should know, we’ve had each other’s backs for years.

Bear nudges my shoulder, and I glare at him. He knows I hate being pushed, yet he does it anyway. The urge to pummel my fist into my best friend’s face is fierce and irrational. His knowing green eyes stare at me in amusement as he indicates with his head towards the blonde waiting on him a few feet behind.

The anger dissipates as I raise an eyebrow at him. It’s got to be a record. He’s only been here for ten minutes at most. He discreetly taps his watch and mouths ‘twenty minutes’ at me. I shake my head in disbelief and grin at him, then give him a quick nod, and I turn my attention to the dance floor and admire the show.

The female species amaze me. As open and upfront as I am about my intentions, they always think they’ll be the one to change me. Make me see what I’m missing out on. But I’ve been there, and done that. The only thing I’m missing out on is Lizzie. That fucking woman was my everything. The ones trying to suck my cock, who would let me take them in any way I’d like? They’re void fillers, and never anything more.

Every night when I leave the club, without fail, I can bury myself deep in a willing pussy if I want. My favourite time killers are few and far between. The ones who would let me take them against the wall in the back alley. They aren’t stupid and wouldn’t expect flowers or romance. All they want is an intense orgasm whilst being fucked hard, and that’s it. Which is fucking good, because that’s all I’ll be capable of. My heart? I don’t fucking have one. What I do have is the world’s worst case of fucking blue balls. I need to get laid.

Lost in appreciation of the view before me and my thoughts, I jump when a hand curls its way up my chest. Looking down, I follow it back along its arm to the fuckable body, and attractive face attached to it. Blue eyes stare back at me.

“Hi. I’m Ella.” She smiles a seductive smile, and flutters her eyelashes in the way that lets me know, without a shadow of doubt, her intentions. Maybe she’s the remedy?

“Nice name.” I don’t give a fuck what her name is, but I force my trademark ‘I’m up for anything if you are’ smile on my face. Her hands roam my torso and it feels good. Not like the touch of Lizzie but…

Fuck.

Why can’t I get her out of my head?

“I’m Noah,” I add, tilting my head to the side and smirking wider.

“I know.” She looks up at me through her lashes. “Do you want to dance with me?”

Pain grips my chest and I’m suffocating in my own skin. Seven fucking months she’s been gone. Every day is like a waking nightmare. I’m submerged in revolving days of agony and alcohol, now accompanied by the old need to bury myself in random women. I can’t keep going like this. I glance down at the hand again and imagine a different one. And as fucked-up as it is in this moment, I need to move on.

“Sure, love.”

She grabs my hand and leads me straight past the dance floor and outside, into the back alley.

It’s not long before her legs are wrapped around my waist. She’s a woman on my level, and knows what she wants. And I can give her what she expects. My reputation precedes me; it’s why she’s here. Fair-sized tits display themselves when I tug down her dress to free them. I cup one in my right hand. It’s soft, but her skin touching my fingers has no effect on my desire. My jeans are unbuttoned just enough to release my cock, but I’m only half ready to ram home.

The dim street light of the alley glows enough to make its presence as she stares back at me, playfully biting her lower lip. “You feel huge,” she compliments, as she reaches down between us to stroke my cock. She kisses my neck, her teeth nibbling and sucking my flesh while she moans against my skin. What are supposed to be her teasing sounds do fuck all for me, and I release her legs and back her into the wall.

“I want you to suck me.” I reach for her head, guiding her down. All too eager to please me, she squats down and claws at my jeans.

I’ve got to give it to her. Those shoes look like they have four-inch heels. The fact that she’s barely wobbling is impressive. “Steady, I’m not going anywhere.” I chuckle as I rake my fingers through her wavy hair.

She’s a woman on a mission. She frees my cock with ease, momentarily blowing on it, and slides it across her warm lips. My hard-on is only half-mast, but all it needs is a few good pulls from her hungry mouth and I can be balls-deep in her pussy. She sucks on my head before pulling my cock into her greedy mouth, her slick, damp lips sliding halfway down the length of me. Fiercely, she bobs her head, taking me to the back of her throat, and gags before her lips get anywhere near my balls.

I think that will deter her determination, but she lets go, pops her head up, eye-fucking the shit out of me as shiny spit runs down her chin before dipping back down and wrapping her full lips around the tip. The scene before me should be making me hard as a rock, and in desperation I ram myself into her mouth, willing the bastard to get its fucking shit together.

Closing my eyes, I let my mind wander to places it shouldn’t be. Places I’m trying to forget, not relive in Technicolour. Blood rushes to where I need it and I harden fully in the warm mouth and firm grip surrounding my cock. Relief sweeps through me that he decided to play ball, even if he had to fake it.

“That’s it, keep going,” I coax, but her labour is pointless. The second I open my eyes and look down at the foreign view, shame at dirtying something beautiful spikes in my chest, and my interest instantly fades. My free hand clenches into a fist and I pound the brick wall in front of me. This is fucking embarrassing. “Stop,” I mumble, my voice hoarse.

My fingers disengage from her hair and she pulls back, a look of disappointment taking over her face. “What the fuck, Noah?”

Yeah, that’s my cue to leave. I’ve never gotten a look of pity and I don’t want one now.

I rub a hand down my face, bend and wrap an arm around her waist and bring her to stand. Before she can question my lack of endurance again, I shake my head and lean in, setting my forehead against hers. “I’m sorry. It’s not gonna happen, love. At least not tonight.” Looking for any excuse but the real one for my lack of enthusiasm, I state, “Must’ve had too many beers.”

Pulling back, I tuck myself away. Shit, even my cock’s depressed. What she does next is the last thing I expect her to.

Adjusting her clothes, she flashes a sly smile, and demands, “You will make it up to me next weekend. I’ll bring a friend.”

That I can do. Buttoning up my fly, I glance up to look at her but she’s already gone.

Grinning like a Cheshire cat at the woman’s balls, I walk back towards the club. After a few steps the familiar pang of guilt hits me. My pace falters and the grin slips from my face. The tightening in my gut increases and waves of disloyalty drown me. Forcing my legs forward, I push the rear doors open. I need a drink.

Bear’s already leaning up against the bar when I saunter back in. He looks at me and gives a shake of his head as if he can’t believe what he’s seeing. I shrug my shoulders at him in a ‘whatever’ gesture, trying to push the feelings inside me away.

“How do you do it, Noah?”

“Don’t know what you mean, mate. I didn’t do anything. I was just minding my own business.” And I give him my best innocent face.

“Yeah. Exactly. What chance do the rest of us mere mortals stand when you’re around?” His lips lift into a wry smile.

“Fuck off. You pulled tonight with me standing right next to you.”

“I’ve been working on Christy for the last two weeks. You pulled, got laid, and returned within the space of fifteen minutes.” His face changes to a broad grin. “You’re a dog.” He can think whatever the fuck he wants, it’s not like I’m going to admit to limp dick.

“You’re just jealous,” I quip.

“True story, mate. True story.” Bear laughs, and then takes a swig of his pint.

We walk over to a free table, further away from the blaring speakers.

“Anyway, how’re things at work?” I’m keen to change the subject from my lack of morals. And I’m interested as well. In Bear’s line of work he deals with the rich, famous, and criminal. Like me, it hasn’t taken long for him to build a reputation for his specialised abilities. Plus, he employs some of the lads from our old squadron. They’re some of the best in world. He’s in private security, runs his own business, named ‘Pegasus.’

Sitting down, he answers my question. “Same shit, different day really. I’ve got a pretentious, spoiled, and very irritating actress who won’t do a thing she’s bloody well told. And a fucking footballer who thinks the world revolves around him because he’s paid millions to kick a bag of air around a football pitch.”

He slams his drink on the table and leans in as his voice rises. “Both of them pull every trick in the book to jeopardise their own safety. Then they think I’m the dick for telling them in no uncertain terms it’s me who holds the cards, not them. They don’t get that when someone has made a very real threat against them, they actually might be in fucking danger and that’s why we’re there. You can imagine how that goes down with the lads. Same old, same old.”

His rant makes me laugh, because I can imagine the talking down these ‘famous’ people have had. Bear and the lads take safety very seriously. Anyone who jeopardises it will be taken down a peg or two. I would’ve loved to have seen their faces.

He spins his drink in between his palms and sighs. “Baz and Dean are on ops abroad, they haven’t checked in for two days.” Concern flickers through his eyes and my insides tense a little; that pair are fucking good. My hand unconsciously lifts my glass to my lips, a silent prayer for our buddies.

Besides babysitting people old enough to know better, this is the other darker side of ‘Pegasus.’ Our previous occupation combined with his present one. He runs operations for some pretty scary bastards and a classified government section we worked for called ‘The Underdogs.’ Deniable because we’re rogue, and paid accordingly. If caught, it’s tough shit. If we’re lucky, our bodies end up being identified by fingerprints and the tattoos we all have. But sometimes that’s not enough. My hand runs over my abdominals, and my skin burns under the ink.

Since leaving The Underdogs, I’ve run a few jobs for Bear and helped him out when he’s asked. We trust each other, years of friendship that can’t be broken by having nails ripped from your fingers or a gun at your temple kind of loyalty. Our trust is binding. Plus it pays well, and I don’t really have to work. But I haven’t done a job since… her.

“Enough of that shit. How’re things with you?”

He wants to change the subject and I can’t blame him, forty-eight hour silence isn’t good by any standards. But I don’t want to talk about my fucked-up life, either.

“Another pint?” My head indicates towards his empty glass and he nods in reply.
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My alarm wakes me from another endless day of pain, and night of alcohol therapy. My head pounds, my mouth feels like a dog has taken a crap in it, and I’m still wearing last night’s clothes. Put bluntly, I feel like shit.

Sitting up on the side of the bed, I rest my elbows on my thighs. My fingers push into my temples, trying to relieve the ever-present tension behind them. I can’t go on like this, but I don’t know how to go on without her. It’s been months since she’s been gone. Yet I struggle to face every day, knowing she’s not by my side. Not mine.

I’ve dealt with a lot of shit in my life, but nothing I’ve seen or done prepared me for the pain caused by a 5’3” woman with the eyes of a storm.

I stand up and rock a little before gaining my balance. I know what I need to do. The only thing I know will focus the pain. My hand digs around in my jacket to find my phone and I call Bear.

“Hi, mate, how are you this morning?” he asks, and I cringe. He sounds like he’s shouting, but I know he’s not.

“Yeah, shit, man.” I sigh and take a deep breath before asking him for a lifeline. “I need a job.”

“You’ve got a job. You haven’t been doing it, Spud has. What are you on about?”

“You know what I mean. I need a job. I need to focus.”

There’s a sharp intake of breath from him when he understands my request.

“Look, mate, I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” Uncertainty shouts loud and clear in his voice.

“Fuck, Bear, I need to go on a job. I can’t stand to wake up every morning, roll over, and she’s not there. It’s just a cold, empty space and it’s fucking killing me. I’m killing me… please. I need this.” I’m begging my best friend for something he might not be prepared to give me.

“Noah, you’ve been out of the game for well over a year now. Your head’s fucked up, and you expect me to send you on a mission?” he asks incredulously.

“Yeah.” I know I’m asking a lot from him. There’s a silence as he debates what to do, whether to save me from myself or let me drown in my own shit.

“Okay… but I need you to pass the fitness test, and I want you down the range. I need to know I’m not sending you on a suicide mission. You’re not fucking expendable.” The tension in his tone is evident, but I don’t fucking care.

“Cheers, mate.” I hang up, knowing that’s exactly what I am.

My stomach growls and I’m unable to remember the last time I ate. I strip my clothes off as I walk to the bathroom. Standing in front of the mirror, I grimace at my reflection. Dark circles rim my bloodshot eyes. My cheeks have hollowed out, my ribcage is clearly visible, and my muscle tone has halved. When I get onto the scales, the numbers register in my head. I’ve lost thirty-two pounds? Fuck. I need to gain some mass, and fast. There’s no way Bear will send me out yet.

But the call to Bear gives me focus. I head downstairs and drag out my protein shake powder from the back of the cupboard. After I finish making the drink, my next stop will be the gym, followed by a quick trip to my lock-up to collect my weapons of choice. My hunting knife, Berretta PX4 handgun, and Heckler & Koch MR762A5 Rifle. Bear will work me until he sees me fit for task, and I’m making sure that’s soon.

He doesn’t need to know that I don’t care if I live or die. I just want to numb the pain the only way I know how.
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Two Years and Five Months Later

I PULL UP outside my car workshop, kill the engine, and glance out of the window at the white rendered building. A stroke of luck meant I managed to buy this place cheap. It’s in a nice area, but the structure was a shit-hole. With a little elbow grease and a lot of work, I turned it into my idea of what a car workshop should be. It’s classy but practical and modern, smooth lines but with a little attitude—like the perfect woman, but I’ve learnt there’s no such thing.

I get out of the car and can already hear the loud thump of rock music pouring through the air. I shake my head. Spud. He’s worked with me from the start, nearly six years ago, and he’s a good friend as well as my family. It was with both Spud and Bear’s help that this place opened on time. I’ve got a reputation that precedes me in both the field of cars and ladies. Luckily the one for cars is fantastic and earns me a pretty penny. The one with women, not so much. Although saying that, I’ve been offered a few quid in that area too, but I’m not doing that shit. If I’m going to fuck a woman, it’s because I want to, not because I’m being paid.

I stroll into the workshop and spot Spud working in the engine bay of a black Camaro. He’s oblivious to my presence as he concentrates. I take a few seconds to appreciate the car’s curves. It’s gorgeous. I never thought there would be much call for mechanics dealing with muscle cars in the UK, but I surprised even myself by making a go of it. It’s not like we need hundreds of cars coming through a day, so with the one or two restorations a month, plus the general stuff, we are busy enough.

“Bloody hell, Spud, can’t you turn that fucking thing down?” I yell at him, but it barely registers above the radio. It must be at one hundred and twenty decibels, and I’m surprised the neighbours haven’t been around yet to complain.

His shoulders hunch. “You’ve just walked in, mate. No need to jump down my throat.” He’s giving me his, ‘I’m pissed’ voice, and hasn’t looked at me yet. Instead, he walks over to the radio and turns it down a few notches. Spud’s driving me insane this week. He’s as moody as a woman when the monthly painters are in, and twice as bitchy.

“Okay, mate, but what the hell is wrong with you? You’ve been behaving like a spoilt little shit all week.”

He turns to look in my direction. “If you’d pull your weight around here instead of going off shagging everything that moves, my mood might fucking improve.”

Okay, he’s got me there. I’ve slacked off all week. Burning the midnight oil is messing with my livelihood. I need to sort my shit out, but I’m not going to let him know that.

“Hmm, well, if you’d had whatever the hell her name was lips wrapped around your cock, your priorities might be a little different as well.”

“Yeah? I’d also be getting a fucking divorce. I’m sure Cait would love to hear your explanation of why I had another chick’s mouth wrapped around the family jewels.” He leans back against the counter and his blue eyes glare at me.

Spud and Caitlin have been together for nine years, married for two, and are currently expecting baby Spud number one in a few months. I think Caitlin must have gone through the whole sex crazed, shagging your brains out period of the pregnancy that Spud was raving about and now she’s providing him with a drought to rival that of the Sahara.

Although it’s not something I really want to think about.

“Well, tell that wife of yours to do something about it then, because you’re being a real bastard.” I know as soon as it comes out of my mouth that I sound like a complete tosser. But it’s out there, and I can’t take it back.

“Fuck off, Noah. And that’s your sister you’re talking about.” Spud’s fists clench at his sides and his nostrils flare. I’ve crossed the line bringing Cait into it, especially talking about her in such a crude manner. I need to salvage the situation before getting a torque wrench justifiably lobbed at my head.

“So, what’s the story on the Camaro?” I ask, hoping to distract him from wanting to maim me.

Spud glares at me for a few more seconds, making sure I understand his feelings on me running my mouth. He takes a deep breath, looks at the ground, and gives me the ins and outs of the Camaro’s troubled life. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice what I presume is a customer lurking at the door. I hope to God she didn’t hear our conversation.

Note to self: be a little bit more professional when in the workshop. Get your mind on the job and not on last night’s conquest. Feeling like I have suitably chastised myself, and blatantly ignoring Spud, I turn around and pretend I’ve just noticed her.

“Hi, can I help you with something?” I raise my voice so she knows I’m talking to her.

The woman takes small, tentative steps towards me, “Er, I’m looking for Noah.” She stops about two feet in front of me.

“Well, you just found him, love. What can I help you with?” She looks a little skittish so I thrust my hands in my pockets, dip my chin, and rock on my heels. I feel like a little kid, but it makes me appear less intimidating. At six two with a shaved head, piercings, and a full sleeve of ink, I need all the help I can get in the theoretical office; out in the bars and clubs it’s a different story.

“Oh, hi. I’m Layla.” There’s a pause so I look at her for a second or two waiting for her to carry on, but she’s looking at me like I should know her.

I feel like a right bastard, but I’ve got to ask who she is. I just hope to God I’ve not shagged her because that would make me feel like a bigger dick than I already do. She’s quite beautiful, so I’m sure I would have remembered, but you never can tell. With fingers mentally crossed, I go for it.

“I’m sorry, do I know you?” There, I said it. Now I’m waiting for World War III to commence.

“I’m Lizzie’s friend. You probably know me as ‘Boo.’”

Fuck. Totally not the answer I was expecting. I feel like The Rock has just come and body slammed me, winding me, and leaving me gasping for breath. I’m completely floored.

I’m quick to gather my senses, hoping my weakness for Lizzie hasn’t just been on display for the whole world to see. Men like me don’t have weaknesses, they can be used against me, and I’m not letting anyone have that ammunition.

“So, what can I do for you, Lizzie’s friend, Layla?” I can’t believe I’ve managed to squeeze her name out of my mouth. Three years later and that shit is still as painful as the day I walked away from her.

I thought it would heal over time, the hurt, the emptiness, the regret, and I gave it time but all that stuff is still lurking within me. I tried to drown the evil life-suckers out, but other than nearly turning into a raging alcoholic and coming close to losing my business, that was about as much use as a chocolate teapot.

When that failed, I tried shagging my way out of it, a different face, different body. Actually, I’m still working on that stage, and up to this point I can guarantee wholeheartedly that shit isn’t fucking working either.

“I know you don’t know me, only know of me.” She looks down towards her shoes, and her fingers pick nervously at the skin around her nail beds. “I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for what’s happened.”

It’s obvious something’s wrong, but I could be being played, and it wouldn’t be the first time.

“So?” I shrug my shoulders forward trying to urge this raven-haired beauty to get out what she actually came here to say.

“Look, I don’t know who else to go to with this. In all fairness, it could be nothing. I don’t even know why I’m here. Lizzie would kill me.”

She’s talking in riddles, and I have the feeling I’m going to have to shove my hand up her arse to do a ventriloquist impersonation if I’m going to get any information out of her.

What the hell am I thinking? I should just throw her out on her arse. Lizzie has caused me enough pain to last a lifetime and whatever she’s pulling now I want no part of.

“It’s very nice to meet you and all, Layla, but I haven’t spoken to Lizzie in three years. She upped and left, so whatever you have going on, you need to find someone else.” I’m trying to keep my face blank, when all I really want to do is open my mouth and let out the loudest rip-roaring growl. Does this woman have any idea what her words are doing to me? My mind flashes back to when Lizzie was first telling me about Boo.

“Boo? What sort of name is that?” A low chuckle rumbles in my chest. Lizzie’s naked, lying with her head on my bare chest, lean legs entwined with mine, and drawing circles over my heart with her delicate fingers.

“Ah, well, that would be my fault. Boo’s real name is Layla, but when we were kids she loved Cinderella. She made me watch it over and over. She especially loved the part when the song ‘Bibbidi-Bobbidi-Boo’ came on, so I renamed her ‘Boo.’ It sort of just stuck.”

Her fingers roam further across my body and tease my nipples into tight peaks. My cock starts to twitch and swell again as blood flows south. Her lips place featherlight kisses down my chest, teasing and licking a trail down towards my stomach. My abs flex of their own accord with each gentle touch.

Springing to full attention, my cock strains and is impatient for her attention. Lizzie nears her destination and looks up at me through long lashes, her grey eyes sparking alight with mischief. My breath hitches and stops as her tongue flicks out between those perfect pink full lips of hers and makes contact with her target.

Fuck. Shit. Bollocks.

I don’t need that vision in my head. I shake it to try and remove the image but it’s stuck. Why the hell is she even here?

Layla shifts uncomfortably from foot to foot. “I know you have no reason to trust me, and believe me, I understand why you wouldn’t trust Lizzie. But you don’t know the whole story, you don’t know…” She shakes her head. “Anyway, it’s not for me to say, but there’s something you should know.” She gives a slight pause. “It was something she had to do. Lizzie had no choice.”

I feel myself losing control of my temper. I’m trying to hang on, but with the vision in my head on constant replay, and Layla’s foolish belief Lizzie had no other option, the thin thread twists into oblivion.

“No choice?” I scoff. “She had a bloody choice,” I rage, all control lost.

Layla flinches at the aggression unleashed against her.

I take a breath and try to calm myself the fuck down. My heart thuds so hard against my chest walls, I think it’s going to explode from its cage at any second. I take another deep, slow breath and try again.

“She had a choice.” My fingers trail over my head. “I asked her to leave him, to move in with me. Do you have any idea what a guy like me needs to feel for a woman to ask something like that?”

Layla reaches forward and puts a hand on my forearm. “I do, and that’s the reason I’m here. I don’t have anyone else to turn to. You are my only option. I can’t get a hold of Lizzie, it’s like she’s disappeared.”

This pushes yet another button, and a bitter laugh rushes up through my throat. “I hate to point this out to you, but Lizzie has been missing for three years.” I know this because as hard as it would have been to see her every so often, it was worse to not see her at all. Worse still, it seems she left him but didn’t come to me.

Layla peers up at me, a sad smile on her face. “She wasn’t missing, Noah. I knew where she was. I was the only person who knew where she was apart from Alex…” She trails off and I really don’t know what to think.

She starts again. “Now I can’t get a hold of Alex either. That’s what bothers me.”

With all that’s being said, all my mind can latch onto is Alex. Who the fuck is Alex? Something fires in my memory but I can’t grasp it.

I realise Layla’s expecting some form of response from me, and being the arsehole I am, I spout the first things that come to mind. “I’m a mechanic. If you think she’s missing, contact the police. She’s wanted nothing to do with me in years, how do you think I can help you? Hold that. Don’t answer. Because I don’t want to know. She made it plain as day how she felt about me. She’ll turn up somewhere.” I turn away and stalk off into my office.

I’m trying to maintain my composure, the whole bloody place has glass walls, and this is the first time I’ve regretted creating a bright and airy feel in the workshop. I want to crawl into a corner, curl up, and bleed out where no one can watch. As it is, I’m pacing around my office like a caged animal. I watch as Spud walks up to Layla, who’s exiting through the shutter doors. He’s obviously overheard the whole conversation. She throws her arms around animatedly as she talks to him. He reaches out a hand for something she passes him. Then holds his arms up in a surrender pose, and I can’t watch any further, I’ve got to get out of here. I quickly locate my mobile phone in my rear jeans pocket and speed dial Bear.

“Hiya, mate. What’s up?”

“I’ve got to get out of here. I need a drink. You fancy meeting up at Macy’s?”

“Is everything okay, Noah? It’s Friday lunchtime, and I know for a fact you would have only just surfaced from last night’s expedition. I saw the bird you were with, and she looked like a player. Surely she didn’t let you go home without some?”

I’m irritated beyond hell at this point and the last thing I need is a reminder of last night’s void filler. “Look, mate, I just need to get shit-faced, okay?” I’ve known Bear since I was five, which feels like a lifetime ago; I don’t need to say more than that.

“Okay, see you in twenty minutes.”

That’s all I needed to hear.
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TEN MINUTES LATER, I pull into Macy’s car park. I’ve thrashed the bollocks off my Ducati to get here. I’m relieved it was in the shop for service, as driving the car just wouldn’t cut it. It gave me ten minutes of freedom. Ten minutes of me losing myself in the adrenaline rush that comes from riding at speeds that should be kept for the racetrack. Ten minutes of fucking peace. I sit astride my bike for a few moments, just enjoying the chills running through my body, before turning the engine off.

Bear won’t be here yet, and I need a few minutes to collect myself. Lizzie. What the hell was that all about? Why would Layla come to find me of all people? How on earth does she think I can help her? I know I can, though, and it’s making my head pound.

I kick the stand and slide off. After removing my helmet, I run my free hand over my shaved head, a habit formed when I had long hair, and drag it down across my face and rub over my eyes. There’s a dull, pinching ache forming behind them. I huff to myself and head off into the pub.

Macy’s, our local bar, is a bit spit-and-sawdust. They should renovate the place, but that would require amputating the locals who love it the way it is. They move in when the place opens at ten o’clock in the morning and stay until closing time, leaving in drunken stupors only to relive it all again the next day. If they renamed the place ‘Groundhog,’ it would suit it just fine. Macy’s sounds a bit too classy for the shithole it really is.

Walking in, I’m surprised to find the place is almost empty. There are a few of the hardened regulars, but not many. The place smells like stale beer and old cigarette smoke, despite the ban having been in place for years. I love the smell, as weird as it sounds, and I’d kill for a cigarette right now.

Suzie, a fiery little redhead, serves behind the bar. She’s all tight top, pushed up tits, and skinny jeans. She’s wearing those huge fake eyelashes that look like they weigh her eyelids down. Her lips are painted red and her curls are slung back in a high ponytail. She looks like just the type of distraction I need.

But there’s something about her that’s stopped me from taking that step. My cock may have begged me on many occasions to forget what my head tells me. But I can’t use her like that.

Lizzie. She hurtles into my thoughts again. Why? Because she has been the only exception to the rule, the only one I’ve ever gone back for more with. I was the ultimate man whore until that storm-eyed right royal pain in the arse walked into my life. She shook my world like the tornado her eyes reflect, and left the same destruction.

“Are you going to stand there all day in your own little world or do you want a drink, Noah?” Suzie’s voice brings me back to the here and now.

“Pint of Stella, please.” She pushes her tits in my direction as she pours my pint. I’m a bloke, so it’s in my nature to stare. That’s obviously what she wants me to do, so I willingly oblige. She hands me my pint and I pass her a twenty, and as she turns to the till my eyes drift south and appraise her tight arse. She turns with a knowing smile on her face, obviously catching me in the act of ogling, and hands me my change.

“Anything else I can help you with?” She purrs seductively. I fight the urge to say ‘yes,’ to take her hand and drag her down into the beer cellar and pound into that sweet spot until she’s screaming my name, and I can’t remember hers. Again, my hand comes to rub over my face, and I’m beginning to think I have a nervous tic.

“Not right now, Suz.”

“Maybe later then?”

I don’t want to give the girl false hope, but I actually like her and don’t want to hurt her feelings with the normal brush-off I’d give. Plus, she might spit in my beer, so I respond with, “Yeah, maybe later, love,” but I don’t mean it. Later I plan on being completely and utterly wasted to the point where Noah Junior doesn’t stand a chance of rearing that head of his.

I down my pint in one long guzzle. Then I hand Suzie my credit card. “Set a tab up for me, love?” She shakes her head lightly, but takes the card, and a minute later another pint appears in front of me. Just as I take a few swigs of it, I feel a presence next to me. I don’t need to look to know who it is; few men have the presence of Bear.

“Starting without me, mate?”

“Yeah,” I answer simply.

“You want to talk about whatever it is that has you here this early?”

“No.” I know my one-word answers will piss him off but I can’t help myself.

“So what the hell am I doing here then?”

“Keeping your best fucking friend company while he gets shit-faced,” I mutter.

Bear holds out his hand, and without another word being spoken I feel around in my pockets, then hand over the key to my bike. An old routine now. He puts it in his pocket, looks at me, and sighs.

“This is going to be one hell of a long night,” he murmurs under his breath.

He’s right. It’s only lunchtime and I plan on staying here a very long time. He turns his attention to the bar. “Pint please, Suzie, and get this shithead another.”

Best bloody friend ever.

“So, what are we going to talk about then?”

I shrug my shoulders at him. I’m on my third pint in less than half an hour and the alcohol is starting to absorb nicely into my bloodstream. Each muscle loosens, and a wonky grin works its way onto my face.

Bear tries to start a conversation with me again. “So, did you not get laid last night or what? Because I haven’t seen this type of shit from you since the last time you wouldn’t, or should I say couldn’t, get your leg over.”

Lizzie. There she is again, another reminder of the woman who took my soul. The wonky grin slips off my face. “I don’t want to talk about that either.”

Bear looks at me. I mean really looks at me. Something in my tone must have given me away. I can see his inquisitive green eyes piecing together stuff in his head. I can almost hear the cogs whir away as all the pots of gold spin round and slowly one by one slot into place. Jackpot.

“Fuck.” He spits out the word.

It’s one word, but that’s when I know he’s pieced something together. It’s definitely something. He’s still watching me. I think he’s waiting for me to speak up, but he’ll wait a long fucking time. Battling with something in his mind, his mouth opens and closes slightly. He turns away from me and takes a long swig from his pint.

“Lizzie’s back, isn’t she?” He turns to look at me, and his eyes have turned from inquisitive to stone-cold dead. He was there when my whole world combusted, he saw the aftermath.

“Nah, mate, she’s not back.” I’m now looking at my almost empty pint like it’s the most fascinating thing in the whole world.

“But…” he urges. I should’ve known better than to call Bear if I didn’t want to explain myself.

“Layla called by the workshop today. She said Lizzie has gone off the radar.” I signal to Suzie for another round, because the buzz I was getting is beginning to fade rapidly, and I need that feeling back, and more. I need oblivion, lots and lots of dark nothingness to soothe my black and burned soul.

She lands two more frothy-headed pints down in front of us, and I nod in thanks.

“What the hell does that mean, and who the fuck is Layla?” I can hear the irritation in his voice. He pulls his phone from his pocket, stares at the screen, and then taps an angry text. But I know he’s listening to me.

“Layla is Boo, Lizzie’s best friend, and I don’t know, mate. I cut and ran after she said she needed my help, called you, and here I am.”

“Come on, Noah, there’s more to this than what you’re telling me.”

“Not really.” I huff, and down my pint in one continuous gulp.

“Mate, you’ve got to give me something to work with here. If you think I’m going to leave this shit alone now, you’re sadly mistaken.”

I give up the fight, and draw in a deep breath. I relay the conversation word for word back to him, in the hope he can fathom what’s going on.

“Are you worried?” Concern laces through his voice.

“Hell no.” I glance over at my best friend and he raises his eyebrows at me. “Shit, man, of course I’m fucking worried. To disappear on me, that’s one thing. To do it to Layla? She wouldn’t.” I return my stare to the empty bottom of my glass.

“So, do you think Layla knows about you, us?” he asks in a hushed tone.

I whip my head back to him. “You make it sound like I’m fucking you.” A grin finally appears back on my face. “You know I love you, mate, but you’re not my type.”

He punches me, hard, giving me a dead arm. “You know exactly what I’m talking about.” He grins at me. But there’s seriousness in his tone and eyes.

“No.” I shake my head, resolute. “I never told Lizzie; she didn’t have a clue.” The familiar nag in my conscious rings in my head. She never would’ve been with me if she’d known.

On any day of the week I can turn her into an evil hell bitch. But the truth is she was my salvation. She soothed me in a way not one thing on this planet, living or dead, could do. Her presence made my waste of a life worth living. She did make me want to a better person, she was my better half, and all that other soft shit I hear spouted around by lovesick tossers.

I’m one sad, sorry son of a bitch because now every woman is Lizzie. Every kiss I give, I’m giving it to her. Every touch, every thrust of my hips, every groan which escapes my lips is hers. Every. Fucking. Thing. But they’re not her, and the actions are hollow, so they have no heart. Like me.

I realise I’ve been lost in my own mind but Bear hasn’t interrupted my train of thought. Instead, he’s grabbed Suzie’s attention, had the pints refilled, and added shots to the equation. I look towards him and he gives me a half-hearted smirk.

“Tonight we get wasted; we can talk to Layla tomorrow.” With that, we both knock back our shots.
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“Oh, God, Noah.” Lizzie writhes beneath me as I plunge deep into her. Her lips are slightly parted as she moans.

Her sun-kissed hair’s fanned out on the pillow behind her. Her chest heaves with each breath she takes, thrusting her perfect tits towards my mouth. I grasp one of her nipples in between my finger and thumb and slowly pinch and turn. She groans in such a wanton manner that I can’t control my pace. I lean down, taking the other in my mouth, and suck hard. Her warm walls flex and compress around my cock, creating a tighter grip on me. My hips thrust harder, quicker.

“Oh, yes, Noah, yes, oh, God.”

I can’t stop. I need release. I need it now. My breath is ragged, I’m too close, so is Lizzie. With a final few hard drives, she throws her head back and screams my name. It pushes me over the edge and I cum, hard. “Fuck yes.”

I wake with a start, completely disorientated. My stomach, wet and sticky, and heart pounding so hard in my chest I think I may pass out. What the hell? Am I a teenager now? I lie panting, trying to regain some composure. Fuck. My head feels like it has elephants tap-dancing on bongos in it, and my mouth is dry as a bone.

I half sit up and reach for the water I’d had the foresight to take to bed with me. Taking a few thirst-quenching gulps, I drain the glass and slam it back down on the bedside table. I grab some tissues from the box, clean myself up, and throw the paper balls across the room towards the bin. It misses by miles.

Throwing my head back on my pillow, the sweat starts to seep from my pores, and I instantly regret the action. My stomach gurgles and bile rises in my throat. Having no option, I fling the covers off me and slam into the bathroom, reaching the toilet just in time. I stay clinging to the bowl for dear life, as last night’s alcohol re-emerges with a vengeance. I feel as rough as a badger’s arse.

After what seems like forever I get up and head down into the kitchen. I must be still wasted. I have absolutely no coordination and bang into everything in sight. Hanging my head over the kitchen sink, I turn on the cold tap and let it run before sticking my whole head under the flow. I leave it there a few moments, hoping the cold will numb my splitting headache. I grab the nearest towel and bury my face in it. After drying myself up, I turn and lean against the counter, only to find a fresh-faced Bear grinning at me from the doorway.

“Feeling better?” the sarcastic bastard asks me. He must have heard me praying to the porcelain gods.

“Yeah, I feel great, mate,” I answer sarcastically. “I always love the feeling of being run over by a ten tonne truck. It starts my day off great.”

After the years of practice I’ve had, I hoped I’d grown out of hangovers, but I think they are steadily getting worse. Hair of the dog; that’s what’s needed. I stalk over to the fridge and start rummaging through it. I’m sure there’s beer in here somewhere.

“I see someone’s woke up a little grumpy this morning.” He’s looking for a rise from me and to be quite honest I can’t be arsed. I feel like death, so I scowl at him instead. I find what I’m looking for and pull a can out of the fridge, but before it can be opened Bear has swiped it out of my hand.

“No fucking way. You aren’t going down that route again,” he snaps at me.

“Who are you, my fucking keeper?” My temper rises, the elephants are getting louder, and my whole body shakes from the alcohol still raging in my system. I want to rip his head from his shoulders and shove it where the sun doesn’t shine.

“Get your shit together, Noah. I’m not picking that roadkill off the ground again.” He scowls at me. “Lizzie’s not even around and look at the state of you. God knows what you’d do to yourself if you ever saw her again. I let you have last night, but that’s it. You’re not doing it again. I won’t fucking let you. You shagging around no one gives a shit about, but this? Not a chance in hell, mate. You almost destroyed yourself last time. Get. A. Fucking. Grip.” His teeth clench and his lips fall into a hard line.

Reality slaps me in the face. The anger, which coursed through my veins like magma, has rushed from my body, and my shoulders slump in defeat. Weakness overtakes my muscles and I can barely stand, the anger taking all my energy, leaving me with nothing. Bear’s right. I need to get myself together, but nothing affects me like Lizzie. I thought I’d banished her to the far regions of my memory, locked her away, never to see the light of day. But with Layla coming around everything’s messed up. My internal filing system has been ransacked, and my personal papers are strewn all around the floor in chaos.

I’m kidding myself. She was never banished. Every minute of every hour Lizzie is in my thoughts. When I walked out the door I ripped out my heart, and for every moment since I’ve slowly lost another part of me. I’m so fucking empty without her, and I can’t find my way back to even half full. I didn’t fight for her, for us. I’ve played that day over in my head a million times, and every time I keep coming back to those stormy eyes. She pushed me away with words, but her eyes told me something entirely different, and I didn’t see clearly when I needed to the most.

I need to talk to Layla. I need to find out exactly what’s going on. That’s if she’s willing to talk to the complete psycho she met yesterday.

Lost in my own head, I hadn’t noticed Bear had left the room. I mentally pick myself up and head off into the lounge to find him.

“You’re right, man, I’m being a dick.” I drop my shoulders in defeat.

“Yeah, too right, you are.”

“I need to go over to the workshop to see Spud. Layla looked like she left him with her contact info, you coming?” I ask.

He nods at me. “I’ll always have your back, mate, but do you think dragging yourself over hot coals is going to do you any good?”

“There’s only one way to find out.” I slap him on the back and we turn and head out the front door. “But you better drive.”
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BEAR AND I ride over to the shop in silence, and when we arrive I’m thankful Spud’s van is outside. As we walk in we’re met by the usual strains of rock music. At least today he’s playing it a few decibels less than ear-shattering.

Spud pops his head out from under a blue Mustang. “Wondered how long it would take you. It’s on your desk.”

“What is?” I try to play innocent, but it doesn’t sit right; I’m far from that.

“No need to play coy with me, mate, I’m a sure thing.” He bats his eyelashes at me, chuckles, and slides back under the car. I head off into my office. But I come to an abrupt stop as soon as I walk in the door. My sight hones in on my desk and Bear slams into my back.

“What the fuck, mate?” he splutters.

“What if she’s in trouble?” I stare at the harmless business card lying on my desk like it’s diseased, afraid to touch it.

“Why would she be in trouble?” Bear asks, whilst pushing me forward to make room for him to enter my office.

“Why would she just disappear without a word if she wasn’t?”

“Stop answering questions with more questions, and keep in mind she’s a woman. You know they’re a law unto themselves.”

He’s right. I know he’s right, but the uneasy feeling creeping up my spine and into my bones isn’t convinced.

I’m still stuck to the floor, motionless, and eyeing the card. Bear looks at me, huffs, and picks it up. I snatch it out of his hands and glare at it some more. Interior designer. That figures.

Bear groans and rubs a hand around the back of his neck. “For fuck’s sake, Noah, call the woman.”
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An hour later we are both in some posh coffee shop in the centre of town. It’s where Layla wanted to meet. I suspect she thought I wouldn’t turn psycho in a public place.

She doesn’t know me very well.

We’re halfway down our coffees when she arrives and joins the coffee queue. She assesses me from the counter before turning her attention on Bear. Her eyes widen a fraction and rake over him. Her whole body tenses, but a hungry look flares in their depths. Her eyes flick back to mine, but lose the heat. The amused smile on my face must ease some tension and her shoulders relax.

She walks up to the barista and orders a mocha-choca-latte, whatever that shit is. After getting her drink she slides herself into the seat opposite us. The girl behind the counter glares at Layla’s back. I’d watched her approving gaze on us earlier. The petty jealousy makes me chuckle.

The sound dies on my lips as Layla pins me with her eyes. They’re tormented, and full of anxiety. I hadn’t seen it yesterday, but here and now, they glare at me like a distress flare in the darkness. Anguish grips my stomach. I swallow deeply, trying to keep down what’s left of its contents.

“Layla, this is ‘Bear,’ or Ted, if you prefer. He can perhaps help.”

I sense Bear shift in his seat.

She turns to him, her head dips a fraction in acknowledgement, and her face flushes. The spark is visible in her eyes again, but she shuts it down just as fast as it appeared. Her attraction to Bear is obvious, but the worry she’s displaying must override it. I take in her emotion with interest but it doesn’t make me feel any better, just a hell of a lot worse.

“Can you fill me in, Layla?” Bear asks. His voice is tight and the uneasiness makes me turn in his direction. It’s not just his voice; his whole body’s tense. Weird.

“I don’t know what Noah has told you, but Lizzie has disappeared. It’s not been long, a few days at most.” The nervous picking of the skin around her nails starts.

She glances at me briefly before continuing, “There… there were reasons she left the first time I can’t go into.” Again her anxious eyes flit to me. “I don’t know whether you heard or not, but Mac overdosed a couple of weeks ago. His maid found him dead.”

I hadn’t heard. I also really don’t fucking care. I’m glad he’s dead. That man had what should’ve been mine. Fucker.

Bear glares at me, expecting me to react to Layla’s comment in some derogatory manner, so I bite my tongue to stop myself from saying anything. My pulse pounds in my ears as pressure builds in my veins. What has this got to do with anything?

“She was getting ready to come home. Not for the funeral like you’re thinking,” she adds in haste. “She wouldn’t have gone there if you paid her. Lizzie was just coming home.” This time she bites at the skin surrounding her nail beds. The woman is as nervous as a lamb surrounded by wolves.

Layla’s eyes sear into mine. It’s like she wants me to understand something, but at this point I’m barely functioning and have to concentrate to even breathe. The pain, ever-present in my chest, amplifies with every word Layla utters. Lizzie was coming back. I take a gulp of my coffee to hide the shuddery breaths racking my body.

“I don’t understand why I can’t get a hold of them, her or Alex. If she stays away, she tells me. Not to say anything is just so out of character for her.”

“Maybe they have gone on a trip? Have you contacted the police?” Bear asks.

I want to yell at the mention of this Alex fucker again. I flex my fists at my sides to control the urge to smash them into the table.

Layla gives a solemn shake of her head. “They’d just laugh at me. It’s not been long enough, and she’s an adult. It’s not the same as when a child goes missing, is it?”

Bear breathes a visible sigh of relief. If the police don’t know then we’re not interfering with anything they’re doing. On the flip side, they’re not interfering with us either.

“Why did you come to Noah?” Bear’s suspicious. He’s worried she knows about me, and in turn, about him. I see him rub his abdominals where his Underdog tattoo is, and my stomach begs me to scratch the itch of mine.

“Lizzie trusted him.” She stares him straight in the eye, her gaze firm and unwavering. She truly believes what she’s saying.

“Yeah, but she’s been gone for years. Things change.” As usual, Bear’s poking the beast.

Her head drops and she takes a sip of her coffee concoction. “Not a lot changes when you love someone more than your own life.”

If she’s talking about Lizzie she’s got that one wrapped around her arse. She lifts her eyes to mine then to Bear.

“I thought maybe I was barking up the wrong tree as well. I mean, it’s a bit random just turning up on your best friend’s ex’s doorstep and asking for help. But when I saw Noah the backlash I received could only come from a man desperately hurt, and still very much in love. It was obvious how hard it was for him to hear about her. Lizzie’s trust in him has never wavered, not once, and I can see why.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I spit out through clenched teeth. I’m holding onto a very small rope and have the feeling my hands are going to let go any second. Bear scowls at me, willing me to keep it under control. But when it comes to Lizzie I have very little control left.

She lets out an exaggerated sigh and looks me in the eye, not in the least intimidated by my anger. “Do you honestly not see?” She raises her eyebrows at me. “Can’t you put together the little bits I’ve told you? Make them into a whole story, even if missing a few bits of information I can’t give you? Personally I don’t know why she just didn’t tell you. You radiate badass, which on the flip side means you would have protected her. It would have saved a lot of pain on both sides.”

My mind’s going to explode. I’m going to explode. What in the hell is going on? I shove my chair back, making a loud screech on the floor and spilling coffee all over the table. Everyone in the shop turns to look. I don’t give a fuck. I storm out of the coffee house into the fresh air needed to breathe normally again. But I stumble out onto the pavement and curse my fucked-up life. There is no way that what Layla’s implying is true. No fucking way, because if what she’s saying is true, then all the pain was for nothing. And that’s worse than being for something, much worse. Protected her? Of course I would have fucking protected her. I’ve killed for a fucking living.

She didn’t know that though, did she?

My nostrils flare and I struggle to heave in each breath. I feel… helpless. Helpless and fucking angry. Never a good combination. Helplessness makes you careless. Anger makes you volatile, and together they make you weak. When someone finds your weakness you’re fucked. And that’s how I feel right now, right this instant. Right royally fucked, with bells on.

I look around the street and people are staring at me. Let them fucking stare, see if I care. I’m falling apart with nothing to catch the pieces except the cold, hard ground.

Spotting a bench nearby, I stride over to it and sit my arse down. My head collapses into my hands and I stare at the floor, willing it to swallow me up. Spit me out. God, anything that would stop the fucking fragments unravelling, and the war raging in my mind.

“She must be some woman, eh?”

I whip my head up. On my left sits an old man. The wrinkles lining his weathered face tell a multitude of tales of their own. He’s dirty, unkempt, and the stench from him turns my guts. I don’t answer him.

“Yes, I thought so,” he laughs, and then coughs, one of those coughs that sound like a lung’s going to appear at any second.

“Let me tell you, lad, I fell in love once. She may not have been everyone’s cup of tea, but she was definitely mine.” A glint sparks in his milky eyes. “Red hair, like a sunset, and a smile which could keep me warm on the coldest of days.” And a sad smile creeps on his face displaying his rotten teeth.

I’m not sure why I’m listening to him, but there’s just something about his countenance, which has me rooted to the spot. I should just get up and walk away. He clearly has a screw loose.

“There’s nothing like those courting days when everything’s fresh and new, but life gets in the way sometimes, you know?” I nod in automatic response.

“Don’t let it,” he voices, his tone resolute.

“What?” I’m not following him.

“It’s not what, it’s ‘pardon,’” he scolds at me. “Don’t let life get in the way. You only get one chance at life. One chance at real love, or if you’re lucky, maybe two. But from the look on your face, lad, it’ll be the once, and if you let life get in the way, you won’t have a life. Yes, you’ll live, but that’s not a life; that’s an existence. A life is full of love, warmth.” He stands up. “An existence is just that, existing to live from one day to the next, with nothing to warm you in the coldest of days. I should know.” He leaves, hacking his way down the street.

I stare after him, amazed by the old man who wasn’t intimidated by my size, tats, or piercings. His words hit hard because what I’m doing is exactly that, existing. Could he see that? As I stare at the back of the tramp walking further away, I feel calmer, like the conflict inside subsides with each step he takes. Shaking my head at his audacity, I stand up and head off back to the coffee shop.

Walking through the door, I sense the eyes of everyone on me, but ignore them and relax back at the table. Bear eyes me with curiosity, my sudden calm as much as shock to him as it is to me. Layla’s face is flushed, probably in anger at me.

“Where are we up to?” My composed tone doesn’t give away any of my earlier turmoil.

“Have you worked it out yet?” Layla asks.

I rock back in my chair and let my head loll backwards, eyes staring at the ceiling as I run through Layla’s information from earlier again. I sit forward and the chair’s legs give a satisfying thud as they connect with the floor again.

“If I’ve got this straight, you’re telling me Lizzie left because she had no other choice. You’re also saying if she’d have just told me, I probably could have protected her from whatever it was which drove her to push me away.”

“Stating the obvious, but keep going,” she urges.

I think a minute more, running over the information one more time. “You said she was coming home, so whatever it was that made her leave has changed.” She nods at me. “Are you telling me that bastard dying meant she could come home?” I begin to snort like a raging bull again.

“I’m not telling you anything; you’re working it out.” Layla smiles at me.

Glaring at her, I replay the information over and over again in my head. But I’m coming up blank. I’m missing something important, but also know there’s no way she’s going to give it to me. As much as it frustrates me, it’s nice to know Lizzie’s choice in friends is solid. Layla has her back. That much is clear.

Layla stares out the window in silence. As I’m watching her, it’s impossible not to notice her eyes widen, and her hand moves to cover a choked gasp, which struggles from her throat. Before what I assume is relief flashes through them. As I turn, my eyes flash past Bear’s unconcerned but watchful face and towards the window.

I stand up abruptly and my chair flies back and crashes down behind me. Bear jumps from his seat in automatic response to my posture and glances around for something he can’t see.

My response is feral. I bend down and move right into Layla’s face. She must have known.

“You think this is fucking funny.” I spit the words at her. Anger seeps from every inch of my body. She backs away as much as her chair will allow, panic clearly present in her eyes.

Bear grabs hold of my arm to pull me back from her, but I shrug him off.

“Fuck off.” The sound echoes around the now silent coffee shop. I glance around at the customers watching me, and then back out the window.

Lizzie.

“Noah, calm down. What are you doing?” Concern laces through Bear’s anger.

“I’m fucking leaving,” I grind out.

I’ve been played.

I crash out the door and onto the street and straight into a body. My arms wrap around it instinctively. Warm, sun-heated shoulders greet my fingers, setting them on fire. Each breath I take is assaulted with a scent I know all too well. The combination sends tremors through my body.

This can’t be happening.

Blinded by the haze of anger, I’ve barged straight into the cause of it. Her face is down and covered by strands of wavy, caramel hair, yet I know it’s her without even seeing it. She’s as frozen as I am.

I fight my body to let her go as my fingers release her shoulders, and the spell holding us prisoner breaks. Yet the few steps I take to back away from her are still like fighting quicksand. Her head lifts, and the hair falls away from her face.

Fuck me if she isn’t the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. It’s been years since the last time I laid eyes on her, and in that time everything and nothing has changed.

Her eyes widen. I know it’s shock. I know every look that has ever crossed her beautiful fucking face. They’re etched into my memory. Hieroglyphs on stone less permanent. But I don’t understand it. She knew I’d be here.

“How… Um…” She flounders for something to say, but I don’t want to hold a conversation. I need to get far away, but the tip of her tongue grazes her bottom lip and nails me to the spot.

“Noah?” My name on her lips strikes through my heart, and spurs me to move.

Layla rushes past me and engulfs Lizzie in her arms. “Lizzie. Thank God you’re all right. Where have you been?”

Lizzie returns Layla’s embrace, but her gaze never leaves mine as she responds with something I can’t hear. The only sound in my head is white noise mixed with the rush of blood coursing through my ears.

“Mate?” Bear’s voice bursts into the noise in my head. My eye contact with Lizzie breaks as I turn towards him.

A hand grasps at my elbow and the contact sends electric pulses shooting across my skin. My head whips back around and I glare at her. If I don’t get away soon I’m going to do something stupid. Like hold her. Beg her to be mine.

Her bottom lip trembles and her storm-filled eyes glint at me as she pulls her hand away. And because I’m a bastard I finish her off. “I wish I could say it was a pleasure to see you, but we both know that’s not true.”

Her sharp intake of breath crucifies me. Bear’s hand clasps hard on my shoulder. “Time to leave.”

“Mate, I left years ago.”
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BASTILLE BLARES ON the radio while I work underneath an old Dodge Charger, which came in this morning. My mind’s taunting me like it has for the past twenty-four hours. Endless movie reels of Lizzie play through my imagination. The feel of her skin beneath my touch, her storm grey eyes, and no matter how loud the music, I can’t block it out.

I reach out from under the car to pick up a socket wrench, and movement catches my eye outside in the car park. I strain my neck to see what it is, but decide it’s a fucking hallucination, or it’s the movie in my head playing tricks on me. I’d assume I was still a little wasted from last night, but it’s three in the afternoon.

She’s got some balls, I’ll give her that.

Lizzie’s caramel hair is tied back in a loose ponytail, a few strands framing her beautiful face. As I watch her swaying hips as she walks in, my pulse quickens and blood pounds through my ears, rushing through my shrivelled heart. Every inch of me goes on high alert as I slide out from under the car and get to my feet. I slowly wipe the grease off my trembling hands with an oily rag, and then shove them into my pockets so she can’t see the effect she’s having on me.

She stops just inside the workshop door. The flecks in her stormy eyes sparkle in the sunshine. She just stands there. Her eyes widen a fraction then rake over my bare chest. I took my shirt off earlier, because the summer heat in the workshop is unbearable, and I feel more naked than if I were standing with my cock out. I don’t know why she’s here. She’s not even saying anything.

Our eyes lock for a second or two. I get lost in the depth, lost in memory, before my anger resurfaces.

“What do you want, Lizzie?” My tone’s harsh, and all business. Inside I’m a quivering mass of emotions I don’t want to feel.

Her gaze drops to the floor and her posture shifts. “I shouldn’t have come.”

What did she expect me to do? A happy dance? Throw an instantaneous welcome fucking home party?

“No, you shouldn’t,” I bite out. The hurt I feel overrides any pleasure at seeing her. I turn away from her and walk towards the back office. I need to escape, need to hide. I want to run to her. I want her gone. Bollocks, I don’t even know what I want.

“How have you been, Noah?” she calls out to my back.

Is she for real? I swing back around, fists now clenched at my sides, and stalk up to her.

“How have I been? You wrecked my fucking life.” My voice is low and menacing, even to my own ears.

Lizzie doesn’t retreat. She stands her ground and stares me down with those bloody hypnotic eyes of hers. A million emotions flash through them.

“Noah. I…”

She reaches for me, but I move away. I shouldn’t be doing this now, or here, but poisonous words spew out of me uncontrolled.

“You want to know how I’ve been? You took everything I had. I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t sleep. Two women taking your place couldn’t satisfy me.” Lizzie flinches as my words carve through her. “All I wanted was you.”

The reality is for months I couldn’t even get laid; my cock wouldn’t get hard for anyone but her. My palm and imagination became my best fucking friends. I try to take a moment to calm the fuck down. My eyes throw daggers at her, but my whole body rebels against my brain. It’s burning up with desire and pulsating with the need to touch her.

“How—”

I cut her off. “Piece by piece I’ve built my life back together. It’s been slow, painful, and taken three bastard years. Even after all that time I still couldn’t move on. And God. Believe me. I fucking tried. So tell me. How do you think I’ve been?”

Lizzie’s eyes rage like a storm and the flecks are bright sparks of anger. What right does she have to be angry?

“How can you blame all that on me? You. Left. Me,” she spits at me. Her chest heaves and a flush has risen up her neck. It’s obvious she’s having just as hard a time being in close proximity to me as I am to her.

I shake my head in disbelief. “You pushed me away. Shit, Lizzie, I asked you to move in with me. I loved you so fucking much, I can’t even put it into words, and you threw it in my face. You told me you didn’t love me. What did you expect me to do, stand there and beg? Begging’s not in my nature, love. You chose the wrong man if you wanted that. Oh right, I forgot, you didn’t choose me though, did you?” Bitterness spews out in my words.

She’s pacing in front of me like a lioness protecting her young. She’s restless and looks like she’s going to flee at any second, if she could only see a way out.

Well, I can show you the fucking door.

“I didn’t have a bloody choice!”

It’s my turn to flinch. I have never known Lizzie to raise her voice and she very rarely swears.

“I know I told you I didn’t love you. How else could I make you leave? I once told you I’d never willingly leave you. I kept my word. I made you leave me. But I can tell you right now, it was the last thing on this earth I wanted.”

She’s walked into my space. At this distance her eyes are a wild tempest and I want to drown in the resulting flood.

She turns away before continuing. “You think this has been easy on me? That when you walked away I carried on with my life? If that’s the case you can think again, because the moment you walked out my whole world fell apart.”

“So that’s the line you’re going with? You didn’t have a choice? If you fucking felt something for me, surely we were worth fighting for. But no! You pushed me away.” I can’t hide the pain in my voice.

“Oh, God, Noah. You are so bloody frustrating at times.” She throws her arms up in the air and turns to me. “What did you think I was doing? I was fighting for us the only way I could. The only way I knew we would survive,” she assures me.

Domineering Lizzie is new to me. And fuck, she’s sexy. I want to laugh in her face, but there’s a seriousness about her that’s compelling. She honestly believes in what she’s saying.

“What the hell does that mean? And you think I’m frustrating? I barely survived you, Lizzie. For three years I’ve loved and hated you. I’ve drunk myself into oblivion more times than I care to remember. I let this place nearly go under. I’ve tried to shag you out of my veins, but not another woman on this planet compares to you. And you’re standing there telling me you did it so we would survive? Survive fucking what, Lizzie? Because I’m barely hanging on.”

“Mac!” she screams at me.

I’m stunned. “What’s that cocksucker got to do with us?”

“Everything. Absolutely everything.”

Lizzie has lowered her voice and she’s looking at the floor, hiding from my angry gaze. The fight appears to have left her body, whilst I’ve got a volcano roiling in mine which wants to explode. I have the feeling I need to keep a lid on it if I’m going to get out of Lizzie what’s been going on. Why she pushed me away hard enough for me to leave. And from what little Layla’s said, why I’ve wasted three years of my fucking life away from her.

“Lizzie?” My voice is low and laced with warning, a ‘tell me now’ warning.

She looks up at me with uncertain eyes, fear flashes through them, but I know it’s not from me. She knows I would never harm her.

I take her by the arm and lead her towards the back room, aware anyone could walk in at any time. The touch of her skin on my fingers inflames me in a way I haven’t felt since the very last time I laid my hands on her. She doesn’t pull away, so I press my hand into her back, guide her in, and then slam the door behind us. When I turn to face her my breath catches. I’d forgotten how small she actually is. I tower over her, so I step back, not wanting to intimidate her.

“Well?” I speak softer than before, and cross my arms so I don’t do anything foolish, like pull her into them. She’s like a magnet to me. Then, having second thoughts, I grab a T-shirt from my locker and sling it on, because the first thought of ripping off her clothes and pressing her skin up against mine is far too tempting.

“Do you have any idea how many times I wish I could’ve been wrapped in your arms, or even just heard your voice? There were so many times when I just”—she closes her eyes then reopens them slowly and glances up at me through her lashes—“needed you.”

I swear my heart stops for a few beats. She’s going to be the death of me. Her beautiful grey gaze glistens with unreleased tears, and every agonising emotion known to man runs behind it. She’s always had the most expressive eyes. I mentally kick myself for being sucked back in by them. I can’t speak. My anger has passed and I’m floundering in their depths.

Taking the time to actually look at her, I notice she’s grown more beautiful, if that is even possible. Her hair would still fall around her shoulders if it wasn’t pulled back, but it seems thicker, healthier. She’s put a few pounds on in weight, not much, but enough that it seems to soften her. But the main change is in her face. Her eyes that were always so alive when she was with me look tired and drawn. Fine lines crinkle the edges, but they don’t detract from her beauty, only enhance it.

She still, after all this time, takes my breath away.

“Noah?” She gently places a hand on my chest and that ever-present current between us shocks through me. I jump at the contact and pull away.

“Don’t touch me.” One simple touch enrages me as my whole body floods with need, but my voice is barely a whisper.

I can’t control the feelings that are resurfacing, and I don’t know how to cope with them. If she touches me again I’ll lose complete control and give in to the need stifling me. My fists clench and unclench at my sides. Years of hurt and anger battle with years of desire and love. The big bang is taking place in my body. My heart wants to wrap her in my arms, but my head would like to tell her to fuck right off, and I don’t know which one will win out.

Her hurt gaze roams over my face, looking deeply into my mine. She’s looking for something and I’m not sure if she’ll like what she finds.

“You have two choices, you either tell me right now what that wanker had to do with what happened to us, or you can turn around and leave. The choice is yours.” My mind yells at me to hurt her and push her away like she did to me, but my heart’s screaming at me that if I do I’ll never see her again, never know the truth. From what Layla said, Lizzie’s been through something I don’t yet understand. I know I’m being a bastard. But I’ve got to protect myself. I can’t be destroyed again. I’d never recover.

She looks thoughtful, like she’s considering her choice. Her whole body stiffens. She’s made up her mind and is steeling herself. My heart sinks with the thought of her walking out the door.

“We were only supposed to be one night, Noah. That’s what you offered.” Her voice is soft.

“Lizzie, don’t fuck with me.” I know full well what we were meant to be, but I needed more. Much more.

She sighs and runs a hand through her hair in irritation. In spite of myself, I smile a fraction. It’s like looking into a mirror.

“I hid a lot from you when we got together.” She throws a nervous glance at me. “It’s not something I’m proud of, but it’s not something easy to talk about either. Um… the further we moved on from that first night”—her face flushes—“the harder it was to bring it up.”

My temper begins to simmer again, and I feel like I’m riding a knife-edge. But then I remember I haven’t been entirely open with my past. A past she still doesn’t know about, either, and more than likely for the same reasons. I bury the fire deep in me as she continues.

“I’m not really sure how to say this, so I’m just going to spit it out, okay?”

I put my hands in my pockets as a defence mechanism and nod apprehensively at her, still unsure why I’m listening to her.

“Um, the first night we spent together I told you I wanted to escape. What I… um…” She fidgets for a beat as she struggles for the words. Her forehead creases, and she takes a deep breath. “Mac used to hit me.”

Motherfucker.

The air sucks out of my lungs and I struggle to breathe. How could I not have known? How did I not notice, see the signs? The lifeless grey eyes flash in my memory from when I first met her. The blue welts around her wrists that final day. She reassured me over and over I hadn’t caused them. The urge to roar like a fucking lion overtakes me. How could I have been so stupid? I’ve been creating my own personal hell, but she was living one.

My arms reach for her, but I’m unsure if she wants my touch. Lizzie picks up the movement but doesn’t step towards me. Uncertain what to do, I move them back to my sides. If I’d known, I would have been gentler, more caring, more… shit, anything.

If I’d known, I would’ve killed the fucker.
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NOAH’S BREATHS LABOUR, his expression darkens, and his fiery hazel eyes are wild with anger. I’ve got so much to tell him, but I don’t know how, or where to start. I’m not even sure coming here is the best decision I’ve made. But I’m selfish and I need to see him, want to be close to him, feel his strength. I should have stepped into his arms when I had the chance. I don’t know if I’ll ever get the chance again.

Taking a swift look around the back room, I notice the same battered leather sofa through the gym’s doorless entrance. Noah’s steady gaze holds mine as I gesture towards it.

“I-is it okay if I sit down?” My voice wavers a little as the words stutter out.

I don’t know if he wants me here, and I wouldn’t blame him if he said, ‘No.’ His eyes soften a fraction as they survey mine, but the pain in them still glows like flickering embers.

How could I have ever let myself hurt him?

“Fuck. Yeah, sorry,” he answers quietly. His words are barely audible.

He’s still not recovered from what I’ve told him. I don’t know if he’ll ever recover from what’s still yet to be said. But I’m thankful he hasn’t asked me to leave.

As I sit on the sofa, Noah walks over but stops in the open doorway. His hands reach up above his head and grip the frame. The action lifts his T-shirt just enough to glimpse his deep, defined V, and with his low-slung jeans, the tempting trail of dark hair leading south. His stance is indifferent, but my reaction to him is what it’s always been. My breath catches in my throat, and I almost forget why I’m here.

It’s hard to look at him. He’s still gorgeous, but different, harder. The hair alteration is an obvious change, but not a bad one. If anything, it’s made his eyes more captivating. There’s a new scar under his right eye, which carves down onto his cheek. He’s added a new piercing, and additional tattoos adorn his body.

He’s more muscular than I remember, still lean but defined. When we were in the workshop I noticed the corded muscles in his arms working overtime with the continual flex of his fists. His bare chest gleamed with the sheen of sweat from the summer heat. A sight I’ve missed.

He’s still very much a man who would stop traffic, turn heads, and make knickers disintegrate with a glance.

My heart lurches at the thought. I didn’t expect him to remain faithful. Why would he? We had nothing left. I’d made sure of that. But the pain and jealously I feel is still a knife to my heart. I grimace as I try to battle the thoughts out of my head.

As he stands before me, an undertone of tension rolls off him, and I don’t need to touch him to know all his muscles are taut. He’s trying to suppress his anger. His jaw muscles clench intermittently and the veins in his temples throb. Part of me revels in the fact he can still feel protective towards me after everything I put him through.

A small spark of hope once dead glimmers in the darkness of my soul, and I take a deep, cleansing breath. This is starting to feel a little awkward. I have to say something. I tear my eyes away from his distracting body and stare at the wall beside him. I need to start somewhere. There’s more I need to tell him.

“Boo…” In my peripheral vision I notice Noah’s body stiffen at her name. “Layla didn’t play you.” I let out a sigh. “We didn’t play you. Did you really think I’d do that to you?” I move my eyes back to his rugged face.

His nostrils flare. “I have no fucking clue what you’re capable of anymore.”

“That’s unfair,” I counter, and twist my hands in my lap.

“I’ll tell you what’s unfair, being made a fucking fool of again.”

“I didn’t make a fool of you.”

“No? Try being in my shoes.” His hands drop from the frame and he steps a few paces towards me.

“How about you try walking a mile in mine? Then you can judge me for the things I’ve done.” My voice sounds defeated to my own ears. I drop my head into my hands and knead my temples, trying to eradicate the tension building behind them.

Noah lets out a strangled huff. “Convince me I’m wrong.”

There’s a challenge in his tone, and I push down the urge to yell at him. I hurt him and can’t take it back, but I can try and make it right, tell him the truth. My eyes drift to his and I hope he can understand.

“She honestly thought I was missing. Seriously, if I wanted to see you, I would have done what I did today. It’s not like I didn’t know where to find you.”

He retracts like I’ve punched him in the stomach. Shit. I forgot he had no way to know where I was. He didn’t have that luxury. I changed my address, my mobile number, and my surname.

“Look, I’m sorry.” I wrap my arms around myself, seeking some sort of comfort. “My point is I didn’t need to trick you into seeing me.”

“Keep going.” The words are squeezed out between his teeth as he leans his huge frame back against the wall. He’s still keeping his distance from me, when all I want is to be cocooned in his arms.

“For years I haven’t gone anywhere without telling her where I was, and what I was doing.”

There’s a pause as I struggle to find my next words.

“When Mac overdosed, that all changed. I didn’t have to explain my whereabouts. I was free. I had a couple of weeks where I could do what I wanted. And selfishly I took the chance to have a few days to myself. I should have told her, but for the last three years I’ve felt like I was under prison guard. You can’t understand what that’s been like.” My voice shakes and tears well in my eyes, but I won’t let them fall.

“Why?” I watch as Noah puts fragments together in his head. “Did that fucker threaten you?” His eyes darken and his voice is scratchy, as if he’s holding back his emotion.

“Yes. No. Well…” The words won’t come out.

“Did. He. Threaten. You?” he grits out.

His tone allows for no argument, and I know I’m out of options. His patience is wearing thin, and I can’t blame him.

I let out a sigh. “No. He didn’t threaten me.” I’m not ready to tell him the whole story, just yet.

Noah’s gaze pins me. He knows I’m still holding something back. And the tears I’m fighting to hold in escape. I look up at him through my waterlogged lashes.

“He… he threatened you.”

His eyes widen in disbelief before he spins and slams his palms against the wall. “And you didn’t think to fucking tell me? For fuck’s sake.”

He begins to pace in agitation, fists clenched tightly at his sides. “That’s why you pushed me away? Three wasted years, Lizzie. And all you had to do was tell me. You may not have noticed but I’m a big fucking boy, I can look after myself. Why didn’t you fucking tell me?”

“I didn’t want to lose you.” My voice’s soft and a little unsure.

“You thought you’d lose me? Tell me what we’ve got now? If you had just said something, I would’ve killed the bastard. He never would have laid a finger on you again. I could never figure out what hold he had on you. Why I was never enough, why you chose him.” His pacing stops and he turns to me. “But you didn’t, did you?”

“I didn’t have a choice.” I shake my head. “Not in a million years would I have chosen Mac over you.”

He takes determined steps towards me then crouches down before dropping to a knee for support. His large hands come to rest on either side of my thighs. He still doesn’t touch me, but his heat radiates into me. I want to beg him to put his hands on me. His dark eyes search into mine. All that’s reflected is pain and regret.

“What aren’t you telling me?” His soft-spoken words sink right into my heart.

“What do you mean?” He knows me too well, knows I’m only giving as much information as necessary. After all this time, he can still read me.

“What aren’t you telling me, Lizzie? What you have said so far is unthinkable. I just wish you’d told me at the time.” He keeps his eyes locked on mine, his voice still low. “But you’re not telling me something because all of this has been before and during us, not after… I left you.” The last three words catch in his throat. “I’ve still got so many questions, but one needs answering now. You’d lived with the abuse before. What changed?”

He’s patiently waiting for me to answer him. The only visible evidence of his inner turmoil is the constant tic of his jaw. I wrap my arms tighter around myself and pull my gaze from his and down to my knees. I’m not ready for this. Bile rises from my chest, burning its way up my throat.

Noah’s tender fingers touch under my chin, and with a gentle nudge he raises my face, forcing my gaze to meet his.

“Lizzie?”

I’m held hostage by the way his eyes search my soul. “He…” I clear my throat of the words I’m choking on. “He tried to r-rape me.”

There’s no need to say anything else to him.

My body shudders as tears stream down my face. Noah crumples from what I can only assume is agony mixed with rage. His strong arms envelope me and crush me to his chest, and my willing body moves to his. The safe haven and comfort of his arms release a torrent of emotions I can’t control. My tears fall harder and my whole body shakes.

“That bastard better be glad he’s dead.” Noah whispers the words but the anger vibrates in his chest.

And all I can think is, for us, the worst is yet to come.

With a gentle push, I move out of his arms. He examines my face for a few seconds longer before he pushes back on his heels and rises to his feet.

“You should’ve told me.” The raw hurt in his voice entwined with the pure pain on his face sparks hope again.

“I couldn’t take the risk.” I push up off the sofa and come to stand in front of him. “He threatened to kill you. I could never have lived with myself.”

Noah’s burst of sarcastic laughter shocks through me as I stare at him.

“And you think I can live with myself, knowing what happened to you because of some fucking misguided idea you were protecting me?”

“He threatened to kill you!” My voice rises with my heated temper and despair.

Pushing past him, I stalk towards the closed door, Noah on my heels. He reaches me before I can click the lock and spins me around to face him. His arms cage me in against the wall. His heat so close and hitting me exactly where it shouldn’t right now. I breathe him in and all my muscles surrender to his presence. Heat pools between my thighs and my pulse races with desire.

“And it would’ve been fucking preferable to that bastard putting his hands on you.”

His face is so close to mine that if I lean forward my lips will touch his. Burning hazel eyes meet mine and widen as shock takes over his features, finally softening to a look I’ve longed to see for years. I take a breath to calm my fury.

The next move is his.
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I’M IN LIZZIE’S face. The anger from a moment ago has subsided. The woman amazes me still. All she’s been through and I can’t help but act like a total bastard.

The sudden realisation that the position we’re in could make her feel threatened sends shockwaves through my body. But she doesn’t wilt away. She stares me down as I have her captured against the wall, pinned between my arms. The hurricane in her eyes swirls at full velocity, and I know I’m trapped in the tornado whipping up. Whether I’m to be sucked in or spat out remains to be seen.

At this proximity, I’m breathing her in. Always rainy days and fucking sunflowers. The swell of my cock drives me to my limit. I’m so close to the edge, it’s enough to send me over.

Fuck it.

I lean down and claim her mouth. Invading it. Taking no prisoners. She pushes her palms against my chest for a fraction of a second before softening in my arms. Passion ignites between us like a blast furnace.

No matter how often I’ve told myself to stay away, that I don’t want or need her, I love this woman. She owns me. My intense desire for her overpowers my fight or flight response, and I give in to desire.

Somewhere in the back of my mind I know this isn’t a good idea. I should be taking my time with Lizzie, but she’s in the driver’s seat after her initial hesitance, and her foot is firmly on the accelerator.

I’m as hard as stone against her, as she climbs me like she can’t get close enough. My tongue invades her mouth impatiently as she jousts with me. Her hands run over my body. Every touch sends lightning strikes to my groin. She grasps at the hem of my T-shirt with hungry hands and rips it over my head.

The instant the cotton passes between us, I feel deprived by the loss of contact. But it gives me the break I need to gain control of my senses. I step back away out of arms’ reach. Her chest rises and falls like a rough sea, lips swollen and eyes dripping with lust. Her breath hitches and her gaze locks onto the new ink on my chest she has never been close enough to see.

The sexual desperation between us is undeniable, but I need verbal clarification. Lizzie has been through too much for me to take without asking, no matter what signals are being given off. We can’t even have a conversation without ripping each other’s heads off, but tearing each other’s clothes off, even after all this time, comes as natural as breathing. I need to know.

“Lizzie, what do you want?” I’m fucking panting. The fear of rejection burns and I can’t look her in the eye, so I lower my head.

“Is it not obvious?” Her voice vibrates right down into my soul.

“No.” I shake my head subtly and lift my gaze to hers. “No, it’s not.” The words catch in my throat at the sight of the storm raging in her eyes. And I feel myself getting sucked into the storm’s wall.

“I’ve waited years for this. The thought of this moment has kept me going. I need you inside me.” She purrs the words.

My cock’s begging for me to take her, to stop asking stupid fucking questions.

“I know what you’re thinking, but I assure you, this”—she waves a hand between us—“is the only thing that has kept me sane. The thought of being with you again.”

I stare at her, unable to further force words out of my mouth. Instead I step forward into her space and lift her chin with my thumb and forefinger so she can look me fully in the eye. I need to be certain. I never thought I’d see the emotions that swarm her eyes again, or believe them to be true.

She places a hand around my neck and the other on my crotch, palming my dick through my jeans. “I don’t want you, Noah.”

My eyes widen with surprise at reading her wrong yet a-fucking-gain and I go to take a step back, but she pulls on my neck. “I need you… I don’t want gentle, and I don’t need you to make love to me. Just you, raw and unrestrained.”

It takes a split second to comprehend what she has said, what she’s asking for. As it registers, I crash my lips to hers, delving deep into her mouth, tasting her. She moans into the kiss, the vibration setting me on fire, and an uncontrollable groan escapes my lips.

I lift her, and her legs instinctively wrap around my waist. Her heat burns through my jeans and it drives me insane. Looking around the room, I hone in on the sofa and I stride over, throwing her unceremoniously onto it, making her giggle. The sound’s intoxicating.

She shuffles back so she’s propped up on her elbows but her body is laid out like a feast. It’s a sight I never thought I’d see again and it’s mouth-watering. She’s wild and wanton. Her caramel hair’s haphazard, lying around her shoulders and across her face. Her grey eyes peep out from under it, a tranquil but lustful look about them.

I run my hand over my head and down the back of my neck, holding it there. This needs to be good for her, and if I don’t calm down, I’ll be a thirty-second wonder.

She beats me to it and begins to remove her shirt, slowly popping open the buttons and letting her hand roam over her perfect tits. She lets the shirt fall open, revealing them caged in her bra, their fullness erupting from the cups and stiff peaks poking through the fabric.

I stand mesmerised by the sight as she continues down to her cut-off shorts. She kicks off her flip-flops while her hand continues on its path, unfastening the button and lowering the zipper. She does the casual shimmy shuffle women do as she hooks her fingers in the waist and ever so slowly lowers them.

All the time, her gaze holds mine. As she lies half naked on the sofa, her eyes turn questioning as I stand immobilised. The black lace underwear caressing her skin taunts me to touch her. I finally find my voice.

“You look fucking stunning.”

Internally, I’m memorising the view before me, and I’ll memorise every second which follows because I don’t know if, or when, it’ll ever happen again. The smile that crosses her face amazes me, it’s of a confident and self-assured woman, highly sexy but equally astounding in the circumstances. It’s those circumstances that are keeping me reined in.

I stand bare-chested and her hungry gaze roams over me. As she watches, I kick my boots off and step forward, flicking open the buttons of my fly. My cock springs free, and I smirk at the fact I’m commando today. Not a usual occurrence but effective from the expression on her face. Working quickly, I grab a condom from my wallet and throw it on the floor near her feet, my jeans follow.

“Let yourself go.” She stands and places her gentle hands on my pecs then glides her fingers down the crease of my abs.

My cock twitches against my lower stomach at the thought of her hand moving closer.

“You’re holding back on me. I’ve told you, Noah, I need you.” She leans forward, her minty breath brushing my face. “You’re thinking too much. You need to feel.” She drops to her knees and takes me between her lips.

A growl emanates from my chest as my head falls back and my hands, on autopilot, grab onto her hair. The heat of her mouth wrapped around me, taking me deep, is indescribable. I instantly harden more. My hips begin to move of their own volition, and it sparks the sexual aggressor in me. She knew it would. She wants me rough and out of control.

One of my hands moves to the nape of her neck, twisting her hair into a loose ponytail, which I use to pull her off my cock and up against my lips. I plunge into her mouth, my tongue stroking with hers, as my other hand snakes around her waist, pulling her against me, then teasing off her knickers. The taste of myself on her tongue drives me wild. The need to savour her overwhelms me. I guide her back on the sofa, spread her open to me, and bury my head between her thighs. I lick and suck at her clit and then delve deep into her pussy. She whimpers beneath me as my thumb joins in and works against her swollen nub.

Pulling back, I spread her legs wider to admire the view. I trail my fingers down the thin strip of hair to the delicate skin of her pink pussy. Licking my lips at the view, I taste her arousal. The view, her taste, having her where I’ve wanted her for so long, is almost too much.

Lizzie eyes me through hooded lids, and throws her head back when I sink into her with my fingers.

The woman writhing on my hand is beautiful, sinful, and so erotic I nearly explode on the spot. With my free hand, I reach up and liberate one of her tits from its confines. She’s fucking beautiful. I lean in and take it in my mouth, teasing her nipple with my teeth and tongue. Her muscles tighten around the hooked fingers twisting in and out of her glorious pussy, and she convulses beneath me.

She’s gasping for breath as I nestle in between her legs and hover over her. I devour her lips again before leaning back and running my hand down between her breasts and onto her abdomen. Gracefully, she arches under my touch. Grabbing hold of my cock, I palm it a couple of times, and watch as her breathing grows steady. I rub myself against her and revel in the feel of the wetness coating me.

“You need me, Lizzie?” I continue to tease her entrance. “Well, here I am,” I whisper gruffly in her ear.

She gasps as I drive deep into her, and I almost shoot my load like a fucking teenager.

“Shit, Lizzie, you’re like a fucking vice,” I breathe out almost reverently.

I have to gather every tiny shred of my willpower together to maintain my dignity. The little sounds of pleasure she releases are not helping my situation. As I begin to rock my pelvis against hers, I stare up into her eyes. Fuck me, they’re like watching a lightning storm with the sun glaring through the cracks in the clouds. Those stunning eyes have always been my downfall.

Shit. What am I doing?

I’m furious with myself. As I fight an internal battle, my thrusts come harder and faster. Almost punishingly. Agitated beyond all reason, I release a frustrated growl and pant heavily with exertion. I’m balls-deep in the one woman on the planet who obliterates me. Fucking hell. Our skins slap together and a sheen of sweat covers us, aiding me into driving deeper inside her. She screams my name out as an orgasm rips through her body.

It should have taken me with her, but my mind’s preoccupied with the repercussions of what we are doing. I withdraw my still exceptionally hard cock from her body, leap up off the sofa, and pace like a caged animal.

Her eyes become erratic, and confusion takes over her features. “What’s the matter? What are you doing?” she asks as she bolts up, gathering things to cover her luscious body.

I can’t help but stare, and I’m fighting myself because I know I shouldn’t.

“I don’t fucking know,” I yell at her. “That’s the fucking point.”

“You don’t get to shout at me. You”—she pokes a finger in my chest—“started that, not me.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” I pull at my non-existent hair, instead digging nails into my scalp. “Fuck,” I roar.

I’m pacing stark naked, with a raging hard-on, which slaps against me with every step. I laugh ironically at the absurdity of it all.

“What the hell is wrong?” she demands.

“You. You’re what’s fucking wrong, everything about you, don’t you get it? You. Are. Wrong.” My words are low as I try to rein in my self-disgust.

She looks like I’ve slapped her. She doesn’t get it. She doesn’t understand. It doesn’t help I can’t get the right words out. Tears begin to trail down her cheeks, and my heart lurches in my chest. She tries to get dressed at warp speed, but fails, all the time swiping tears from her cheeks with the back of her hand.

“You don’t get to put your dick in me then tell me I’m wrong. I didn’t ask for that.”

I shake my head. “You don’t understand.”

“I don’t understand? You don’t explain. You just keep telling me I’m wrong.” She draws in a shuddery breath. “Is it because of Mac?”

The question squeezes my heart with such savagery it almost stops, and it enrages me further. It’s a question which should never have entered her head, or left her lips.

“Fuck no,” I spit out. I never want her to think that. Ever. “I can’t fucking resist you. I never could. That’s always been my problem.”

“Well, for someone who can’t resist me, you’re doing a bloody good job of it right now.”

Her temper flares, and it’s sexy as hell. I want to jump her bones, but that’s what got me into this shit in the first place.

“What do you want from me, Lizzie? What do you want me to say?” I stop pacing and point down to my still very erect cock and serious case of blue balls. “Here’s the living proof.”

“All I want right now is for you to tell me the truth, because all that ‘living proof’ tells me is you don’t want me enough. It’s still bloody hard, you’re naked, and we aren’t having sex. What’s wrong with me?” she cries.

“You’re. Not. Fucking. Mine!” I virtually yell at her. Turning away, I throw my head back and stare at the ceiling, my hands resting on my hips.

And I drag the words, which have eaten at me for years, out of the depths of my soul.

“You’ve never been mine.”
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HER WARM AND tender hand brushes over my back, sending shockwaves to my already painfully swollen cock.

“Don’t.” I spit out the word, withdrawing away from her. “Just… don’t.” The words die on my lips as pain grips at my chest.

I’m a walking mass of contradictions. My body’s begging for release, for me to thrust back inside her, and finish what I started… what she started. But my mind’s racing with everything she’s told me and the fact that she’s not fucking mine. Never been mine. Fuck. I only want a taste of her, to feel her soften beneath me, to hear those breathy gasps that leave her body when my hands roam over her.

No fucking willpower, you stupid bastard.

All I’ve done is create a mess of epic proportions. She didn’t need that; she didn’t need me taking from her. She’s already had far too much taken from her. No woman should have to go through what she has. The grip on my heart tightens a fraction more.

At least that kills the hard-on I was rocking. Shame it didn’t stop it from rising to the occasion in the first fucking place.

Lizzie’s gentle but tortured laugh breaks through my thoughts. I give up the fight and turn to look at her. The pain etched on her face almost brings me to my knees.

“I’m more yours than you could ever realise, Noah.” Her stormy eyes scan my face as she continues. “Half of me has always been here with you.”

My heart races with her words, but there’s hesitation in her tone and uncertainty in her features. Her shoulders stiffen, but her eyes light up, causing the pounding in my chest to stop mid beat.

She takes a deep breath. “I’ve loved you for so long, but there’s something I need to tell you.” Her gaze flicks to the floor before returning to rest on my face, looking me square in the eye. “There’s someone else in my life now, he’s…”

No, no, no, no, no. Fuck no!

“Stop. I don’t want to fucking hear it.” Furious, I raise my palm to her to cut her off.

I do a quick scan for my clothes. Picking them up, I shrug them on violently. I feel like I’m having déjà vu. My head is a mass of screaming obscenities and… Alex. Fuck. Why didn’t I remember that bastard before I stuck my cock in her?

“Noah, let me explain,” her soft voice pleads with me, trying to continue, to make me listen. “He’s…”

Pain ricochets through every part of my body. “I. Don’t. Want. To. Fucking. Hear. It.” I can’t take it, not again. The last remaining burnt and crusted parts of my heart disintegrate to dust.

Never enough.

I need to get out. Get away from the fucking woman that has tormented me for years.

“Noah!” Her voice cracks with something, probably fucking guilt.

I turn to face her for a fraction of a second. My eyes hopefully show her they’re as black as my soul. In that moment, I realise that I let her break me.

Never fucking mine.

I push out the last few words. “Show yourself out.” Turning around, I walk away, slamming the door shut behind me.

Striding out into the workshop, I notice Spud trying to look busy by shifting tools around. Fuck. When did he come back from his test drive? Every muscle in my body is taut with anger, my fists clenched. He raises his chin to me in greeting, and tension radiates off him. I glance over my shoulder at the back room door.

Great, he fucking heard me get shafted again.

“You going to Macy’s?”

It’s a small question from Spud, which implies so much. Unable to speak, I nod in acknowledgement. Patting my pockets to check for my key and wallet, I head out of the open roller shutters and to the two places I can lose myself. My bike, and my constant companion—the bottom of a bottle.
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She loves someone else.

My world explodes for the second time. How do I move past this fucking nightmare? All this time I’ve been hanging on to the tiny sliver of hope that maybe she loved me, but she loves someone else. It’s got to be that Alex fucker.

“Fill me up, Suzie?” I bang my empty bottle down. My words slur and my brain’s foggy. I just want some peace from the constant replay in my head.

“There’s someone else in my life now…”

I place my forehead on my folded arms on the bar top. I’m a mess. I know I’m a mess. That’s why she doesn’t love me, because I’m a mess. My fucking emotions are all over the place. I hear a new bottle being placed in front of me, but I can’t look up because then Suzie would see me naked.

Maybe she’d like to?

“Noah, do you want me to call Bear?” Her concerned voice intrudes on my personal hell.

I don’t lift my head, but shake it, hoping she’ll get the message and leave me the fuck alone. No one can fill this ache.

“It’s all right, Suz. I’ve got it from here.”

I recognise the voice as Spud’s, but my head’s swimming. My vision’s swimming, in fact, the whole world’s swimming. This is what it must feel like to be a fish being dragged to the surface.

“Come on, mate, home time.” Spud pats me on the back and I lift my head to look at him, but it feels too heavy and falls back onto my arms. I roll it to the side instead and squint at him. The lights are far too bright.

“I just want to be on my own. Leave me alone,” I manage to mumble out.

“I know, mate. But you can be alone once I get you home. Okay?”

What he says makes some sort of sense in my fuddled brain so I try to stand but haphazardly fall into him instead. My legs give way under my weight.

“Whoa, steady, Noah. You’re going to land on your arse if you’re not careful.”

I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve the friends I have. I rack my brain thinking of a reason but come up empty-handed. Well, at least I chose them right. I’m not so shit-hot at choosing the right woman, though.

“She doesn’t love me,” I mutter under my breath, as Spud drags me out of the bar, taking my weight on his shoulders.

“Who? Lizzie?”

Who fucking else? I nod my drunken head wearily. “She doesn’t love me. She loves him.” The finality of the statement I just made makes me want to cry. And if I had enough strength, I’d knock myself out cold.

“Fuck, man, you’re making no sense. I knew I’d find you in a state. I shouldn’t have fucking left you this long,” he says, more to himself than me.

We reach his van and Spud props me up against the side while he finds his keys and unlocks the doors. He turns back just as I begin to slide down the side. Grabbing hold of my T-shirt, he then lifts me, and hauls me into the passenger side.

“Bloody hell, have you been bathing in the stuff? You smell like shit.”

He doesn’t wait for an answer and slams the door. The sound of it makes my head pound. My eyelids begin to droop. I’m so fucking tired. I just want to go to sleep. As my eyes close, I hear him make a phone call.

“Hi, it’s me. Yeah, I’ve got him. He’s in a right state… No, that’s really not a good idea, mate. He’s shit-faced. I’m taking him home. What? I don’t think so. Hold on a minute. I’ll ask but I don’t know if I’ll get a coherent answer.” Spud directs his conversation at me.

“Noah, you bagged anyone tonight?”

What the hell is he asking me for? Have I? I think I did, but it could have been my imagination. A vision flashes in my mind, caramel hair and storm grey eyes.

“Lizzie,” I choke out.

“It’s okay, mate.” Spud pats me on the head.

Am I a fucking dog, tonight? He returns to his phone conversation.

“No, mate. He mentioned Lizzie, and that’s it… Cool. See you later.” He hangs up.

I think I must have passed out, as I wake up to Spud trying to lug me out of his van. I pull back and refuse to move, using all my weight to keep me seated.

“Where are we?” I slur.

“I brought you back to my house. At least that way we can make sure you don’t choke on your own vomit.” His sarcastic tone doesn’t get lost in translation. He must think I’m pathetic.

“I’m not going to puke. Take me home,” I demand, though the words don’t even make sense to my own ears.

He sighs and points a finger at me. “Too late, man. Look at your T-shirt.”

Sure enough, there’re the usual diced carrots I never eat in a wonderful trail down my front. I groan at the sight. I must have puked while I was passed out. Nice.

“Sorry, man,” I mutter. Shame washes over me.

“No worries, it’s all over you, not my van. But you do owe me a lifetime supply of air freshener though. Oh, and Catlin’s going to kill you.”

I groan again but drag my arse out of his van. The cool air hits me hard, waking me up, which is not a good thing. Now I know how drunk I actually am. When you are completely wasted your mind shuts down and you have no idea how bad things actually are. When you sober slightly, things become a million times worse.

I can smell vomit now, unsurprisingly, which is making my stomach roil again. My legs can barely take my weight and my eyes won’t stop rolling in their sockets. I’m a walking disaster zone.

“I need a shower,” I utter quietly, murmuring more to myself than Spud as we walk up to his home.

“No shit.” My sister’s voice pierces through my splitting head. “And you’re damn well having one before you get anywhere near my spare bed.”

Caitlin’s lying in wait at the front door. I’m lucky she’s not armed with a frying pan. Pregnancy hormones are making her more unforgiving than usual. She looks like a Weeble so I find it hard to take her seriously, even when I know I should. I start sniggering, which earns me the look of death. In turn, it only makes me laugh harder.

“Spud, please get shithead into the shower. Now,” she orders.

Her tone is clipped, and not one to be argued with, so I hang my head and weave after Spud into their home and up to the bathroom. I stumble into the shower fully dressed and collapse to the floor. Spud kindly removes my boots before unkindly turning the shower on me.

“Cheers, mate, I think.” I look up at him. His sad eyes stare back at me.

“When are you going to stop doing this shit to yourself? Caitlin’s worried out of her mind about you. In all honesty, both me and Bear are worried, too. Look, I know this is how you deal, but you’re going to kill yourself if you carry on like this.” I just stare helplessly at him and he shakes his head. What the fuck does he want me to say? I know I’m a fucking mess.

“Here’s a towel. You’ve got some extra clothes in the dresser in the spare room.” He goes to walk out the bathroom but turns back. “Just try not to injure yourself, okay?”

I nod at him as he closes the door and leaves me on my own. When did I turn into such a waste of space? Even with my drink-addled brain I know I’m on a destructive path again. If I have any chance at winning over Lizzie, no matter how minuscule, then I need to clean up my act big fucking time. The last thing she would want or need is another self-destructive wanker in her life.

Every woman wants a man who adores her, a knight in shining armour to protect and ultimately support her, but tonight I’ve been nothing but a giant fuck-up.

Do I still want her?

My stupid pride wouldn’t let me listen to her. I didn’t want to have what’s left of my heart crushed again. But what if I’d listened, what then? My life is full of what-ifs when it comes to that woman. What if I’d stood my ground and not left the first time? What if I’d not walked out the door? What if I’d begged her to marry me? What fucking if?

The realisation I just thought about marrying her hits me like a sledgehammer. Is that what I really want? I ponder on the thought for all of a second. Fuck yes, that’s what I want. I want my ring on her finger. I want her to have my name. I want everyone to know she’s mine. I want her to have my children and I want her to know she’s the reason I breathe.

I better get my shit together and start fighting for what I want instead of running away. I’ve been so afraid of being torn to shreds, I’ve never fought. I’ve given up before I’ve begun. She’s got to be mine. I need her to be mine.

I peel off my drenched clothes, have a half-arsed wash, and stagger out of the shower with a new outlook on my life. Basically, stop being a fucking whingeing fucked-up bastard. Yeah, that about sums it up. Wrapping a towel around my waist, I stumble out onto the landing and into the spare room.

Caitlin’s due soon and the room’s stacked with new baby stuff, making me feel like a prize tosser for putting her through one of my meltdowns. I flop down onto the bed and lie spread out like a starfish, sinking into the marshmallow duvet that Cait has put on it. She really loves soft shit. And tonight, I’m grateful.

And as if on cue the world begins to rotate.
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“Wakey-wakey, sunshine.” Caitlin’s voice invades my dreamless sleep, jolting me into reality. With a start, I sit up abruptly, silently thankful for spewing my guts up last night, otherwise I’d be on the run to the bathroom.

“Ever heard of privacy?” I grumble at her beaming face.

“Ever heard of clothes?” she counters.

Looking down, I instantly grab for the duvet to cover my morning glory.

“Again, ever heard of privacy?” I snark at her.

“What? Don’t tell me the great Noah ‘Sex God’ Hamilton is shy of little old me seeing his penis?”

“Piss off, Caitlin.”

She chuckles at me as she waddles out of the door. “Noah?” she shouts from the landing.

“Yeah?”

“You pull a stunt like last night again and I’ll be chopping it off in your sleep. Women’s hearts will break all over the world… Oh, and breakfast is ready.”

“Heard you loud and clear, on both counts.”

I heave myself out of bed and shuffle over to the dresser in search of clothes. Finding what I need, I throw them on and head downstairs to find a welcoming committee. Bear’s leant against the kitchen units with a steaming cup of tea in his hands. Spud’s sitting at the breakfast bar reading the morning paper. He and Cait look up as I walk in.

“Morning,” I mumble, looking at the floor, and walk over to Caitlin to give her a hug.

She steps into my arms and I bend down to whisper in her ear. “Thanks for not decapitating Noah Junior, and for giving me yet another chance.” I kiss the top of her head, and she leans back slightly to look up at me then sighs.

“Little brother, I love you. I’d give you a million chances. I just wish I didn’t have to.”

It’s only at this point I realise the effect my piss-poor conduct has been having on my family. I glance around the room and stare at the guys, then back at Cait. Everyone looks like death warmed up. I release Caitlin and go make myself a cup of coffee. They’re all uncharacteristically quiet like they are waiting for me to say something. I spoon in the coffee granules, add a couple of sweeteners, and pour in a splash of milk, then turn to address my adoring crowd.

“I’m sorry, okay?” I feel like I’m on the naughty step and waiting for punishment.

Bear’s the first to respond. “Shit, man, you’re going to be the death of all of us. You do realise that, don’t you?”

“Look, I know I’ve been dealing badly but—”

“Badly?” He cuts me off. “More like you bought a one-way ticket to hell. Do you have any idea the amount of shit I had to deal with from Layla? You owe me, mate, and when I say owe me, I mean it’s a give-me-your-first-born sort of debt. That woman is hell on wheels.”

He talks to Layla? When the hell did they become friends?

Bear may sound pissed, but there’s a glint in his eye, which isn’t usually there.

He continues. “Normally I don’t give a shit, mate, but do you know if you screwed anyone last night?”

“Why the fuck is everyone so interested in whether or not I got fucking laid last night?” I glare at him.

“It may have to do with the fact that Lizzie was just a little annoyed you didn’t finish something you started, and was exceptionally troubled at the thought of you finishing it somewhere else.”

Well, fuck me. “She told you?”

“What? God no, but I’ve been getting shit from Layla all night. What do you think that was about?” Shit, how much does he tell this woman?

Initially I’m stunned into silence, but then my annoyance surfaces. “It wouldn’t matter a shit if I fucked every single woman in the northern hemisphere. She sure as hell doesn’t need me, she’s got someone else.”

“Are you completely deranged, Noah?” This comes from Spud.

“Why would you ask me that?” I whip my head around to glare at him, but it’s Cait who answers.

“Have you actually listened to anything she’s said to you?”

My head’s splitting, my sanity has frayed and my family is ganging up on me in Lizzie’s defence.

What the fuck?

“I’ve heard every damn word she’s said,” I snap. “Why do I get the feeling you all know something I don’t?”

I glance around at my family and their faces tell me all I need to know without them opening their mouths. Again, what the fuck?

“Well, is anybody going to fill me in?”

They all look at each other and then simultaneously shake their heads.

Cait walks over to me and places her hand on my forearm. “You need to hear what she has to tell you, and this time, you need to listen.”

Bear leans forward and places his mug down. “Cheers for the coffee, but I’ve got to run,” he states, nodding towards the clock on the wall. He fist bumps Spud and then thumps me hard on the back. “Don’t get yourself in any shit today. I’ve got a really busy day.”

“I’m not a fucking child,” I retort.

“Then stop behaving like one,” Bear answers coldly.

“What’s so childish about getting wasted?”

“It’s not the getting wasted part that’s the problem. It’s the burying your head in the sand shit. I’ve told you before, man the fuck up and sort your shit out, before it’s too late. We’ve pulled you back from the precipice once. Now you need to do that shit on your own.” Bear sighs and his shoulders drop. “Look, man, there’s a bigger picture here and you need to see it for yourself.”

What the hell do I say to that?
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THE MEMORIES OF the previous afternoon cling in my mind. The smouldering touch of Noah’s roaming hands burning trails over my skin. His greedy mouth taking everything from my lips, demanding surrender. The heat from his desperate body moving deep inside mine. My nether regions clench at the memory. Sighing, I shift in bed trying to relieve the tingling feeling.

My thoughts slip from passion to devastation. He left me again. The fuzzy feeling wilts. Reliving the pain of seeing the fire in his eyes being extinguished grasps at my heart. I have only ever seen his eyes darken that much once before. The day I ripped our worlds apart. Swiping the tears, which track down my cheeks, I shift again and wrap my arms around myself.

Why couldn’t he just listen?

Restless, I get up and out of the warmth and comfort of Layla’s guest bed. Heading out of the room, I go and stick my head in Layla’s room. She’s not there.

“Boo?”

“In here,” her muffled reply sounds from the bathroom.

“You want me to stick the kettle on?” I ask through the door.

“No need. I’ve already made a pot of tea. I’ll be down in a minute.”

I nod my head, though she can’t see me, and amble my way down the stairs and into the kitchen, still dressed in my pyjamas. Layla’s kitchen is such a homely place. Being an old Victorian town house, there are fireplaces in most rooms, and she’s restored them all. The one in the kitchen is lit, giving off a warm glow and gentle heat, which is comforting, and takes the chill off the cool summer morning.

The room is filled with an eclectic mix of knick-knacks, furniture, and kitchen products. I smile to myself because it’s all so Boo. I pour myself a cup of tea and sit at the old oak table she has near the fireplace, pull my legs up and lose myself in the burning embers, which resemble Noah’s eyes. So much so that when she comes into the room I don’t hear her. When she scrapes a chair back at the table it makes me jump and I spill hot tea down my front.

“God.” I jump up from the table to get a cloth and wipe myself down.

“You okay?” Layla asks from the table.

I groan and look over to her. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I huff, and return to the chair. Again, I lift my legs up, but this time I wrap my arms around them and rest my chin on my knees.

“I spoke to Ted again after you fell asleep. If it’s any help, Spud found Noah and took him home. Apparently there were no other women involved,” Layla offers with a smile.

My worst fear. Noah’s coping mechanisms—alcohol and women. I can’t escape the visions in my head thanks to Noah’s talk of threesomes. Layla’s comment helps to relieve some of the ache in my chest. The thought that he would leave and touch someone else like he did me makes me feel physically ill. I swallow deeply.

“I just don’t see how we are ever going to be able to sit down and have a conversation,” I continue and then sigh. “The physical attraction is what it’s always been. It was always a good thing in the past, but now…”

I don’t really know how to finish the sentence. The fact we want to tear each other’s clothes off, even after all this time, has got to be a good thing. Hasn’t it?

Layla’s expression grows concerned as she speaks again. “You’re worried that’s all it is, right?”

“I just don’t know how we move forward, if we can move forward. It’s all so messed up. And he’s still pushing me away.” The words hang in the air for a few seconds.

“No one said this was going to be easy, hun. You’ve been apart for three years, a lot has happened in that time… For both of you.” She takes a drink from her mug. “Talking of which, have you spoken to—”

“Of course I have. Not that I can get a conversation out of him, he’s enjoying himself too much.” I feel a different squeeze on my heart. “I really miss him, but I don’t get the feeling it’s mutual.” I half moan and smile at the same time.

“I’m sure he misses you like crazy, it’s just you’re the one that was left behind while he went off visiting friends. He’s fine. You’ve got abandonment issues.”

She’s really amused herself and laughs her heart out. It’s infectious. Finally the weight in my mind lifts slightly, and I laugh along with her.

“Yes, you’re right. I suppose it’s best he missed out on all this drama, though. At least I can keep that from him. He only knows I’m visiting you.”

“Cool. Well, give him my love next time you speak to him, okay?”

“Of course, I will. He’ll be here in a couple of days, and you can tell him yourself.” I squirm in my seat a little, as an uncomfortable feeling washes over me. “Do you think Noah will understand?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

“Not a chance.” Blunt and to the point, that’s Layla. “If the shoe was on the other foot, would you? But he’ll come around.”

“How can you be so sure? I’m not certain I could forgive him. I mean, the one-night stands are one thing, because we aren’t together, but this is much more than that. I think it would break my heart if he did the same to me.”

“Because Noah loves you enough,” she says, like the statement would solve world peace. “And you would come to terms with it eventually, you’d have to. The bigger question is do you think he’ll understand about Noah?”

“He knows all about Noah.” My hackles come up. I take a drink of my tea and fidget with the mug in my hands. “I just don’t know what I’m going to do.”

Layla’s front door slams and heavy footsteps pound down the hall. I jerk as she touches me and my world halts.

“It’s okay, Lizzie, it’s just—” Before she can finish her sentence, a blond-haired man comes strolling into the kitchen like he owns the place. “Ted.”

“Morning, ladies.”

My heart races and my palms go clammy.

“You bloody halfwit,” Layla snaps at him. “Do you have any idea what you just did to Lizzie?”

His jaw drops and he gapes at me. So this is Noah’s friend, Ted, but he calls him Bear. I’m sure I look the image of loveliness with perspiration dripping from my forehead, as cold sweats engulf my body. Loud noises can still make me uncomfortable, unless I’m with Noah. Even when he’s angry, I never feel threatened, just safe.

He turns back to Layla. “Is she okay? She looks like she saw a ghost.”

“Don’t you ever think?” she scolds. These two must be closer than Layla has let on for him to just wander in.

“Why, what did I do?” he asks, his eyes wide and tone exasperated,

She looks at him as if he’s stupid and an expression of understanding flows over his face. It appears Layla has clued him in on some of my situation as it relates to his friend. Unsurprising when Ted is the only reason Noah calmed down outside the coffee shop.

Ted turns to me with a regretful expression on his face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“It’s okay.” My heart’s still racing, and I want to be alone. I get up out of my chair. “I’ll leave you both to it. I’m just going to go and have a shower.” I walk over to the sink and place my mug down. As I’m walking out, his fingers wrap around my arm, making me turn back to look up at him.

When he’s not making loud noises he has a comforting presence, much like Noah’s, but he’s a few inches taller.

“He’s a mess, you know,” he informs me.

He’s talking about Noah, and from the pain in his green eyes, I know he’s telling the truth. I drop my gaze to the floor, finding it difficult to look him in the eye, and let out a long breath before glancing back up. I know Noah’s hurting, and in turn that only increases the pain I’m already suffering. But at least I tried to fix us, which is more than I can say for him.

What a way to meet Noah’s best friend.

“Well, that makes two of us,” I say, and walk out of the room. As I near the bottom of the stairs, I turn and glance back down the hallway into the kitchen, just as Ted envelops Boo into his arms.

“He’s my best friend, Layla. I can’t hide it from him for much longer.” He rests his chin on the top of her head. “It’ll kill him if he finds out before she has the balls to tell him. He’s already hit the bottle again, and I don’t know how long we can keep him from self-destructing. She really has no idea the effect she has on him.”

My chest tightens. She told him everything?

Layla relaxes in his arms. They’re clearly more than friends. “Just give her a few more days, okay? Can you do that for me?” She leans back and looks up into his eyes.

I hear him exhale. “Okay, a few days.” He nods. “I think we can hold him together that long. But after that I’m telling him. He deserves to know the truth… I’ve already kept too much from him.”

I can’t stomach listening to them anymore. I hang my head and silently walk up the stairs. I’ve got two, maybe three, days before the choice is taken out of my hands. Why does everyone insist on controlling my decisions? I walk into the bedroom just as tears begin to cascade down my cheeks. It’s not like I haven’t tried to tell him. He wouldn’t hear me out. I would never purposely hurt Noah.

I sit on the edge of the bed, every bit of strength sapped out of my muscles from Ted’s words. My head falls into my hands, my heart beats loudly in my ears, and I rub my fingers into my scalp to try and relieve the nagging pain building in my head.

Running through my options, I decide I have only two. Tell him the truth, or leave again. Neither option sounds like a good idea, and either way I’m sure to lose him.

If I leave I’ll never get the chance to fix things, and if I stay the truth will ensure he wants nothing to do with me. So much for win-win situations. This is a definite lose-lose, and it doesn’t seem fair. Just once I wish things would go my way, but I doubt that will happen. I thought things couldn’t get any worse. I was wrong. With a tear-stained face and a hollow heart, I decide to head for the shower.
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As I sit on the bed drying my hair, the front door slams and then rattles on its hinges. It makes me jump, but I rationalise it’s just Ted leaving. I suck in a breath when I hear footsteps pad up the stairs, and let it out in a long, calming stream as Boo appears and leans against the doorframe.

“Why didn’t you tell me about you and Ted?” I ask her. I tread lightly, but intend to question everything I saw and heard downstairs, starting with their relationship and ending with what all he knows. I don’t need to be blindsided on top of everything else.

Her head tilts. “I don’t know, really. I just didn’t want to rub your nose in it when things are so up in the air for you.”

A small smile graces my face at my friend’s misplaced kindness. “There’s no need, you know? I do know how to be happy for other people.”

She walks into the room and sits next to me on the bed. I shuffle to sit cross-legged and position myself so I can face her.

“I know, I know,” she begins. “But I just thought it was the right thing to do. I feel like such a bad friend being happy when you’re struggling. You have so much shit on your shoulders, I…” She huffs. “I don’t know, I just thought”—she shrugs her shoulders at me—“it would be easier on you.”

“You’re my best friend. If I can’t be happy for you, I’m never going to find anything to be happy about, am I? I’m a little hurt you sort of lied to me about it though,” I say, gently, as she’d denied any attraction to Ted last night when we were talking.

“I’m sorry.” Her eyes genuinely appear ashamed.

“There’s no need to be sorry, none at all.” I force a smile. “Anyway, how long have you been seeing each other?”

She full-on grins at me. “Oh, God, it’s only been a few days. And we’re not seeing each other, we’re just friends with benefits.”

I can’t help but laugh. What I saw downstairs appeared to be more than friends with benefits, but that’s how she’s categorised it in her mind so she doesn’t get hurt. Smart move. I learnt the hard way. In the end, no one can control who they fall in love with. There’s no stopping that train once it’s rolling. Observing the small fragment I saw earlier, I’d say the wheels were definitely in motion, on both sides.

I keep the thought to myself. She’s happy believing what she wants to believe and I’ll leave it at that. Plus, she said it’s only been a few days at most, maybe I’m just romanticising. If I can’t be happy, she at least deserves to be.

“Well, that definitely sounds… beneficial.” For the first time in days an unforced smile stretches across my face and she bursts out laughing. It’s completely refreshing to feel some normalcy return to our friendship.

“So,” she begins, and I know my happy, relaxed moment is about to come crashing down around my feet. “How are you going to tell Noah? I bought you a couple of days, but that’s it.”

And there it is, the unanswerable question.

I shrug my shoulders and run my hands through the length of my hair, keeping hold of the ends and staring at them as if they hold the answer. “I haven’t a clue.” I look into my friend’s face. One that has been with me through all the ups and downs of my life, but it doesn’t hold the answer either.

“He deserves to know, Lizzie.”

Understatement of the century. Of course he deserves to know. But how do I tell him something I know will destroy him? I’ve seen the damage I’ve done to his heart already. I couldn’t stand to watch as the last remaining fragments were torn from his body.

I bury my head in my hands for what feels like the umpteenth time, hoping by some miracle I’ll turn into an ostrich and can bury my head in the sand forever. “What would you do?”

“I don’t think I would have let it get this far. But, I understand the decisions you’ve made, even if I don’t entirely agree with them.”

“I never thought I’d see him again.” The desperation is evident in my voice, hurt by the disapproving tone in hers.

“I know, hun. Really, I do understand. I know you think I’m judging you, but I’m not. It’s easy to comment from the sidelines but it’s different to be in the game. You did the best you could with the shit life threw at you.” Her now gentle tone placates my angst. “Do you want Ted to tell him?” she asks, and I’m painfully reminded that he knows more about my life than I do about his.

The hairs on the back of my neck prickle. “Why’d you tell him?”

“Honestly, you thought I’d tell him? I wouldn’t do that to you, Lizzie. You told him. Well, you told Spud yesterday. There was no way he wasn’t going to say anything to Ted, who’s furious by the way. Those men appear to be closer than most blood brothers. You have no idea how much convincing I’ve had to do so he wouldn’t tell Noah. He was on the phone most of the night.”

I should have known she wouldn’t say anything. Being a broken mess after Noah left, Spud had been kind and understanding and it all just came pouring out. I suppose I just needed to tell someone who knew him so well.

“I’ve thought about it. Thought about Ted telling Noah. It would be easier for me to let him, but it’s something I’ve got to do.” I sigh deeply. “What do you think about a letter?”

“It could work, I suppose. At least he couldn’t walk away from it before hearing what you had to say.” She starts chewing on her nails in thought. “But don’t you think it’s a little… I don’t know… heartless, maybe?”

“You’re right,” I huff. “It’s not something he should read about.”

Layla hoists herself off the bed, walks to the door, and leans against the frame again. “You’ll think of something,” she adds cheerfully.

I nod at her before she walks out of the room, leaving me to my thoughts.

Walking over to the small shabby chic dressing table, I sit down and gaze at my reflection. I’ve done this so many times over the years, seen many different emotions staring back at me. I analyse my features, but nothing much changes. I still have the same colour hair, same lips, nose, and face shape. None of which are anything to write home about. It’s my eyes that display my feelings without dispute, as they always have.

The predominant emotion emitting from their depths is fear. Everything I’ve done has been for Noah, but I know this will be a step too far.

Time to find out.

I pick up my phone and scroll through the contacts, looking for the name that my finger has hovered over so many times in the past. When it comes into view, my breathing increases, as it always has, and my heart starts to race.

With shaky hands and a deep, unsteady breath, this time I press call.
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THE SOUND OF my ringtone pierces my ears, sending sharp spikes of pain through my head. The fucker’s volume is set too high. I push the heel of my hand into my eyes, in an effort to rub the sleep away, before forcing them to open. On blind instinct, my arm reaches out and I throw my phone across the room. It crashes against the wall on the far side and hits the floor. After a few more rings, the horrific noise thankfully stops. I lay my head back down on my pillow. I roll to the side to see what the time is, only to realise that I’ve just thrown the very thing that would tell me across the room. Cursing my hung-over brain, I crawl out of bed and retrieve it.

Missed Call. Caller ID unknown.

I’ve had numerous calls from an unknown number. It can only be work related, and I’m not up to dealing with that crap right now. For the past two days, I haven’t bothered to return a single fucking call I’ve received.

I amble into the bathroom, turn on the shower, and peel off last night’s clothes. Glancing at myself in the mirror, it becomes obvious I look like shit. My eyes are bloodshot, and the colour of my skin makes me look like a zombie. Shaking my head at myself, I turn away and step in the shower.

Water runs in rivers over my shoulders, down my back, and over my bowed head. My palms pressed against the cold tiles take my weight. Images of Lizzie’s pussy, swollen and pink with desire flood my mind. Blood flows with force to my cock. The twitch and swell of my erection growing only increases the images. Breathy moans, her taste on my lips, slick thrusts, her convulsions gripping and pulling me deeper. Fuck.

My throbbing cock screams at me, pleading for some release. I can’t stop thinking about her. With my left palm still splayed against the icy tiles, I grasp myself in my right hand before gliding my palm down the tender shaft a few times. The touch releases tension in my shoulders, a groan emits from my throat, as my face falls back into the stream of warm water. Tremors run up my spine as I tighten my fingers slowly around the girth, then rock my wrist to create the movement it’s begging for. With a firm grip and rhythmic pulses, I push myself further to the edge.

What the fuck am I doing?

I release myself and look down at my cock, the head bulging and red in anger.

Well join the fucking club.

I’ve not touched myself, brought on my own release, since I was old enough to get jacked off.

Liar.

My hand spasms with the need to grab hold of the relentless pulse between my legs. Lizzie. I’ve touched myself for her, only ever her. I slam my right palm against the wall, frustrated she holds that claim on me. On my self-fucking-restraint. I’ve been a walking hard-on for the last two days. I grasp at the temperature control and yank it to cold. I need to sort out this shit between us, and I need to do it now.

I exit the shower and barely dry myself off before shrugging on my boxer briefs and a pair of loose joggers. Barefooted and bare-chested, I pad down the stairs and into the kitchen. Bear leans up against the counter, already scowling at me.

Why did I give the fucker a key?

“You’re a fucking mess,” he points out. His tone’s a mixture of concern and disapproval.

“No shit. Tell me something I don’t know.” I fill the kettle and turn it on. “I’m just going to make something to eat, to help the hangover process. That’s if it’s okay with you?”

He ignores my sarcastic comment and continues. “You got your head out of your arse yet?”

“Haven’t you got somewhere to be? A job to go to?” I snarl. I just want him gone. My brain can’t cope with a lecture. I walk past him to the fridge and start getting ingredients out for breakfast.

“I take it Spud’s covering you, just for a change?” He doesn’t let me answer. “You’re a full-time job, mate, and no, I don’t have to go to work. I’ve got the lads running the shifts. So I’m all yours.”

How did I get to be the lucky one?

“Go to work. I’m fine.” Talking into the fridge, I try one last-ditch attempt to get him to leave. I know I’ve got no chance. With the last item dragged from the fridge, I turn to look at him.

“Sorry, not going anywhere, mate.” He hesitates. It’s imperceptible. If I didn’t know how to read him, I would have missed it. “I’ve got something I need to talk to you about.”

That nearly gets my attention, but my sole focus is on getting rid of this fucking hangover. If I’m going to face Lizzie, I need a clear head.

“Can it wait until later? I’ve finally grown a pair, and when I’ve unsaturated my liver I’m going over to Layla’s to sort this shit out. You seem to be best fucking buddies with her. You got her address? Is Lizzie still there?”

Bear’s eyes widen slightly at my questions. “Yeah… yeah, I have it. And when you put it like that, yeah, it can.”

I could be mistaken, but I’m sure I see him breathe a sigh of relief. His forehead crinkles like it does when he’s worried about something.

“Everything okay with you?” The genuine concern for my friend overrides any thoughts of wanting him to fuck off.

He gives me a firm nod. “Yeah, absolutely fine. You want me to make something while you go and get some fucking clothes on?” He motions his head towards the food on the side.

My stomach growls. “Cheers, mate.” I head up the stairs to the sound of Bear clattering around in my kitchen.

When I make it back down, he’s made the fry-ups. He’ll make someone a great wife one day.

“You sure you’re ready to do this?” he mumbles at me through his mouthful of bacon. I’m rethinking the wife thing.

“Got no choice, mate. I need her.” My voice cracks a little and I clear my throat. “That means I’ve got to fight for her.” Although Bear knows the destruction I inflict on myself, we never really talk about my feelings for Lizzie. It’s just the way it is. Thankfully the alcohol seems to have drained itself from my liver, restoring my faculties to some form of working order.

“I don’t think there’ll be much resistance.” He laughs. “But keep that attitude; you’ll need it.”

What is the stupid bastard going on about now? Before I can voice the question he changes the subject.

“Don’t get on your bike for a couple more hours, mate. I know you think you’re safe, but don’t risk your life for a woman.” His forehead creases again.

“I’d die for her,” I state without hesitation, staring directly at him. I know it’s an over exaggeration for the situation, but still, it’s the truth.

He looks over at me, his mouth still full with food, and stares me hard in the eye. “Yeah, I know you would. But don’t you think it’d be a little foolish to do it before you got to see her?”

Fair point, well made. “I’ll leave it a couple of hours.”

Satisfied, Bear pushes his plate away. He gets up, drops a piece of paper with an address on it in front of me, then leaves without another word.
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As my leg slides over the frame of my bike and I push the ignition, the usual calm washes through me. Before, my mind and heart were racing at a million miles per hour, so I’m thankful for the instant relief. I listen to the engine ticking over for a moment, and gather my senses as I rein in my fears.

Tweaking the throttle, I head off towards the address on the paper Bear left me. Not long after, I arrive at the crossroads, which tells me I’m near Layla’s house. Spotting a parking area, I decide to pull over and walk the rest of the way. I know I’m just trying to put off the inevitable. As I dismount, adrenaline pours into my system. I give myself a little time to think about how to deal with whatever is going to come my way. I know it won’t be fucking good.

What if she’s in love with him? What if she doesn’t want me? I’ve been such a bastard to her, burying myself in her then turning my back on her. She’s been through so much, and I’ve not behaved like a knight in shining armour. I’ve behaved like the fucked-up bastard I really am.

Sighing, I get off, take off my helmet, and run my hand over my stubbled head. With helmet in hand, I stride purposely down the road. With each step my breathing increases and the band around my chest tightens.

I round the corner to Layla’s and come to an abrupt halt as something catches my eye. My eyes widen and my heart rate increases to near explosive proportions.

No. No. No. My head’s shaking back and forth violently in an automatic response to the thoughts in my head.

This can’t be happening. Not to me. How could she do that?

Fuck.

I’m immobilised, stuck fast by the sight in front of me.

Pain rips through my chest. And I want to scream. She’s heading towards me but I can’t move. I can’t comprehend what I’m looking at. I mean, I knew there was someone else… but, fuck.

I don’t want to believe what I’m seeing. How the fuck could she? I’m struggling to get air into my lungs. Each breath feels like I’m sucking in air through cotton wool.

She gets within a few metres of me before her smiling face looks up. She looks straight into my eyes and hers widen, fear flickering through them. I stand shaking my head, robbed of speech.

I glance down and dark, wide eyes greet mine. “Is he…?”

She takes a small step forward, her hand reaching for me. “Please, Noah. I can explain.” The sound of her nervous voice stimulates my body into motion. I turn and walk away, incapable of saying another word.

Walk away.

“Noah, come back… I can explain.”

I can hear the panic rippling in her voice, but I can’t turn around. Instead, I begin to sprint away from her, from them.

Stay away.

“Noah! Come back… Noah… Please!” She’s yelling, begging. But all I can do is run.

I reach my bike, switch the ignition, slam my helmet on, and screech off in the opposite direction. The growl of my bike engine matches my emotions, and for the first time in my life I don’t find it soothing. It’s just fucking aggravating me.

I just want some peace. Why can’t I have a little bit of fucking peace? My mind is bombarding me with questions I don’t have the answers to. I’m not even sure I want them. I pull back harder on the throttle, hurtling through the streets. Trying to find the calm, which usually accompanies the ride. I’m just not feeling it.

The only place I can think to go is the local beach. I roar up into the car park, and come to an abrupt stop. I kill the engine and dismount like my arse is on fire. With long strides, I reach the sand, and a small bit of relief flows through me.

Taking a glance around, I can see I’m alone on the huge expanse. Not surprising really. It’s certainly not beach weather. The sun that began the day has given way to a dull and gloomy sky. My mind wanders from soothing memories of being a child on this beach to the present. My whole body begins to vibrate with suppressed fury.

I rip off my helmet, and throw both that and my jacket to the damp sand. Feeling the wind whip through the thin fabric of my T-shirt, I stand and watch as the waves crash against the nearby abandoned pier, water swirling and foaming around the base of the wooden posts. My heart beats like a runaway train, and I focus on the water, it’s all I can do to stop my legs giving way under my weight.

I have a son.

I couldn’t disguise my disbelief at looking into my own eyes. Shock is not a word that covers how I feel. I feel betrayed. I feel cheated. I feel… fucking livid. How could she keep him from me? How could she not let me know I have a son?

Fuck!

Anger courses through me, I can feel it burning like lava in my veins. I don’t know how to deal with the unexpected revelation. I run a shaky hand over my head as I continue to watch the waves battering the shore. I don’t think I’m ready to be a dad. For fuck’s sake, I’m a mess. How am I expected to be a role model to anyone?

But he’s not just anyone, he’s mine. There’s no mistaking that. I’m not a fucking idiot. When brown eyes stare back at you with a shock of dark, the spitting image of you when you were a kid, you don’t need a DNA test to prove shit. I don’t doubt for one second that he’s mine. How could she fucking keep that from me?

The same questions flow through my mind over and over. I’m so fucking angry. The sky is overcast, looking like a storm is brewing, reminding me once again of the woman that ripped my heart out. I didn’t think the pain could get worse, but now? Now the searing pain in the gaping cavern of my chest has been renewed with force. I can’t breathe. The crushing pressure surrounds me again. She’s like a wrecking ball destroying every inch of me. I thought I had recovered from her loss but I was wrong. And here she is again, but now she has a son. My son.

I don’t even know his name.

I couldn’t speak to her, couldn’t force a fucking word out after my pathetic question. The surprise of seeing me was evident in her smouldering grey eyes. Those amazing eyes. They haunt my whole existence. I see them in crowds. I see them in reflections. I see them in my dreams, and I see them in every single one of my fucking nightmares. She’s everything. There’s not another woman who even comes close, but I’m her what… nothing? I don’t even rate being told I’m a dad.

I’m a fucking dad.

The storm moves closer. Rain begins to pour down on me, soaking through my T-shirt and jeans, gluing them to my skin. The cold seeps in, but I can’t feel it, my temper produces heat throughout my body. I stand with my face raised to the sky, as the rain cascades over me, dripping in rivulets down my skin. My hands reach for my head again, tugging aimlessly at my skin as I release the scream which has been building in my chest. The power behind the release brings me to my knees. I can’t grasp the situation, the debilitating feeling of helplessness that engulfs every part of me.

The mother of my child is the only woman I’ve ever loved, and that’s a good thing, right? I have so many questions. I don’t know where to start. So I ran. I needed to escape the nagging thoughts of worthlessness she evokes in me. Thunder rumbles and flashes of lightning crackle on the horizon. The rain comes down in sheets, and here I kneel on the sand. I let out a wry laugh. Only me. This could only fucking happen to me.

I’m beginning to realise the self-preservation of running away was a shitty move, but I couldn’t comprehend the sight in front of me. I turned tail and fled like a fucking coward. How’s that for dad material?

I feel like I’m slowly breaking apart, yet with every fragment that splinters from me, another small piece of me is being rebuilt. It’s fucking bizarre. An almost primal love begins to burn in the blackened cavern in my chest. The heart that had slammed back into its cage upon seeing Lizzie has spluttered to life. It’s still black and blue, but the pumps are beginning to buzz.

I have a son. I’m a dad.

My thoughts run haywire but it dawns on me she has tried to tell me. Bollocks. I thought the other man in her life was that fucking Alex. It’s not. It’s my son. Our son. I’m angry as hell with myself. If only I had listened, I would have known. I could have met him. Do I want to meet him? Fuck yes, I do.

I wonder if he knows who I am, if Lizzie has told him anything about me at all. I want to know when his birthday is, what his favourite food is, his favourite TV program, if he has one yet, random shit. I want to be there when he starts school for the first time. When he takes his first real fall, when he needs tucking in at night, I want to be there for all of it.

Lizzie’s pleading screams echo in my head, begging me to stay, offering to explain.

She’s only had three fucking years to explain.

I’ve missed years. Years I’ll never get back. His birth, his first tooth, his first step, his first word. I’ve missed them all. The screaming is persistent and I can’t turn it off. Her eyes flash before mine. Shock and something else flicker through them… fear. She was afraid. Afraid of what? Being caught out?

No, she was afraid of your reaction, you fucked-up bastard.

I get up and head for the shoreline. The incoming waves lap at my boots as I stare out at the horizon.

I’m so fucking furious I can barely breathe. Everyone knew. Everyone I call family knew, and not one of them fucking told me. How long had they known? Why hadn’t they told me? The bastards knew my son was out there in the world and they kept quiet about it. I need to find out why, and I need to do it now.

I pace back to where I left my kit, swipe it up off the ground and sling my jacket on my drenched body. Then I stride back to the car park, mount my bike and slam my helmet on, buzz the ignition, and yank the throttle. She bucks under me, ready for action, and I gun it out of the car park.

A small, but hopeful smile works its way onto my face.

I’m a dad.
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GRAVEL SPRAYS LIKE shrapnel as I pull into my driveway. Coming to a stop, I drop my feet to the ground and balance the weight of the machine between my thighs. Out of habit, I tweak the throttle one last time, before dismounting, and then kill the engine.

My helmet is claustrophobic, encasing the turmoil in my mind. Flicking open the visor, I suck in air, but it’s not enough. The urge to rip the fucking thing over my head wins out. I grasp it with both hands and yank it off. Cool air rushes my face, and raindrops splatter on my skin, but they don’t extinguish the mind-fuck going on in my head. After I hook my lid over the handlebar, I raise my face to the sky, letting the rain soak my face, before swiping it away.

If only it would be as easy to wipe away the last fucking few years.

Disbelief that Lizzie never told me I’m a dad wages war with my surprise at being one. I need to see her, talk to my family. It dawns on me they are now one and the same.

My mind’s a mass of confusion. But one person can tell me if she’s still at Layla’s. Needing to speak to Bear, I pull out my mobile from my jacket and walk around the corner. That fucker owes me an explanation. I want to know why I was kept in the dark.

While I’m searching my recent call history, I near the entrance to my home and pair of sopping-wet jean-clad legs come into view. My stomach clenches as my gaze sweeps up the legs and locks on the uncertain gaze of a drenched Lizzie sitting on the step. My insides begin to vibrate, and I can’t tell if it’s anger or fucking desire causing the reaction.

We stare at each other for a few seconds before I tear my gaze away. With a quick glance, I scan the surrounding area. “Where is he?”

“With Layla. Noah, I… I’m sorry.” Her voice trembles with emotion.

No time to contemplate whether or not it’s best for my son not to be here, my head whips back in her direction. “Yeah? So am I. I’m sorry I’ve missed years of his life.” Bitterness drips from every word.

She drops her eyes to the ground as her chest heaves, and I end up feeling like a bastard.

“Can we not do this here? Can I at least come in?” Her soft words hit home more forcefully than if she’d yelled.

My eyes rake over her saturated clothes. It registers she’s been here a while, in the fucking rain, waiting for me. I’ve got no fight left in me. Her proximity weakens all my defences.

“Yeah.” I motion towards the door.

Without my permission, my arm reaches out to help her up. As soon as her hand clasps mine, shockwaves run through my body. One touch. One fucking touch is all it takes to floor me. Angry with myself for being weak, I pull a little too aggressively on her hand. She overbalances on her way up, bringing her body into full contact with mine. Even soaking wet and shivering, her heat warms my soul.

I want to push her away, but the need to have her in my arms is fighting its corner. My thumb rubs lazily on her skin. Letting out a deep breath, I remove my hand from hers, and press on her shoulders to create a space between us. She takes the hint and steps away, gazing up into my eyes. She searches my face, looking for an answer to a question that hasn’t been asked.

My pulse begins to race. That, and the tell-tale twitch in my jeans, let me know I need to put more distance between us. I let go and step around her, before my weakness for her overrules the need to find out what’s been going on. Finding out about my son is far more important than giving in to my cock. I fumble in my pockets, locate my key, and unlock the door.

As soon as the door closes behind her, I know I’m in deep trouble. Her scent fills the hallway, engulfing my senses. Rainy days and sunflowers. My whole body stills, tension radiates through every muscle. I’m on the verge of turning around, pushing her up against the wall, and claiming what should be mine.

“Noah?”

Her voice is fucking husky, no doubt from yelling after me. But it’s doing nothing to ease my desire. My back is still towards her, and I fight the urge to turn around.

“No. Not yet. Just… just give me a minute.” The desperation in my voice is clear. I stalk off and take the stairs two at a time.

Running again?

Slamming my bedroom door behind me, I then I fall back against it. I need to sort my shit out. I pull away and angrily strip off my jacket, followed by all my other clothes, and throw them to the floor. Standing naked, I realise how absurd this situation is. The woman should be in my fucking bed. My son should be sleeping across the hallway. But I’m not that man, I don’t deserve that life.

I go to my dresser, take out some new boxer briefs, and pull them on. The sweats from earlier are next and I rummage around to find a tee to shrug on. I collect a few similar items for Lizzie. She must be fucking freezing. After giving myself a pep talk about inappropriate fucking behaviour, I suck it up and head back downstairs.

Lizzie is still waiting in the hallway, her stormy eyes meet mine and she wraps her arms tighter into the wet clothes.

My steps slow to a stop. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“I… Er… I didn’t know what you wanted me to do, so I waited here.”

“Fuck, Lizzie. It’s not like you don’t know your way around.”

Her eyes shift to my chest before returning to my face.

“Yes, but things change.”

I stride towards her but stop myself before getting too close. Holding out my arms, I offer the clothes over to her. “Here, go get changed. You’ll freeze if you don’t get out of those wet things. You know where the bathroom is.”

Her eyes widen slightly and a flush creeps up her cheeks. Has her mind gone where mine has? Memories of fucking in the shower flood my mind. Wet hair in my hand, water droplets glistening on our skin, pinning her against the wall, the pleasured little moans as I thrust deep into her. I take yet another deep fucking breath. “I’ll be in the kitchen when you’re done.” Turning away from her, I walk off.

I need to get a hold on these debilitating images. Fuck. I just need to get a grip on reality.

I pad barefoot into the kitchen, fill the kettle and put it on. In all honesty I want something fucking stronger but I know I’ll have no self-restraint going down that route. Pulling out two mugs, I busy myself making a coffee for me, and Lizzie a tea.

Tea. I can’t stand that shit… but I still have fucking teabags.

I pause over the thought, then grab the coffee for myself.

Her scent permeates the air again. As I turn to see where she is, my breath catches in my throat and my stomach constricts. She’s leaning in the doorway to my kitchen, with damp hair, wearing my fucking clothes. She’s foregone the joggers and is only wearing the tee. Coming just above her knees, there’s an expanse of leg on view, which my eyes run lazily down. She’s wearing a pair of chunky socks, found from somewhere, pushed down at her ankles. She looks like heaven, and my dick agrees.

“I hope you don’t mind.” She motions to her feet.

I struggle to find words, just end up shaking my head instead. Of course, I don’t mind. I would pay good money to have that view one more time.

She takes small, tentative steps into the kitchen, like she’s waiting for a lion to attack. But her eyes roam my body as if she’s been starved of the sight. She settles in one of the two comfy chairs, folding her legs underneath her and pulling the T-shirt down to cover any exposed skin. I resist the urge to yell at her to stop.

“I suppose I’ve got some explaining to do.”

“You think?” The bite is still in my words.

Her breath leaves her body and her shoulders drop. “I have tried to tell you.”

“Yeah, you have, over the past week. What about the last three fucking years?”

“Do you honestly think I didn’t want you to know?” she snaps back.

“How the fuck am I meant to know what you wanted? You. Never. Fucking. Told. Me.” My teeth grit and I slam her tea down, spilling it all over the small table between the two chairs. “Fuck.” I swipe a cloth off the countertop and catch the drips before wiping up the rest of the mess my temper created.

Her hand reaches out and touches my trembling arm. “It’s okay, Noah.”

I whip my head around to her. “It’s okay? It’s far from o-fucking-kay.” She retracts her hand like a coiling snake. At the loss of contact, the anger drains my body of all energy, and I slump into the other chair, throwing the cloth to the floor. My legs spread and I clasp my hands behind my head.

“Look, I’m sorry. This is just a fucking lot to deal with.” That’s an understatement. She’s like a fucking earthquake rocking everything under my feet. She fidgets with the hem of the T-shirt and watches her fingers, as I resist the urge to take hold of them. For fuck’s sake, stop moving.

“It was the day you left me.” She lifts her eyes to mine and the agony swirling in them is painful to observe. I don’t know if she wants me to say something, but for once I decide it’s best to just let her talk. Her chest stutters as she draws in a breath.

“When Mac… when he… well, you know.” I watch as she visibly steels herself. “When he tried to rape me,” she begins.

Her gaze drops from mine and focuses back to her hands as they fiddle with the hem of the T-shirt. The rage in me resurfaces and bubbles in my chest. She pushed me away to protect me from that motherfucker, when I didn’t need it, putting her on the firing line. Which meant I couldn’t fucking protect her. She took that from me. I slam the lid on the boiling pot, keeping my mouth shut. I’ve done too much yelling without listening. I nod my head at her when she looks up, willing her to carry on, but not wanting to hear what she has to say.

Fucking listen.

“When I left your house the day before we broke up, I told him it was over. I just wanted you and I wanted that part of my life, Mac, to be history. While he was on tour it didn’t really matter that much, but I couldn’t pretend anymore once he was home.” She laughs a little. “I didn’t even know if you wanted me… not properly, not until the next day. But I already knew I was pregnant; I’d done a test. I’d skipped a period. I’m not sure how that happened, I mean, as you know, I was on birth control.”

Yeah, I knew. She was on the pill. We’d always had ‘safe’ sex with other partners but wanted to feel each other raw. We’d gotten checked out just to make sure nothing had slipped through the net. It all felt clinical at the time, but the reward was well fucking worth it. Through my anguish, I manage a smile, because I know very well how it happened, just not why. My dick twitches again, the inappropriate bastard.

“You’d asked me to leave him, and even if you hadn’t meant it, or didn’t want to be a part of our child’s life when you found out, I still couldn’t stay there anymore.”

She pulls her now tear-filled gaze away from her fingers and glances across at me. Fuck me. The urge to wrap her in my arms is almost overpowering. I pull my hands from my head and rub them down my thighs. She scans my face for a second before returning to her nervous picking.

I need to listen.

I replay the words in my head like a fucking mantra, hoping my brain can gain some control on my body.

She picks up her tea and stares into it before continuing.

“He’d threatened me. Told me he’d kill you if I didn’t stop seeing you.” She gives me a small smile. “But selfishly I couldn’t not see you one more time. I didn’t understand how unstable he was. What he was capable of. I obviously believed him, but…”

I can’t sit still any longer. I want to rip something apart. Keeping my thoughts in is killing me. The need to comfort her is fucking unbearable. She lifts her head to watch my movement as I begin pacing the kitchen.

“When I went home after we broke up, he was waiting for me. They’d cancelled the tour because of his issues. I was so stupid leaving the test in the bathroom wastebasket. Obviously, the father was you. It couldn’t have been anyone else.” She chokes the words out. When I turn to look at her, my chest constricts. Tears trail down her cheeks and drop from her chin. She finally takes a sip of her tea.

“When I was in labour I nearly caved and begged Layla to ring you. But what would I have said? Hi, Noah. It’s me. I’m having a baby. I know I’ve not told you about him, but come hold my hand anyway?”

I can’t keep quiet any longer and turn to face her. “I would’ve fucking come.” The words spat out through gritted teeth.

I would have, had I known. I would’ve held her hand. But I wouldn’t have been able to. She wouldn’t have got hold of me. Around that time I had hit rock bottom and begged Bear to let me go on a job. I had needed to gain control, and that was the only way I knew how.

“Yes, I know you would. But at what cost?” she snaps at me.

My brow furrows and I stop pacing as I try to figure out what she’s telling me. “I don’t understand.” I really don’t. I can’t justify her actions in my head.

She fidgets again like she’s uncomfortable in her own skin. “He didn’t just threaten you. He… told me he would either fuck or kick my baby out of me.”

Her baby. My son. Fuck.

“I guess raping me would have achieved that in his mind. Alex arrived just in time. He managed to pull Mac off of me.”

“Lizzie, who the fuck is Alex?”

She smiles at my obvious jealousy. “He worked for Mac, though I guess he was more my bodyguard than his.”

I manage to fight down the other questions surrounding her answer.

“I wanted to come to you after, but knew it was impossible. He had connections. While Mac was around, I wasn’t safe. Our son wasn’t safe. And neither were you.”

She should have fucking come to me; I wish she’d had. That bastard would have been dead a lot fucking sooner. If she’d known what sort of person I really am she would never have gone through any of this shit. But she didn’t know and now’s not the time to tell her.

Anger courses through me. That fucker kept her and my son from me. But I can’t blame her for staying away, for not calling me. The rest seems pointless now. Her reason for leaving, her reason for staying away, is now dead. She has lived in fear of the weakest man on the planet. Because a man who threatens a woman and a baby is a fucking coward and deserves to be six feet under. I want to hold her in my arms but she’s wrapped her arms around herself as a shield. She’s had enough.

I need to lighten the situation before she goes into meltdown mode. So I ask something, which for now is more important than pushing her further.

“What’s our son’s name?” The words sound odd coming from my lips, but they bring a warmth to my chest I never imagined I’d feel.

Relief spreads across her face along with a heart-warming smile. “Kai.”

Well, fuck me. She gave him my middle name.

The air sucks out of my lungs as I close the space between us. Unable to stop myself, I grasp under her arms, lift her up, and wrap her around me. My forehead dips into the nook of her neck and I breathe in her scent.

“Thank you.” The words are soft but I know she hears them when she gasps and clasps my back tighter. Knowing I should put her down, but wanting her in my arms, I hold her for all I’m worth.

A question jumps into my mind, I can already guess the answer but ask her anyway. “How old is he?” I murmur the words into her neck. Her heartbeat begins to increase, matching my own quickened speed.

“He’s twenty-seven months, so a little over two. I talk to him about you all the time.”

Her words catch me off guard. I pull back and search her face. She’s not lying. The urge to kiss her propels my next move. I slide her legs from around my waist so she can find her footing. Releasing her from my arms, I step away and create some distance between us. It’s not much, but enough. Hurt flares in the depths of her hurricane-filled eyes, making the flecks glint in anger.

Reaching out, I graze my thumb lazily across her bottom lip. Her breath hitches in response.

“Don’t think I don’t want you. I’ve never wanted anything more in my life.” My voice is deep, raw, and full of need. “But we need to talk about where we go from here.” My cock has other ideas and is about to go and find a new owner because he thinks I’m depriving him for the fucking sake of it.

She nods at me as her searching eyes delve into mine. She takes a deep breath as they glisten with unshed tears.

“I love you, Noah. I always have.”

My lungs begin to burn, and I realise I’m not breathing.

“What do you want from me, Lizzie?” My voice quivers with uncertainty.

“You.” The tears breach, and fall down her beautiful face. “I’ve only ever wanted you.”
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FRESH AIR SLAMS into my lungs. I step forward snake one hand around her waist, and she trembles beneath my touch. The other hand winds into the hair at the nape of her neck, holding her hostage. The tempest in her tear-filled eyes blazes, and resistance is pointless. I know I’m fucked. She’s my addiction. My Achilles heel. My downfall.

I inch forward and wait for any hesitation from her. But the flecks in her eyes only burn brighter, drawing me in like a flame.

The moment my lips graze hers, the blood in my veins ignite with desire, spreading like wildfire through my whole body. I’m done for. Gone. And I accept my fate. So I do the only thing I can.

I fall.

My tongue flicks out and surfs the seam of her lips. She opens up, allowing me access. I probe her mouth with tiny thrusts and she meets me halfway and deepens the kiss. Our tongues swirl and dance. Pouring every ounce of me into the kiss, I hope she accepts what I’m giving. What she already holds. A breathy moan escapes her as one of my hands fists her hair, and the other pulls her closer. Every hard inch of me presses against her softness. Delicate fingers trail over my back leaving tremors in their wake as I fight for control of my body. But it’s hers, she’s the puppet master, and holds all the strings.

My breath’s ragged as I break away, tugging gently on her hair to expose her face. Swollen pink lips and intense grey eyes stare back at me. Her chest is rising and falling like a stormy sea. There’s no other way to describe her, except beautiful. Unable to speak, I search her features and gently cup her face, as her fingers work into my waistband. My cock strains against her, desperate to be set free. As if reading my mind, her hand inches around and plunges into my boxer briefs. When her fingers wrap around my erection, my eyes shutter closed and a hiss escapes through gritted teeth.

Please.

I open my eyes, silently begging for something, anything this woman could give me. But her head is down, watching, as she circles her thumb over and over the tip of my engorged head. Her entranced eyes flick to mine, and my breath catches in my throat, but not from desire. Pain is etched onto her face, and in her eyes.

“What is it?” My voice is deep, but uncertain.

Her eyes shift nervously as I slowly wrap my hand around hers and pull it away from my cock.

“How many were there?” Her small voice is barely a whisper.

The question works faster than a cold shower, and my hard-on shrivels and dies within seconds.

Oh, fuck. How do I answer that?

I let go of her hand and run my fingers over my head. “Does it really matter?” I turn away from her, locking my fingers together behind my head. Shame washes over me, and I can’t bring myself to turn and face her. “We were over. You’d gone.”

Her sad chuckle tortures my eardrums. “That many, huh?”

I need to find a way to fix this. I can’t change my past, but it’s not going to ruin my future. But I can’t lie to her. Sucking in a do-or-die breath, I turn around to face her and spill the truth.

“I’ve been without you for three fucking years. I hadn’t heard your beautiful voice, I hadn’t felt your lips on mine, and I hadn’t felt your skin beneath my fingers.” I lock firmly onto her gaze, holding her with me. “Every day without you was another day in Hell. Yes, I fucked around, but they didn’t have a single part of me that belonged to you.” My hands drop from my head as I work my way back to her.

“They had everything.” Her gaze drops to the floor and her voice is timid, hurt bleeding from every syllable. I reach for her, raising her chin with my forefinger so she looks in my eyes. She needs to see the truth.

“No, Lizzie. All they had was my cock. I didn’t make love to any of them; they were a quick fuck against a wall in a dirty alley. They didn’t enter into my thoughts, because that’s where I kept you. They didn’t have my heart, because I left it with you. You didn’t want me, and I still gave them nothing that was yours.”

“You don’t get where I’m coming from,” she huffs impatiently, trying to wriggle her chin from my grasp, but I don’t let her budge. The sparks in her eyes glint angrily at me.

I keep my voice soft, although it’s a struggle. “Oh, I do, and while I understand it’s hard for you to come to terms with it, you need to understand that when I walked out the door I fell apart. I found a way to cope, to pick up the pieces.” My eyes search her features for a tiny shred of hope my fucked-up way of dealing with the pain hasn’t destroyed the only thing I’ve ever craved. “You may not like it, but… fuck, Lizzie, none of them were you.”

I drop her chin and wrap my arms around her waist. She doesn’t resist me, giving me the glimmer of hope I’m begging for. “You’re it for me. I live and breathe for you. I’m completely caught up in your beautiful fucking storm. I love watching the lightning sparks in your eyes when I’m deep inside you. I love the untamed tempest that swirls in them when you’re angry, like now.”

I reach up and rub my thumb across her cheek. “I love watching the sun burst through the clouds when you’re happy, and the calm after the storm. When you lie in my arms and look at me like I’m it for you. You’re like a whirlwind sucking me in to its depths and I love every minute of it. Because I love you. Not them. You.”

She sucks in a breath and her gaze locks onto mine. So I continue.

“But I will tell you this. If you don’t think you can get over the things that happened when we weren’t together… If you can’t forgive me, then walk away now. Because I can’t survive another rogue fucking hurricane.”

I’m putting my future in her hands. My pulse races and my eyes stay glued to hers, watching the emotions run through them, waiting for some form of response from her. She remains silent for what seems like a fucking eternity. Just as I think I can’t stand it any longer, she moves. Still silent, but she’s moving towards me, not away.

The tightness gripping hold of my chest releases infinitesimally, unsure of the outcome, uncertain if this could still be goodbye. Stopping within a few inches of me, her warm breath grazes my neck as she looks up, her eyes glistening with tears. My nerve endings are completely aware of her presence, and I’m fighting every inch of my natural instinct to push aside that fucking T-shirt and bury myself deep inside her.

She places her hand over my heart and I know she can feel the frantic beat pulsating against it. My breath hitches at her touch and I’m unable to look away from the eyes which have haunted my life for what feels like forever. I cover her hand with mine and her fingers flex on my chest. The sensation almost undoes me. My body is screaming for her to touch me in the way only she knows how, and all my blood flows south to my traitorous cock.

“I’d forgive you for almost anything.”

That’s all I need to hear. I sweep her up and claim her mouth with mine. Walking blindly with her wrapped around me, I head out of the kitchen. I need to be with her—in her. Stopping at the foot of the stairs, I tear my mouth from hers. “Are you sure?” And I nod upstairs.

“I’m yours.”

The huskiness in her tone unravels my resolve. I slide her down my body and to her feet. If she’s coming up with me, she’s doing it because she truly wants to, not just because I carried her there. I hold out my hand to her, praying she takes it. When her small hand locks around mine, I walk her up the stairs.

When we reach my bedroom, I wrap her in my arms as she slides hers around my neck. She stands on her tiptoes and kisses me gently. It’s one small, tender kiss, but it removes any doubts circling my brain. My hands find the hem of the T-shirt and I fist it, using it as an anchor to pull her hard against me. She gasps at the contact with my hard shaft. My lips quirk into a cheeky smile. “Missed me?”

“You have no idea.” She breathes the words out in a whisper and they send ripples of pleasure through my taut body.

“If I’m too much, let me know. I don’t think I can be gentle.” I fist my hand into her hair. “Not this time.” I have to get the warning out there. I sure as hell don’t want to hurt her, but my balls are as blue as the midnight sky. Once I hit her sweet spot, there will be no going back.

“I told you before, Noah, I don’t need gentle. I just need you. Always only you.”

My mouth claims hers as my hands release the hem and snake down onto her thighs. In one slow movement, I graze my hands up them and up her sides, lifting the T-shirt to expose her. Her bare skin on my fingers sets every nerve in me on fire. She raises her arms to allow me to remove it. I throw the tee to the floor and it hits the pile of wet clothes from earlier. A reminder I’m now a dad. The woman in front of me is his mum. Together we make a family. My family.

I pull my eyes away from the pile and gaze in wonder at Lizzie. She’s the picture of perfection in underwear and chunky socks. I take her face between my hands. “Do you have any idea how beautiful you are?”

Her face flushes and I claim her mouth again, walking her back towards my bed. The backs of her legs hit the side and she falls onto it. I stand, mesmerised, and take in every inch of her. Perfect mounds of flesh erupt from her bra. Wayward hair splays out behind her. My gaze hones in on her satin-smooth skin. I can’t hold back any more. I need to be deep inside her.

One-handed, I rip off my own T-shirt and shrug down my underwear and joggers in one swift movement, using my feet to remove them. Lizzie’s eyes widen as she roams down my naked form and come to rest on my very hard, angry, pulsing cock. I palm it a few times and step forward as she sits up. Her hot mouth wraps around me in seconds and tremors run up my spine. My skin breaks out in goose bumps, completely hyperaware of her every touch.

Grasping my hand into her hair, I pull her off me. I’ll last about thirty milliseconds if she continues down that path. “Naked. Now,” I order, my voice raw.

“I’d forgotten how bossy you are.” She smiles innocently at me. She hasn’t forgotten at all.

I can’t play her game, not now. “I need to be buried up to my balls inside you, Lizzie. I need to feel that sweet pussy of yours squeezing the life out of my cock. Get your fucking clothes off. Now.”

Her chest rises and falls rapidly. She’s always loved my dirty mouth, which shocked the shit out of me. Removing the remaining items of clothing, she complies and positions herself in the middle of my bed. She runs her fingers along her glistening, enflamed lips, teasing me within an inch of blowing my load. I can’t wait any longer. I need to feel her skin on mine. Crawling onto the bed, I position myself between her thighs, trapping her hand between us.

“What are you doing, Mr. Hamilton?”

Her mischievous smile could light up my darkest hour. I rock my hips, ensuring to produce just enough pressure against her core. I know I’ve achieved my objective when she releases a low moan I feel all the way to my toes. The amusement on her face is replaced with pure, unadulterated desire. She’s never been more beautiful than she is now.

Leaning my weight on my forearms, I run my nose slowly down her delicate neck, taking in her arousing, sweet scent, placing feather-light kisses along the route back up. Her pulse increases in tempo as I breathe into her ear. “Exactly what you want.”

It’s all the answer she needs. She shudders beneath me, and her pelvis rises up to push against mine.

Taking my weight on one arm, I bring in the other, holding it flush against my side, and then reach between us. With a firm hand, I take hold of hers that’s still working her clit and pull it free. “That’s my job.” Her rainy day eyes remain mesmerised as I bring her fingers to my mouth and lazily wrap my tongue around each one. “Mmm, you taste like heaven,” I murmur softly against her hand.

I let go and she runs her fingers across the back of my head, pulling me closer. I take her mouth desperately, like a man who’s been deprived of air would take his first free breath. I’m rewarded with a sigh and her softening under my touch, as I nip and suck on her bottom lip. My hands roam down her body, touching, stroking, kneading, until I reach down into the valley of her legs. I tease a finger, then two, through her soaked and swollen lips, rubbing gently back and forth. She’s panting. Her hips begin to sway in time with my strokes, and I feel the frustration in her movements, desperately trying to gain the pressure I’m withholding just out of reach. Her nails scrape down my back and dig into my arse, trying to drive me into giving her what she needs.

“What would you like, Lizzie?”

She tries to push forward with her hips to tell me but I need to hear her.

“I want”—I suck on a nipple and release it with the graze of my teeth as she takes a sharp inhale—“you to tell me”—I plunge the two fingers into her depths, rotating them; she sucks them in and her walls clench around them before I withdraw them—“what you want, Lizzie,” I finish. I’m holding my fingers still, slightly dipped in to her pussy, as I ravage her mouth again. She’s panting harder, desperate, and fuck, I need her to tell me.

“I want you. Oh, God. I want you now.”

I sink my fingers slowly back into her before removing them. Her eyes widen, but soon calm, as I grab my cock and rub the thick head along her heat. She relaxes against me and I penetrate her hard, instantly stopping when I’m balls-deep. She throws her head back and lets out the most awe-inspiring sound. I can’t even begin to describe it. The feelings it induces are intense and have me vibrating from head to toe.

I withdraw halfway and she mews beneath me, her eyes swirling into a storm of lust. Unable to control myself, I push back in and hitch her leg around my waist as I begin a relentless rhythm. As I hear the heavenly sounds of her getting close, I withdraw and urge her onto her stomach, pull her hips back and raise her perfect arse into the air. I run my hand up and down her spine, trail my finger through her crack, and pause over the puckered rose of her rear entrance. She gasps as I push my finger against it.

Her head whips around and she locks her gaze to mine over her shoulder, and I grab hold of my cock and rub it over her pussy, soaking in her juices. I push slightly into her with small, quick pulses. With one hand I reach forward and grab a fistful of her hair, tight enough to pull but not to hurt. And I place the thumb of my other hand over the entrance of her arse, fingers splayed over her lower back holding her in place, then I thrust in deep. At this angle I know I’m not going to last long, but neither is she, so I pound into her. Beads of sweat form over both of us as I drive in again and again. Harder and harder.

Her walls squeeze me as she reaches climax, my name leaving her lips as a prayer, and it drags me over the precipice with her. My balls tighten, and each pulse of release comes hard and fast. I growl her name and thrust a few more times before we both collapse onto the bed, panting and fighting for breath. Our bodies slick from the intense exertion as I hover over her.

As I roll off of her back and onto my side, I pull her back into me. Her body wrapped up so close into mine is such a foreign feeling, but it’s so right, so natural. She nuzzles back into the crook of my shoulder and lets out a content sigh and I can’t resist smiling at the sound.

I lean forward and place a tender kiss to her forehead. “For the record, next time, I’m making love to you.”

I feel her smile against my chest. “Noah?”

“Yeah?”

“I love you.”

My throat tightens at her words. They’re genuine and so fucking real. Her words have never sounded truer. “I love you, too, angel.” I don’t think she’ll ever know how much.

A bad feeling creeps up inside of me and tugs on my gut. The nervousness creates a million stampeding elephants in my stomach. My real problem lurks in the background, unspoken, and gnaws at my conscience. Will she want me when she knows the truth? When she knows what I am? I shake my head to try and rid the nagging voice, but it remains.

The reality of being in love with someone who knows nothing about the things I’ve done weighs heavily in my thoughts. It didn’t matter before because I lost her, anyway. But now she’s here and she deserves to know what she’s letting herself in for. It’s only fair. But I don’t want fair. I selfishly want her. And I’ll go to any lengths to keep her, and my son.

Even if it means hiding the real me.
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NOAH’S HEARTBEAT RACES under my ear. In the past, by now it would have been steady, satisfied, a dull thud lulling me to sleep. His sexual presence is all over my body, like a slow burn over my skin. Sighing, I roll over onto my back. He moves with me, lying on his side with his head propped on one hand. He’s outstanding to look at. Breathtakingly handsome. His dark, chiselled features display an air of contentment, but his racing heart tells me a different story. Something’s wrong with him, and I can’t help but think it’s Kai on his mind.

His fingers dance over my stomach, but they tense slightly. He pushes up off the bed to take a closer look at what I know will be the six-inch, barely-there white scar. His eyes roam where his fingers stroke on my lower abdomen.

“What’s this?” His voice is dangerously low and filled with concern.

The reaction to the small scar makes me smile. He thinks someone’s hurt me. I’m surprised by his reaction, although I know I’ve told him some things which would make him think that way. His hazel eyes turn dark as they flick between my eyes and where his fingers rest.

“That’s my Kai smile.” I’m lucky; a lot of women have issues surrounding their caesarean mark, with misaligned skin and saggy bits. Mine just looks as though someone has drawn a fine line on me with a white marker pen.

A look of confusion crosses his face for a second then his eyes soften as he registers the information. His fingers trail the line over and over again.

“I’ve missed too much.”

The pain in his voice tugs at my heart. I knew keeping Kai from him would hurt him. I just didn’t realise how much. He didn’t seem like he wanted to have children, although we’d never discussed it. I should have known. As an adopted child, he would never turn his back on his own.

His eyes sear into mine. “Tell me about it?”

I brush my fingers across the scruff on his chin. “I’d been in labour for nine hours when they discovered he’d moved. I don’t know if you know, but babies should come out crown first.” I rub my hand on the stubble on his head to show him where I mean. “But Kai was trying to push out forehead first. Babies’ heads don’t compress that way.”

My lips lift into a smile. “He was never coming out with his head at that angle, so he was stuck in the birth canal.” I shrug my shoulders as if what I’m going to say next is no big deal. “I had to have an emergency caesarean.”

With wide eyes, his large hand presses flat against my stomach. The rough pads of his fingers flex against it.

“You should never have had to go through that without me.” He gives a shake of his head and his eyes flare. “I’d bet you were beautiful when you held my baby in here.” His gruff voice is full of emotion as he leans over and touches his lips to my skin, sending tremors across my tummy.

“Oh, sure. I looked like a whale.” It’s an automatic response, but his tenderness is undoing me.

“Whales are beautiful, majestic, and graceful.” His eyes lock onto me, as tears brim and threaten to fall from mine.

“I’m so sorry.” I choke the words out. The emotions he’s inducing in me overpower all my senses. If I said ‘sorry’ every day for the rest of my life, it would still not be enough. It will never ease the guilt I carry.

“Hey.” His thumb rubs over my cheek, sweeping away the tears, which have begun to fall. “It doesn’t matter now. You’re here. You’re safe. If I had to choose between keeping you both safe and my feelings, your safety would win every time. You made the right choice. If you’d told me, I would’ve come for you. No matter what. I understand why you didn’t want that.”

My tears fall harder, trailing down my heated cheeks. I have waited so long for his forgiveness. I’ve tormented myself for years thinking I’d never hear it. That I didn’t deserve it. For him to understand, even if just a fraction, humbles me.

His glowing eyes search my face. “I love you. You’re my fucking everything. Don’t ever forget it.” The conviction in his words reinforces the look in his eyes. Strong arms wrap around me and bring me to rest on his chest.

“This tattoo’s new.” My fingers start to trace the ink covering his left pec.

“Yeah.” His lazy smile graces his lips, and he hardens against my thigh. I sigh against his skin, sending a shockwave of goose bumps across his chest. “Keep that shit up and I’m tying you to the bed, and fucking you to within an inch of your life. As I recall, I promised to make love to you next time, so you better move. Your soft touch is killing me.” His low, gravelly voice rumbles under my ear, accompanied by the thud of his heart.

One of his hands slaps down on my bum cheek causing it to sting in pleasure. “Get that pretty arse up, I’ve got my son to meet.” On the last words, his voice cracks a little.

Raising my head from his chest, I gaze into his eyes. Expecting to find the hurt I’ve seen for the last week or so, my breath catches when I see nothing but pure happiness. The dark hazel glows almost amber with the light that shines in them. I fight to pull my gaze away from his, and slide my body over him to get up.

He relaxes back on his bed, left hand behind his head, and the right resting across his perfect six-pack. One leg raised and one straight. His thick erection is still hard and lies proudly against his lower abdomen, tempting me in a way which has me clenching in anticipation. I force myself to look away to find my underwear as his eyes burn into me.

“What are your plans now?” His husky after-sex lilt is still present in his voice.

I stare back at him, fighting the urge to climb back on top, and slip one leg into my knickers followed by the other. Noah gives me confidence in my body; something only he manages to produce. “What do you mean by plans?”

Turning away from him again, I locate my bra on the floor and bend to pick it up.

“Where are you both going to live?”

“I was planning on staying with Layla for a bit, then I’m going to buy a house.” Straightening up, I pull my arms through the straps and fasten my bra at the back. I hear rustling behind me, and my whole body jumps from sated to hyperaware. His breath washes over my neck as his huge hands rest on my hips and tug me back to him. Every hard inch of him presses up against me. I resist the urge to rub myself against him as heat pools between my thighs.

“Like fuck you are. If you think you’re living anywhere but here, you’re sadly fucking mistaken.” His low-spoken command allows for no argument.

His lips press to my neck and he sucks against it, and I can’t find any words. My body, already enflamed from his previous delicious torture, shudders against him. One of his hands moves from my hip and up across to my breast, where he pinches and rolls the hard nub between his thumb and forefinger. The other dips into my knickers and his large finger lazily strokes against my slickness. I almost convulse on the spot as he sinks into me, my knees giving way as he holds me against him.

“Mmm,” he whispers in my ear, setting fire to my entire being with the vibration. “This hot, wet pussy is mine. You will be in my house, in this bed to fuck, touch, and taste, whenever the fuck I want.” He’s masculine, dominating, and it’s turning me on.

He nips on my earlobe, his hot tongue strokes at the tender spot beneath it. I can’t think straight. Withdrawing his finger from me, he runs the moisture across my lips before spinning me around and branding my mouth with his. A groan emanates from his chest and I know I’ve lost the argument before it’s begun.

Pulling away, he has his cocky half grin on full wattage. “Got that?” The arrogant arse slaps my bottom again and strides off, chuckling, out of the bedroom. Breathless and speechless, all I can do is watch him leave, with a smile on my lips.

Just before the sound of the shower running hits my ears, there’s an electric buzz, and his bedroom is filled with music. Raising my hand to my mouth, I collapse on the bed as I try to choke back the tears. It’s playing Nickelback’s I’d Come for You.
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Noah stands with his hed down, hands in his pockets, and his shoulders hunched. We have been standing side by side outside of Boo’s for the last five minutes, while he builds up the courage to meet Kai. I give him a quick once-over. Vulnerable Noah is a sight to behold. Usually oozing with masculine confidence and domineering power, the soft, unsure side is a vast contrast and melts my heart even further.

“What if he doesn’t like me?” The apprehension in his deep voice is astonishing. My great big grizzly man is terrified of a two-year-old. I’d laugh at him for being ridiculous, but I don’t think it’d go down too well at the minute. Instead, I lean into his side and speak softly.

“He’ll love you. I just hope you love him half as much.” Attempting to calm his nervousness, I lay a hand on his arm.

His head whips up and there’s fire in his eyes. “I already do.”

Removing his hands from his pockets, he runs them over his head, making me smile. I take the opportunity to pacify him further. Wrapping my arms around his waist, I gaze up into his beautiful eyes, which look so much like our son’s. He’s so out of his depth, he doesn’t realise the moment he walks through the door every fear he holds will be wiped away.

At least I hope.

Pushing myself up onto my tiptoes, I place a small kiss on his lips and pull away a fraction. One of his hands immediately reaches up and cups the nape of my neck, drawing me closer, while the other flexes against my waist. I surrender to him and let him take what he needs. My senses are engulfed by everything that is him. His musky aftershave and fabric softener combine with the tiniest hint of engine oil on his skin. The frenzied connection slows to tender, then he pulls away. His eyes are molten and I know I’ve achieved my objective, he’s distracted.

I unwrap my arms from around him and take one of his large hands in mine. He looks down at them entwined with each other and then back to my face. His eyes flicker with an emotion I can’t quite place. Then, without any words, he nods his head and walks with me into the house.

When we enter the kitchen, the grip on my hand tightens, and I feel him go rigid. Ted is sitting at the kitchen table reading the newspaper and drinking coffee. The voice of Boo playing with a squealing and giggly Kai drifts into the room. I smile at the sound.

As I look back at Noah, his face is set in a murderous rage directed at Ted. When I glance over at Ted, his eyes have widened, but he dips his head in acknowledgement at Noah’s expression. Whatever they have just silently communicated to each other calms Noah’s features, and as he turns to look at me, the cold expression disappears. A soft, nervous smile takes its place and I want to jump into his arms. Instead I place a kiss onto his chin.

“Just give me a minute?”

He hesitates as if he wants to argue with me, but then agrees.

As I stride out of the kitchen, Noah’s voice rumbles as he starts talking to Ted. “You need to explain yourself, mate. And you better make it fucking good.”

I decide I better give him five minutes, at least, so they can sort out whatever’s going on between them.

Walking into the lounge, I’m met with Boo crawling around on hands and knees with Kai attached to her back, as she makes silly dog noises.

I stifle a chuckle. “Hmm, that’s a good look you’ve got going there. You’d better get up before Ted comes in and takes that as an invitation.”

She swings around and Kai almost topples off, laughing his little head off. I bend down and lift him from her back, and he wraps himself around me like a limpet. I give him a kiss as Boo gets up off the floor and wraps us both in a hug.

“Nothing he’s not already had today,” she whispers in my ear. Straightening up, she asks, “You good?”

She pulls back and I give her a shy smile, indicating towards the kitchen with my head. “Yeah, he’s here. Thanks for looking after Kai for me.”

Squealing, she squashes us both in her arms again. “Thank fu— The heavens for that. And it was a pleasure. I’ve missed him.”

I chuckle as she releases us again and starts her barrage of questions. “Where’d you find him? How’d he take it? Did you two make up?”

I interrupt her before she goes where I know she’s going with this line of questioning. “He’s nervous as hell. Do you think you could take Ted out somewhere?” I sigh, feeling guilty. After all, this is her house. “I promise I’ll answer all your questions but… I don’t think he needs an audience for this.”

“Oh, I think I can manage that,” she says with a smile. “But you better tell me everything. I’ve been waiting years for this.”

Kai wiggles in my arms and tugs on my hair. “Mu-mum, ‘ars.”

“Okay, poppet.” I give him another kiss, place him down, and he wanders off to play.

Then I turn my attention back to Boo. “Yeah, so have I.” As I glance at my friend, her eyes fill with tears. “Don’t start, you’ll set me off.”

“It’s just I know you have, hun. I’m so happy for you.”

We’re distracted by raised voices in the kitchen, followed by a crash. We eye each other then burst out laughing. “Better go save them from themselves,” I mutter. Taking a quick glance at Kai to make sure he’s safe, I nod and follow Boo out of the room.

The scene that greets us is not quite what we were expecting. Noah and Ted are hugging. They slap each other on the back and break apart. Ted rubs his jaw with his fingers as Noah smirks at him, and then tries to hide the fact he’s rubbing his own knuckles. They both turn to stare at us, innocent looks gracing their faces.

Guess the guys have made up.

Boo goes and grabs hold of Ted’s hand. “Come on, handsome. You’re taking me down the new wine bar for a drink.” I can see the protest coming in his eyes and his brows pinch, but she cuts him off with a glare. “We can get some ice for that glass jaw of yours, too.” She smirks at him.

“You’ll pay for that.” He dips, grabs her around the waist, and lifts her onto his shoulder.

With Boo squealing and yelling, a chuckling Ted carries her out the door, and I turn around to find Noah missing.

What the hell?

I pace into the hallway but come to a halt when I see him standing in the doorway to the lounge. Tension is evident across his stiff shoulders, and I’m desperate to see his face. With a pounding heart, I will myself forward. Coming up behind him, I place a hand on his arm. His gorgeous head turns and his eyes find mine. The burn in them is something new, something I’ve never seen before, and reserved only for the little boy playing cars on the floor.

“Go on, I’ll wait here.” I manage to croak out the words, my emotions going off the scale. I’ve dreamed of this day so many times over the years, but I never dared hope it would ever happen. In front of me, my dreams are coming true.

He pulls his eyes from mine and takes a deep breath. When he steps into the room, Kai turns to look at him, and a smile so similar to Noah’s lights his face.

“Hey, little man.” Noah’s deep voice, choked with emotion, flows into my ears and I can’t see anything else, as tears run freely down my face. This is all I ever wanted. This is how it always should have been.
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LITTLE MAN…

My heart’s in my throat as I observe my son while he plays cars. I soak in everything about him, from his thick, dark hair to the dimple on his left cheek, so like his mum’s when she smiles. My gaze roams further down to his tiny hands. Chubby fingers grasp onto a die-cast Ducati and a black Mustang.

Fuck.

I turn to Lizzie, as a small but peaceful smile tugs at her full lips. She has introduced fragments of my life into his. The sting at the back of my eyes burns fiercer, as I fight to gain control of my emotions. All along, she wanted me in his life. Blood rushes through my veins and my whole body shakes with apprehension.

She wanted him to know me.

My attention returns to Kai, who’s now on his hands and knees, while he zooms the vehicles across the carpet, then bashes them together. Vrooming and crashing noises accompany the actions like any other little boy. But for my boy to be doing it, tugs at my heart so hard it almost stops.

He looks up from his playthings and stares straight into my eyes, his little dark brown ones lighting up at the prospect of a playmate. I take a few slow steps forward, get down onto my knees, and sit back on my heels. He drops his toys, pushes himself off the floor, and toddles over to me. Little feet nudge my knees as he stops directly in front of me. I can’t help the tears surging down my cheeks, or the stupid smile on my face.

His beauty overwhelms me.

My boy.

Tiny hands touch my face. Then his face breaks out into a toothy grin, and he says, “‘Ars.” He points towards his cars.

“Would you like me to play cars with you, little man?” I ask him.

His easy acceptance of a stranger unnerves me. I make a mental note to talk to Lizzie about it later. I’ve got no right to dictate to her how she should do things, but fuck, that scares the shit out of me.

“Yeash. Wanna p’ay ‘ars wiv me?” He grabs my hand and tugs.

I glance back at the doorway to see Lizzie with tears tracking down her cheeks. The happiest look I’ve ever seen graces her face. She shines like fucking Christmas as she smiles at me, and then retreats away out of sight.

My eyes move back to Kai, who hasn’t let go of my hand, but has continued to tug on it. The trust in his eyes annihilates me. I take a second to try and balance my emotions and wipe my eyes.

“Come on then. Let’s play cars.”

I spend the next half hour zooming and crashing cars and bikes as I try to talk to my son. Even though conversation with a two-year-old is not what I would call easy, I love every minute of it. Lizzie comes in a couple of times and watches us, but doesn’t involve herself.

Finally she says, “Bedtime, poppet.”

He looks her full in the face, with a complete look of disgust on his. “No, ‘ars.”

I try to hide my laugh behind my hands, as she scowls at me to hide her own.

“Daddy will play cars with you again tomorrow.” The tenderness in her voice as she speaks warms me, along with the word tomorrow.

He looks up at me with wide, hopeful eyes. “Da-dad, ‘ars?”

My heart almost explodes. I’ve never wanted to hear those words, never thought of myself worthy enough to deserve them. But fuck, I’d trade everything I own to hear the little boy in front of me say them again.

“Best do as Mummy says, Kai.” I stand up and smile down at him. “We don’t want her getting grumpy.”

Lizzie rolls her eyes at me, as he goes to toddle out of reach. She scoops him up into her arms before he can make a break for freedom.

“Do you want Daddy to give you your milky before bedtime?” His little eyes meet mine before he turns back to his mum.

“Da-dad, ‘ilky.” His little voice talks to my soul.

Lizzie throws a nervous glance my way. “Is that okay?”

Really? She’s asking me that.

“There’s nothing I would rather be doing, but I haven’t got a clue what to do.”

Panic rushes through me. I’m a fucking mechanic; he doesn’t have a cylinder head, brake callipers, or an exhaust. What do I do? With Kai wrapped around her, she takes a few steps towards me, then passes him into my open arms.

“You’ll learn,” she says gently. “Just snuggle down with him on the settee and I’ll fetch his milk.”

A few seconds later I’m sitting on the sofa with Kai on my lap, his head snuggled up on my chest. He’s gone all sleepy and I feel like I’ve won the fucking lottery. I bury my nose in his dark, fuzzy hair and my senses are engulfed by his smell. Something so unique to him, but at the same time so familiar. I could bury my nose in there for fucking days.

When Lizzie walks back in she stops in her tracks, her hand flies to her mouth. A choked sob emits from her chest as she stares wide-eyed at the two of us. I finally realise, in this moment, that it’s all she’s ever wanted. She could tell me until the cows come home that she did, but real emotion can’t be faked, especially not the ones written all over her face. Those grey eyes of hers are soft and filled with pure, unadulterated love, so honest in its simplicity.

She comes over and snuggles up to my side on the sofa. Kai sleepily takes the plastic beaker of milk from her hands and starts sipping it. His weight gets heavier as he relaxes further. The quiet suckling noises he makes lull me into a place of complete peace.

My gaze finds Lizzie’s and I can’t look away. Her mouth is upturned in a fucking gorgeous smile.

She captured my heart years ago, and she can fucking keep it. They can keep it. It belongs to them. I knew I loved her, but her being back? Having Kai? Love seems inadequate to explain what I feel.

She snuggles her head onto my shoulder. Her hand finds mine, our fingers entwine, and my thumb traces over her soft skin.

Home. I’m finally fucking home. I struggle to swallow past the dry lump in my throat.

My head falls back to rest on the soft leather and I stare at the ceiling, just enjoying the closeness and warmth of my family.

After a few minutes, Lizzie shifts away. “His eyes are drooping; it’s time to get him to bed.” She gestures towards Kai, and sure enough he’s fighting to keep them open. A pang of fear runs through me. I don’t want him to go. I don’t want her to go.

She pushes off of the sofa and the fear heightens, constricting my chest.

“You two are moving in with me, tomorrow,” I blurt out, my tone every bit demanding.

It’s not up for discussion, but she’ll tell me straight, regardless of how fucking domineering I am. It’s one of the things I’ve always loved about her. She doesn’t take my shit. She’ll stand up to me regardless. Challenge me. And it’s hot as fucking hell. I just pray now is not one of those moments. I need them to be with me. I can’t let them go now.

Not ever.

Her eyes search my face. I’m not sure what she’s looking for. They flare with heat and then soften. For the first time I can see love clearly in her eyes. It’s unguarded and swirling in the depths. It’s as innocent and pure as the little man in my arms.

She nods her head and sucks in a breath. “Are you sure, Noah?” A sad smile crosses her face. “It’s a lot to take us both on. I know he’s yours, but you haven’t lived this life.”

I can feel the disappointment building. She gets down on her knees in front of me and places a hand on my thigh. “I’m not saying I don’t want to, but I have to think about the two of us. That little boy in your arms can’t be discarded when the going gets tough. Or if he doesn’t fit into the life you want to lead—’’

“I would—” I begin to argue.

“Let me finish. Please.” Her eyes beg with me to be quiet. I give in and nod at her to continue. She can spout whatever bollocks she wants to, it’s not going to change my mind.

“If that’s what you truly want, then there’s nothing more I would like. But please just think about it. You will always be in his life, no matter what you choose. I would never keep him away from you, not now. I just don’t want you to jump into something you’ll regret and he’ll be caught up in the middle. I won’t do it to him, or me.”

She finally shuts the fuck up.

“Stand up.” My voice is hoarse.

She complies, her wary eyes flicking over to mine, and she wraps her arms around herself. It’s a habit of hers when she’s tense. I adjust a now sleeping Kai in my arms to enable me to stand up. With great care, I lay him back on the sofa and turn to Lizzie.

Reaching for her shoulders, I give them a gentle squeeze with each hand before sliding them down around her waist, and pulling her hard against me. Her heartbeat races and I feel each frantic pulse through her clothes.

“I will say this fucking once, so you better listen.”

Her hands tentatively creep up onto my chest, which makes my fucking cock twitch. Gliding one of my hands up her back, I grasp onto the nape of her neck.

“You, and that little boy, are my fucking universe. I don’t give one flying fuck about tough times. And if you think for one fucking minute that my life hasn’t already changed, you’re wrong.”

Her hands come up to cup my face and I fight my body tooth and nail to get out what I need to say, instead of resorting to burying myself in her, and saying it with my dick.

“When I walked away from you, I didn’t live. I existed. The first time I saw you outside the coffee shop, my reason to live returned. Yeah, I’ve been a bastard to you and I’m sorry—”

“Noah—” Her eyes grow wide and hopeful.

“No. I’m sorry. You need to know that you are my fucking life. Whatever life throws at us”—my voice cracks as I move my hands to her face, my thumb tracing her cheek—“I’m prepared to face it head-on. I’m not letting you go again. I’m not going to be a weekend dad, and I’m not having my son not know me.”

The corner of my mouth lifts in a half smile and her eyes glisten at me. “You think the pair of you will make my life difficult? You couldn’t be more fucking wrong. I didn’t have a life before you walked back in it. And I’ll be fucked if I’m letting you go again.”

My eyes bore into hers, willing her to understand what they both mean to me. Her sight shifts to my lips and my hesitance evaporates. My mouth claims hers. Controlling my need to brand her as mine, I take my time. As her lips part, my tongue entwines with hers with gentle strokes. Her taste drives me to the edge as I tug on her bottom lip with my teeth. Hard as stone, I press her against me tighter and a moan escapes her lips. The beckoning pulse in my jeans lets me know I need to pull away. My good intentions of not pushing this further will be extinguished if I don’t.

My breath’s as ragged as hers as we pull apart. Our eyes meet as we pant in unison. I could get lost in her gaze for days. My arms pull her back against me, wrapping her so close she’s part of me. She’s the only part I need.

“We better get Kai to bed.” My breathy whisper sends tremors down her body.

She nods into my chest but doesn’t move.

“Noah?”

“Yeah?”

“I was sold on ‘my fucking universe.’”

A laugh bursts out of me as I hold her away from me. “Do you have any idea how much I fucking love you?”

Her eyes flare and the flecks glint like sunshine on water. “I think I’m beginning to realise.”

Bringing my hand down, it cracks soundly on her arse and her laugh reverberates in my chest.

“Come on, let’s get our little boy comfortable.” My heart swells with the words.

Lifting him up in my arms, his sleepy dead weight falls against my chest, and once again, it overwhelms me. A thought crosses my mind. I’ve never had anything or anyone I feared losing, before, not even my life. But her? Fuck yeah. If I lost her now, I’d lose him. Neither is a risk I’m prepared to take.

We go up the stairs of Layla’s home and place Kai on a bed. Leaning against the wall of the bedroom, my eyes take in everything Lizzie does. Gently undressing Kai, changing his nappy, and dressing him in his pyjamas, all while he sleeps. The reality of how much I have to learn hits hard. When she’s finished, she places a feather-light kiss on his forehead before turning to face me. So much love fills her eyes, it’s humbling.

“May I?” I ask, my voice gruff.

She beams at me. “You don’t have to ask to kiss your own son goodnight.”

Walking over, I grasp her to my side as I lean in to kiss him, the same way she did. Straightening up, I spin her so we are face-to-face.

“Can I stay with you tonight?” It’s still early evening, but I want to hold her close. Feel her skin on mine.

Her eyes burn as she nods and leads me to another room. We collapse on the bed and she snuggles up into my side, lifting her head and laying it onto my chest to watch me. Propping my head on my arm, I wrap the other around her, drawing her closer, but unable to get close enough.

“Do you want to order pizza?” she asks, eyes full of humour.

“What? Like we used to?” Memories flood my mind of afternoons spent in bed eating pizza and watching old black and white films. She loves them. I think they’re shit, but I watched the fucking things anyway.

She gives me a slow nod of her head, like she’s unsure.

“Can I choose the film?” I joke, my cheeky grin displayed at full throttle.

She laughs and shakes her head but replies, “Yes, if you want to.”

My lips touch her forehead, and she sighs as she cuddles deeper into me. For me, it can’t get any better. I have everything I need right here. I’ll even let her watch whatever shit film she wants because she’s happy and in my arms.

She pushes up and onto her elbow so she can see my face, scanning me like I’ve watched her do many times. She takes in each feature like it’s the last time she’ll see it. A small smile always plays on her lips when she does it, and I wonder what she’s thinking.

Her body stiffens slightly as she runs a finger down the scar under my right eye. “How’d you get this?”

An assortment of old scars covers my body. She knows them as well as the map to my soul. My head drops and I pull my face away from her hand. What the fuck do I tell her? The truth? Would she believe me? Could she cope with the reality? Fuck no.

“It doesn’t matter.” It’s the only thing I can think to say. Anything else would condemn me.

She pins me with her storm-ridden eyes, and it’s obvious she’s not going to let it go. I know I’m in trouble, and everything I’ve just gained will collapse around my fucking feet.
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MY CHEST RISES as I draw in a tense breath. “So, what’s it going to be? Pepperoni, with extra pepperoni, or BBQ meatball melt?” I urge a huge-megawatt smile onto my face in the hope of distracting her with food. My girl always likes to eat.

“Noah?” The finger she ran down my scar moves and rubs across my lips. If she keeps this shit up she’s not going to get pizza. Just me. Every single hard inch.

“Just leave it, please.” I’m begging, but at the minute, I don’t give a fuck. I’m not ready, and I don’t want to lose her, or Kai. “Look, I’ll tell you but just give me some time.”

Like forever.

Her gaze softens and I know I’ve won the battle. For now.

“You promise you’ll tell me?” Grey eyes plead with me for honesty.

My fingers grasp around her wrist and my teeth sink into the soft pads of her fingers before I swirl my tongue around them. “I will.” My mouth goes dry and I struggle to swallow at the words.

I didn’t promise.

Lizzie’s pupils dilate and her gaze whips up into a storm. My free arm wraps around her waist, and I roll us over so my body is cradled in hers. I rock my hips into her sweet spot with slow but deliberate thrusts. Fingers dig into my shoulders and a low moan escapes her lips. Unable to pull my eyes away, I’m caught in her gravity.

I need her.

“Do you remember the promise I made you?” My voice is deep, husky.

Her eyes flutter closed when my pelvis presses harder into hers, showing without a doubt what she does to me. Nodding, her eyes open slightly to watch me, lids at half-mast.

I press my forehead against hers. “Well, I’m making fucking good on it.”

She inhales deeply. The intake of breath is audible, and she shudders beneath me. Our mouths find each other and I’m lost to everything but her. I run my hand along her side, grazing a taut nipple with my thumb on the way down. With a firm grip on her hip, I roll onto my back so she’s straddling me. All the while, I’m probing her mouth, unable to sever the connection.

She pulls away, a wicked smile on her lips. “What about the pizza?”

My abs tighten as I use them to push her up, and I move with her. Straddled across my lap with her chest against mine, I claim her neck with my mouth, sucking against the soft skin. “Pizza can fucking wait.” I know what I’m hungry for and it isn’t fucking food.

She mewls as my hands work her hips against me. Slowly, I inch my hands up onto her T-shirt and yank it up, revealing all her glory to me. I push her arms up and raise the top over her head and glide my hands the full length of her arms. As I fling the shirt across the room, caramel hair falls around her shoulders.

She’s fucking stunning.

I take her head between my hands and study her perfection. “Do you have any idea what you do to me?”

She gives me a soft smile as her chest rises and falls in quick succession. The rapid pulse in her throat is clearly visible.

“The same as you do to me.” She holds my gaze, as her hands tangle in the bottom of my T-shirt.

She mimics the removal of her top, on me. The heat of her gentle fingers drives me to the limit. No touch on earth compares to hers. My patience fades fast, my cock pleads with me to take her. Too many clothes are in my way. I need to get them off.

Grasping her waist, I roll her off me then jump off the bed. Her gaze widens as I kick off my trainers and shrug down my sweats. My cock stands proud, saluting her presence, and my eyes wander down her sexy curves as she sits up to remove her jeans. Dressed only in a plain black bra and knickers, she lies back onto the pillows, looking like my version of heaven.

“Remove the rest.” I indicate to the offending items.

“You like watching,” she points out.

It’s a statement, not a question. “Fuck yes. Get them off.” I almost growl.

Her hands move at an achingly slow pace as she reaches behind her back. When she unclasps the bra, the fabric falls away to reveal the amazing mounds of flesh underneath. Her nipples are hard nubs, begging to be in my mouth. My cock jerks as she runs a finger across the waistband of her knickers. I watch every movement she makes. Her delicate hands glide inside and she shifts her hips and moves them down her full thighs.

Unable to restrain myself, I reach a hand down and clasp it around my cock, rocking my wrist to relieve some tension. With a flick of her foot, the knickers disappear onto the floor.

“Open your legs. I want to see you.” My words are raspy, deep. I’m struggling to hold back, desperate to touch her. My grip on my shaft tightens.

She shifts and all her bare beauty comes into view. Fuck. Pink swollen lips glisten with her arousal, and I can’t hold back any longer. The need to feel her skin on mine is unbearable.

“I need to be inside you, Lizzie. I want to feel your hot pussy milking my cock. But this isn’t about me”—I stalk towards the bed—“It’s about you.”

My head dips on its own to where my cock needs to be. The thought of her taste on my lips has been driving me mad for days, but I take my time. Kissing and licking the soft skin on her inner thighs, my hands work their way under her arse. She writhes against me, trying to find some pressure. Giving in to her demands, I push her up, bringing her into perfect contact with my tongue.

A gasp leaves her mouth as I lick up her slit in one long, slow movement. My head anchors in place by long legs wrapped around my neck and shoulders. There’s no place in the world I’d rather be than trapped between these thighs. My tongue twirls circles around her clit, over and over, before running down her pussy in long strokes. Repeating the motion, time and time again. I dip my tongue inside, deeper, and her hips fight against my hands for freedom to move against my face. Her breaths come quicker as I work harder, and faster.

I release her from my grasp and run my thumb over the sensitive nub. “Oh, Noah. Please.”

“What are you begging for, angel?” I smile against her swollen lips, enjoying the taste of her arousal.

“You.” She can barely get the words out.

“Hmmm, you’ll have to wait. I’m enjoying you riding my face.” In reality, I’m barely hanging on.

I sink a finger into her heat and she cries out. She’s close. I can feel her tightening around me. Withdrawing my finger, I add another, crossing them before sinking deep again. I twist and pump them as she pushes against me, my greedy girl meeting me thrust for thrust. The need to taste her again is the final straw. I lower my head and make contact with her sweet skin. As my tongue grazes lazily over her clit, she moans my name and convulses around my fingers.

Her legs relax over my shoulders and I lift my head to find her gorgeous eyes gazing back at me. A satisfied smile dances on her lips.

I crawl up her still trembling body, enjoying the way the contact with her skin sends fireworks through my blood. When I’m fully positioned, I claim her mouth with mine, taking everything she has to give me and more.

She’s mine.

As her fingers roam my back, I sink into her as slow as my desperation will allow. I relish her tightness, how she gives way to accept me. All of me.

She doesn’t know all of you.

I pull away from her mouth and bury my head in her neck as I fight the thought away. My hand desperately wraps onto her hair, but my thrusts remain gentle. Sharp nails scratch down my back and it’s almost my undoing. I want to fucking come.

“Keep doing that, angel, and this is going to turn into fucking, real fast,” I murmur against her neck.

“Then fuck me, Noah.” Leaning back, I look down into her eyes. “Hard,” she begs.

She doesn’t need to tell me twice. Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to fuck her into oblivion. And hearing the word ‘fuck’ from her mouth heightens my arousal.

Dropping my head to her chest, I take one nipple in my mouth and roll the other in between my fingers. She moans and I can’t contain myself any longer. I thrust in deep, almost savagely. Each push of my hips against hers is like a sledgehammer on stone. Increasing my pace, I drop onto my forearms and watch her as she watches me. Our eyes lock.

Her fingers dig and pull on my back and arse as sweat forms on my brow. I keep rhythm and she rises to meet me. With each clash of skin, I’m driven further to the limit. I’m so close but I need her to come again. Reaching down between us, I pinch on her clit and it sends her over the edge, each delicious clench around my cock dragging me deeper into her. Shivers run down my spine, and I let go with a throaty growl.

“F-uckkk.” My load shoots into her, deep and hard, each pulse bringing me closer to my knees. Out of breath, I collapse onto her. Her skin on mine is the only thing I ever need.

As soon as I catch my breath I roll onto my back, pulling her with me to rest on my chest. One arm snakes around her waist and the other cradles her head against me.

She’s where she fucking belongs. In my arms. And I’ll hold her there for eternity, or at least while I still have the chance. She moulds her body against me, her breath tickling the hairs on my chest, and fingers roaming over my abdomen, as my heart rate begins to even out. No words are needed.

Downstairs there’s a resounding bang as the front door slams shut, and the giggles of what I assume is a very drunken Boo echo around the house.

I arch a brow as I gaze down at Lizzie, her mouth slightly parted, skin flushed. Moving my body away from hers, I slide off the bed and hold my hand out to her. “Time to order the pizza?”

She laughs as she takes my hand, and the sound seeps into every inch of my body.
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“You murdered my son, cunt.” A heavy boot kicks me in the ribs and I momentarily flinch. Pain radiates throughout my chest and I cough up blood onto the floor. Bound like a pig roasting on a spit, the only thing I can do is retract as best I can into the foetal position.

The stale stench of dried piss makes me gag as the metallic fluid floods my mouth. How long have I been here? An hour? Two? Maybe a few days? Frustrated I’m unable to remember, I shake my head. In my peripheral, I spot the Sicilian inching closer to me. He flexes his filthy hands.

“You lying son of a whore.” The bastard’s boot connects with my head, jerking it backwards.

Fuck, he’s taken my headshake as denial. He kicks me again. Harder. With the wind knocked out of me I’m unable to speak. Had I the capability, I would tell the motherfucker kicking the shit out of me, ‘Yes. I did kill your fucking son, and it was the greatest fucking pleasure of my life.’ Instead, I spray a mouthful of blood at the bastard.

My heart beats fast and hard with expectation not fear.

I want to die. That’s what I came here for, why I begged for the job. I have nothing to live for anyway.

He crouches down next to me. The glint of a gaudy signet ring flickers in my vision. Thick fingers wrap around my neck as the fucker hoists me up, expecting me to look at him though my swollen eyelids. I don’t have the energy to resist, and I don’t want to. Metal glints in his hand as it nears my right eye, pressing into the flesh of my upper cheek. The sharp-edged knife scours through my flesh and hits bone. I let out a low moan. The pain is excruciating, but I won’t give him the satisfaction of hearing me scream.

Jerking awake, I suck in air like it’s going to be rationed. Bollocks. I’ve not had a nightmare for months. Beads of moisture trickle down my face and a sheen of sweat covers me. Rainy days and sunflowers overtake my sense of smell. My heart rate steadies as I remember where I am. Forcing my eyelids open, I find Lizzie’s concerned eyes studying me. Fuck.

“Noah, are you okay?” Her gentle voice replaces the bastard screaming obscenities in my head as he carves down my face, followed by the cracks of multiple rounds from Beretta PX4 semiautomatics shredding my eardrums.

“Yeah. I’m good.” I run a shaky hand over my face and it’s clear my voice betrays me.

I untangle myself from the comfort of her limbs; it’s a solace I don’t deserve. Sitting on the edge of the bed, I rest my head in my hands. The bed depresses and her warmth envelops me. Her gentle hand runs circles over my bare back, and goose bumps wage war on my body in response. My impulse is to pull away, and I fight to stay in place. I’m not worthy of her.

“You need to tell me.” Her firm words cause my stomach to free fall.

“Lizzie, I…” My voice cracks as I choke out the words. A choice needs to be made, but I don’t know how to tell her.

What the fuck do I say? I killed people, are you okay with that?

I flick a nervous glance in her direction, before returning to stare at the floor.

“If you want us to move in with you, Noah, I need the truth. You’re not telling me something and I need to know what it is.” Worry laces her tone.

She has no fucking idea. My fingers run through the shorn hair on my head.

I can’t do this.

“Is there someone else?”

My gaze whips around. “Fuck no.”

How the fuck did she go there?

Her forehead crinkles. “Well, I just thought…”

“Well, you know what ‘thought’ did, don’t you?” A look of confusion overtakes her face as my nan’s words ring in my ears. “Followed a shit cart and thought it was a wedding.”

Her face breaks into a gentle smile as she chuckles.

“Noah—”

“No. There’s no one else.” I reach out and caress her cheek with my fingers. “You need to trust me.” My gaze burns into hers.

“I do, but—”

“No buts. You either trust me or you don’t. I would never intentionally do anything to hurt either of you. And I would never cheat on you. Fuck, what do you take me for?”

She diverts her gaze away from me, and I have my answer.

“Have I ever cheated on you? Have I ever made you feel less than my whole fucking world?” Anger overtakes me. I may be a fucking whore, but never once have I been near another woman while she’s been in my life.

Pushing off the bed, a laugh reverberates in my chest. I’ve woken from one fucking nightmare straight into another. I begin shrugging on my sweats, with my back to her. I know I’m projecting my own shit onto her but I can’t help it.

My skin prickles as her hands wrap around my stomach and she presses up against my back. I stop dressing, unable to move. I don’t want to lose her touch. My eyelids shutter down as I fight away my demons.

I turn in her arms and leave my soul unguarded as my gaze finds hers.

Can she see it? The truth?

Her innocent eyes search my face. “I’m sorry. I just…” She sighs. “It’s just difficult for me to deal with all the others.”

I’m going to hell anyway, so the question I want to ask will seal the deal. It’s something I have no right to know, and I’m not sure I want the answer.

“Has there been anybody else for you?” The insecurity in my tone is laughable with my history.

“Er, Noah, I…” She drops her gaze to the floor and I have my answer. My insides tighten and the blood flows faster through my veins.

“Alex,” I state.

There’s a loud bang and a piercing cry from the room where Kai’s sleeping. I move quickly, but Lizzie grabs my arm, halting me. She gives me a soft smile, her eyes dancing with amusement.

“He’s learnt how to get out of the cot.”

She grabs my T-shirt and some knickers and dresses at light speed and opens the bedroom door. With Kai in her arms, she returns less than a minute later. I look up from pulling on my socks and Kai’s face lights up.

“Da-dad.” He struggles in Lizzie’s arms when I open mine to him. He comes straight over and snuggles into them. My chest fills with pride.

We made this.

His little hopeful eyes are wide. “‘Ars.”

My face breaks out into a smile as I chuckle at him. “Yeah, in a little while, buddy.”

Grinning, I turn towards Lizzie, some obvious questions in my eyes, along with some not so obvious.

“I’ll answer you later. You need to trust me.”

She used my own words against me. Smart girl. Nodding my head at her, I ask the only thing that matters. “When are you packing?”

“After breakfast?”

“Suits me.” I just hope when I finally grow the balls to tell her the truth, she’ll stay. But I know she won’t. I suck in a breath and turn to our son.

“Come on, little man. Let’s go play cars.”

I’m going to enjoy my family while I still have the chance.
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AFTER BREAKFAST I come upstairs to pack up the few things I brought to Boo’s. Everything else stayed with Alex, which I can collect whenever I feel like it. Noah’s playing downstairs with Kai. I can hear their laughter filter upstairs and I can’t help but smile at the sound. Being a family is so comfortable, so easy.

Yet something niggles at me. I can’t put my finger on it, but he’s obviously keeping something from me. His nightmare was traumatic for him, in a way I have never seen before. I blow out a breath and try to work out what could be so bad he can’t tell me. I don’t know how I associated the nightmare with another woman, but what else could have happened to him while I’ve been gone? Another woman seems to be the only answer.

He’s changed a little. Not so much it’s blatant; he’s still a rough diamond. He still has the intense side to him, but it seems darker, harder, but with still so much warmth, which emanates from him, at least with me. He’s always been my safe harbour, even if only in my imagination. I just want to be his. Unable to figure him out, I’m folding the last few things into the large suitcase when Boo walks into the room.

“Hey, hun. You all set?”

Her excitement at the whole situation is contagious, and I beam back at her. “Just finishing off.”

She sits on the bed, with her legs folded under her. Closing the lid on the case, I move and sit beside her. She wraps an arm around my shoulder and draws me against her side in a hug.

“What’s the matter? I can see through that smile, you know. Is Noah rushing you? Is it all too fast?”

“God, no. Of course not.” I laugh. “Well, maybe a little, that’s just him though. You know it’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

“But?” She’s too perceptive for her own good.

“I don’t know. He’s hiding something from me.”

All she does is nod and waits for me to spill out what I want to say.

“Has Ted ever said anything to you about Noah? Was there someone special in his life?”

She pulls her arm from around my shoulder and looks me square in the face. “You are kidding, right?”

I shake my head and shift my gaze from hers to the window. “I just don’t know what to think. He’s had all these years being filled with other women and I’ve never looked at another man. Although, he thinks I slept with Alex.”

A small smile pulls at my lips when Layla bursts out in laughter. “Seriously? And you let him believe that?”

“I didn’t have the chance to tell him any different. Kai fell out of his cot just after he asked me.” Guilt pulls at my stomach, but the humour written all over her face quells the feeling a little.

“Well, let him believe it, hun. It won’t hurt to keep him on his toes.” She winks at me. “And in answer to your original question, no. According to Ted, there has never been anyone for Noah, except you. Unless you classify a ten-minute screw as a committed relationship.”

I get up off the bed and start fiddling with the case again, agitated by the unreasonable jealousy feeding from my self-doubt.

“Then what’s he hiding?”

“What makes you think he’s hiding anything?”

“He had some sort of nightmare. When he woke up, he looked in pain.” I shake my head. “No, not just pain. He looked in agony. When I asked him about it he said he’d tell me later. When I asked about the new scar on his face I got the same answer.” My mind starts whirring with possibilities.

“Maybe he got glassed by a disgruntled boyfriend, or something? And he’s embarrassed to tell you.”

“Boo, you didn’t see his face, his eyes were almost black. I’ve only ever come close to seeing him look that way twice.”

“Well, what caused it then? Maybe that will give us a clue.”

“Me. It was when I left him, and when he thought I had another guy in my life.”

“Oh.” The confusion clear in her voice does nothing to alleviate the fog in my mind.

Her gaze shifts to the door and without turning I recognise Noah’s presence. My skin burns as I sense his gaze on me and my breath catches in my throat. How much has he heard? My heart races as I slowly pivot to face him. He’s leaning up against the doorway. His sweats hang low on his waist, his Adonis’ belt clearly visible below the T-shirt clinging to every contour of his body. I chance a look into his eyes; the hazel is on fire. He scans me from head to toe, and his lips break into a lazy smile.

“Are you finished here?”

His voice is deep and husky, but the tone is not giving anything away. I have no idea if he heard our conversation or not. I nod my head in acknowledgement. “Yep, almost done. Where’s Kai?”

“I left him pulling on Bear’s nose. He’s safe.” The lazy smile turns into a mischievous grin.

My heart swells at his words. He’s known he’s a dad for only a few days but he has the most natural responses and instincts where Kai is concerned. The fact he hasn’t just walked out of the room and left him playing with matches shouldn’t surprise me, but it does. I didn’t realise he’d take to his new role with such ease.

“I’ll leave you both to it,” Boo states, and flicks her gaze towards Noah. He drops his to the floor and an uneasy feeling clenches my stomach.

Does she know something?

Forcing a smile onto my face, I try hard to shake the feeling off, knowing full well she would never keep anything from me. I walk over and wrap my arms around her. “Thanks for everything.”

She scans my face and smiles. “No worries, hun. And stop acting like you’re leaving again. You’ll only be ten minutes down the road.”

Her voice chokes with emotion and when I pull back, I can see her eyes sparkling. We must look like a pair of hormonal drama queens. When I look over to Noah, he’s gone.

Boo follows my line of sight. “Try not to worry too much. I’m sure if there’s something bothering him, he’ll tell you. He doesn’t come across as the sort of guy to ask someone to move in with him unless he means it.”

I let out a frustrated huff. “Yeah, he’s not. But that’s why whatever he’s hiding unsettles me a little. Noah’s very much what you see is what you get, and to hell with the consequences. He’s an open book.”

“Let me ask you something. Do you doubt he loves you?”

“No,” I answer automatically, before my brain can engage. I have no doubt he loves me—not now. When I think about it, I never really have. I worried he wouldn’t feel the same after all these years when I came back, but the feeling quickly extinguished when I went to the workshop and saw his beautiful face.

“Then whatever it is, it will work out, hun. Stop putting obstacles in the way. You guys have had a hard enough time getting to where you are now. My advice? Let it go,” she offers.

I smile at my friend. She’s always got the simplest advice. If only it were that easy.
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“Seriously? This is all the stuff you have?” Noah’s baritone voice carries from the hallway through to his kitchen.

“Yes, that’s everything we have with us at the minute,” I call over my shoulder, busy filling the kettle for a much-needed cup of tea. Turning it on, I grab two mugs from the cupboard.

Noah’s already brought in Kai’s travel cot and booster seat. I’ve strapped the little terror in the booster, and he’s devouring some carrot sticks I brought with us. They help with the last few teeth he’s cutting.

There’s a loud thud as Noah drops the suitcase, and his footfalls get closer. My skin prickles with excitement at his proximity, and I know he’s close. I would be able to tell even if I hadn’t heard him. His heat warms my back as his strong hands grasp my hips, pulling me against him. My hands freeze on the mugs, as he grazes his lips along my neck. Shivers hit all the right places when he nips on my earlobe then runs his tongue around the shell.

“I thought women weren’t meant to travel light.” His gravelly whisper sends a wave of goose bumps down my spine.

I let go of the mugs, turn, and wrap my arms around his neck and gaze up into his heated eyes. “I’m not most women,” I point out.

His hands leave my body as he grips the counter, pinning me between his arms. A cocky half smile tugs at his lips. “Not a fucking truer word spoken.”

“You’re going to have to watch your language a little bit better, Mr. Hamilton.” I divert my gaze to Kai, grateful he’s too interested in cooling his gums to pick up the new word.

“What are you going to do to make me?” he teases. I love the playful tone in his voice. His length swells against me, and I can feel every inch. The man’s insatiable.

“Well, I could restrict access to something you want, until you learn how to control your mouth.” A sly grin passes my lips as I push against him and run my fingers over the fuzz on his head.

A frustrated groan emanates from deep in his chest. “I’ve got unrestricted access to you for the first time in years and you’d deprive me?” He drops his voice and his lips graze my ear once again. “Besides, you love my dirty mouth.”

His mouth moves to my neck, caressing the soft skin beneath my ear. He pulls away, leaving me speechless, and there’s a simmering heat in his eyes. This part has always been so easy. Attraction, desire, but we are so much more. He pushes away from the counter and the lazy smile I love so much graces his lips.

“All in good time, angel.” I have no doubt what he sees reflected in my eyes. “You have unpacking to do. And unless you want me to help, I was going to take Kai to the DIY shop.”

My heart falters a little. I know Kai is safe with Noah, but the only man I have ever left him with is Alex. This is a whole new learning curve for me.

His inquisitive eyes narrow. “Is that okay?”

“Yes, of course it’s okay,” I sigh and drop my gaze. “This is all new for me too.”

He wraps an arm around my waist and reaches his fingers to my chin, making me lift my eyes to his. “We’ll work it out.”

The warmth and understanding in his expression makes me love him more. He’s not pushing me to let go of the role I’ve held single-handedly, he just works with me.

“I wanted to go and get some paint and stuff so I could paint the spare room for him. You know? Make it his. But I bet you want to choose the colour, anyway. It can wait.”

The image of Noah decorating and covered in paint splodges sets my heart racing faster. That he has thought about decorating Kai’s new bedroom without any coercion from me overwhelms me, but in a good way. My emotions are all over the place since returning.

“I love the idea. Just let me unpack and we’ll all go together. As a family,” I add.

His face lights up and he places a soft kiss on my forehead. “Okay, angel.” And he moves away from me and unstraps Kai from his booster seat. Kai wraps himself around his dad, but then struggles a few seconds later to get down. Noah places him on his feet and holds out his large hand to him.

“Hey, buster. Do you want to come explore your new home while Mummy unpacks?”

Kai’s face beams with excitement as his little hand clasps Noah’s and tugs hard. “‘Ome on, Da-dad.”

Noah lets him lead the way, but turns and smiles at me before leaving the room.
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“You can’t possibly buy all this stuff,” I argue. I’m standing in the middle of an aisle in the local DIY shop feeling like I’m in the middle of a stand-off. After filling one trolley, Noah added another. Two full trolleys and we’ve only been here thirty minutes.

“Why can’t I?”

“Because it’ll cost a fortune.” Guilt eats at me. This is Noah’s way of making up for lost time. That’s my fault, not his.

“Yeah? So? Don’t worry about it. It’s okay.” He stops his trolley and glares at me, daring me to contradict him.

“That’s not the point.”

Grinning from ear to ear, he leans down and rests his forearms on the trolley’s handle. Every muscle in his arms flexes with the movement, and I struggle to tear my gaze away.

He smiles at a distracted Kai before speaking. “Well, what is the point? Because I’m sure that’s the point you used.” His cocky smile irritates me, and I want to wipe the flipping thing off.

“Stop being exasperating. You know what I meant. Kai really doesn’t need all this stuff.”

Becoming frustrated, I push my trolley past him and he reaches out and grasps my arm, making me look back at him.

“No. You clearly said I can’t buy all this stuff because of the cost. It’s not an issue. So what’s the problem?”

“Noah, please.”

“Lizzie, I want to buy it. Please, just let me do this. I want him to have the best. In fact, when we leave here we’re going to that baby shop up on the main road. I think it’s called Mamas, and something? Cait got all her baby shit from there. We’re buying a new bed and wardrobe and anything else Kai needs. Because I want to. I’ve done fuck all for him in his life, please let me have this.”

“You swore again.” I know it’s awful I’m only pointing out the negative in all he’s said, but it’s an instinctive reaction.

“Well stop making me fucking beg then.”

“Noah!”

He raises his hands in surrender. “Okay, I’m sorry. I’ll try harder. But I’m going to buy my son whatever the fu—hell I want.”

Kai sits in the trolley I’m pushing, oblivious to the argument his parents are having, sucking on his dummy. He’s surrounded by cans of blue and cream paint, floor wax, paintbrushes, and new light fittings. But those aren’t the only things Noah plans to buy. He’s filled a flatbed trolley with oak skirting boards, architrave mouldings, and planks of oak flooring.

“But we don’t need all this stuff. The room’s lovely as it is, it doesn’t even really need painting.” I’m being totally unreasonable, but I’m overwhelmed by the lengths Noah’s willing to go to for Kai.

“I. Don’t. Care.”

His words come out through gritted teeth and I know he’s trying to control his temper. I don’t know why I’m arguing the point so much, other than it’s hard to let go of the fact these things have always been up to me and I don’t want to feel like I owe him. It’s terrible to think that. And really, it is a lovely idea. But still, I argue.

“You know he doesn’t need all these things, Noah. He’ll love you for you. Not what you can buy him.”

“He doesn’t even really know who I am yet.” The tic in his jaw is visible as his fingers grasp the handle and he pushes himself back into an upright position.

“Well, that’s where you’re wrong. He knows exactly who you are.” I bend over the trolley and run my fingers down the soft skin of Kai’s face, giving him a huge smile. “Where’s Daddy, poppet?”

Noah isn’t in Kai’s line of sight so he grabs the side of the trolley and pulls himself to his feet. His little brown eyes scan the area in front of him before he looks back to me and then turns in Noah’s direction. A beaming smile engulfs his face as he finds him.

“Da-dad is dare.” He points with a pudgy finger at the frustrating man who owns my heart.

“That’s right, Daddy is there,” I reassure Kai, then give him a kiss on his forehead and help him to sit again. I turn my glare back to Noah, “See. He knows exactly who you are.” Maybe now would be a good time to tell him that Kai has Noah’s photograph and we’ve talked to the picture most days.

His displeasure has dissipated and his taut face has relaxed. “I’m still buying everything.”

A laugh bursts out of me. Really, the whole argument’s ridiculous, but it’s comforting in its normality. Couples have stupid arguments about these sorts of things all the time. We are bound to have a few as we find our feet.

“Okay, have it your way. I know this means a lot to you.”

“Yeah, it does.”

Noah abandons his trolley, walks up, and lifts Kai out of mine. He always finds a way to interact with him. He holds his hand, hugs him, and generally just likes being near him. Almost like he doesn’t believe he’s real.

“Do you want to help Daddy choose a hammer?”

“Yeash, Da-dad. Et’s go ‘oose a ‘ammer. ‘An I ‘ave one?”

“You want a hammer?” Noah shakes his head in disbelief. “Do you know what a hammer is, buster?”

His soft gaze flicks to mine and I see the final fragment of acceptance in them. It’s the first time I’ve heard Noah call himself ‘Daddy.’ It sounds so sexy on him, and my heart flutters.

“Yeash, it makes big bands.”

“Do you mean bangs?”

The stubborn streak in Kai rears its head and he glares at Noah like he’s got two heads. “Yeash, bands.”

They go off hand in hand down the aisle, bickering about bands versus bangs, and leave me to wonder what I’ve let myself in for.

I now have two of them.

The few people that have been watching us start to disperse. Right down the other end of the aisle I catch sight of a man who must have been viewing the show. Something about him is eerily familiar, yet I can’t place it. He turns and pushes his trolley away. I shake my head as a pang of fear runs though me. Although he has the stature of Mac, he can’t be him. Mac’s gone.

I don’t need to worry now. I’m where I should be. Safe in the arms of the man who has always loved me.
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I’M KNACKERED, BUT I’ve been unable to sleep in. Who knew decorating a room with a two-year-old in tow would make me so tired? I bought him his own small plastic mallet to bang shit with, much to Lizzie’s annoyance. He used it to bang the walls, making more dents than I was trying to fill in the first place. But his little face lit up and I just laughed at him, which made him worse. I can’t believe how fucking lucky I am.

“Noah, what do you want for breakfast?” Lizzie’s sleep-clogged voice tugs at me and I have no choice but to look.

I scan across the kitchen and find her; she’s the other reason I can’t believe my luck. She stands in the doorway, with bare feet and legs, in one of my T-shirts, and just-fucked hair. Lizzie at her most beautiful. My dick jerks at the sight of her even though it hasn’t been long since I was last buried deep inside her. I’ll never get enough, never get tired of the sight of her, and definitely never have enough of that sweet pussy.

I put down my coffee and stalk over to her. Fisting my fingers into the front of the T-shirt, I pull her against me. Her breath catches and a sleepy smile tugs on her lips.

“What are my options?” As I whisper against her ear, her body vibrates against mine. I love the way she reacts to me.

“Bacon sandwiches or…” She trails off when I work my hands under the hem of the T-shirt to find her very-naked arse. A gasp leaves her lips as I rub against her.

“Fuck, Lizzie. You aren’t wearing anything under here,” I growl in her ear, and let my fingers trail over the skin. The twitch in my jeans turns into a raging hard-on and I can’t think straight. She does this to me, takes away my ability to want or see anything but her.

“I’ve just woken up,” she says, like it’s justification for being naked.

Moving my lips to find hers, I reach the fingers of one hand and work my way around her thigh to find my favourite place on earth. When she adjusts her stance to allow me access, wet, swollen lips greet my fingers. Her body tenses as I tease her clit and then sink a finger deep into her. She shudders, but the grip I have on her won’t let her move against me. With slow, deliberate thrusts, I glide in another finger and work her to the brink, grazing my thumb in circles over her clit. Her sharp nails dig into my naked shoulders as her breaths become shallower.

My lips leave hers and I find the sensitive skin on her neck as I murmur, “Do you want me to fuck you, angel?”

Before she can answer, a little voice shouts, “Mummy, where are ooo?”

Talk about being caught with your hand in the fucking cookie jar.

“In here, Kai.” Flustered, she struggles to gain control of her breath and squeezes the words out.

I reluctantly remove my hands from her and step away. Her stormy eyes never leave my face as I suck on the fingers coated in her.

When the sound of Kai barrelling down the hallway gets closer, I shove my hands in my pockets to cover my erection.

“Thanks for the starter. I’ll have my main course later.” I wink at her. “But bacon sandwiches would be great for breakfast.” As Kai enters, I kiss him on the head and walk out of the room.

I need a fucking arctic shower.

The smell of bacon beckons me to the kitchen after leaving the bathroom. I find Kai strapped into his booster seat eating a nearly empty bowl of dried cereal. Lizzie is finishing off preparing the sandwiches. Unable to resist, I give her arse a firm squeeze as I look over her shoulder.

She smiles back at me, “Red or brown sauce?”

“Red, please. What’s he eating?”

She passes me my plate of food. “I can’t get him to eat cereal with milk on it. He likes it dry and then I give him a beaker of milk, which makes up for it.”

I sit down at the table and watch in awe as he shovels large handfuls of the food into his little mouth.

Shaking my head, I turn my attention to Lizzie. “I’ve got to go and check in at work. Spud’s going to kill me if I don’t turn up soon. Do you have any plans for the day, or are you just hanging out here?” I take a huge bite of the sandwich as Lizzie sits down.

“Boo’s agreed to have Kai so I could do some shopping and a little job hunting. I thought you might be going into work, but if you didn’t, I would’ve just cancelled.”

“You don’t need to work. I can look after the both of you.” It’s out of my mouth before I can stop myself.

“I need a job for my own sanity. Plus, when did you turn into Midas?”

Every single muscle in my body tenses and I struggle to choke down the sandwich I’m chewing. “The workshop does okay,” I state, without meeting her eyes. It does, I’m not lying. I could easily live off the profits.

Is an omission of truth still a lie?

“I know it does.” I feel her gaze scan me.

The gnawing feeling in my gut grows stronger. I’ve never outright lied to Lizzie, ever. It’s a slippery slope to disaster. The truth may hurt, but a relationship built on lies is doomed to failure. The fact I still haven’t told her about my past is eating away at me. But I’m not the bad bloke here. I protected the innocent at all costs, yet I don’t know if she’ll see it that way. What I’m capable of doing might very well scare the shit out of her.

The selfish side of me doesn’t want her to know, and it’s been winning out. I can’t lose her. She’s part of me. Without her I’m just skin and bones with no fucking soul. The logical side, the side which knows right from wrong, good from bad, knows I have no choice but to tell her.

I put the sandwich down, bitter bile rises in my throat, and I can’t take another bite. My insides churn and it feels like I’m swallowing battery acid. It’s now or never.

Clearing my throat, I tentatively approach. “Lizzie, I need to talk to you about something.” I finally blurt out the words, regretting them instantly. She was so happy a while ago. Fucking hell.

“Okay.” She extends the vowels, wary of what I need to say. She has every right to be.

“Perhaps it would be best to put Kai in his room. He doesn’t need to hear this.” I swipe my hand across my now perspiring forehead.

Her eyebrows furrow in confusion, but she nods and takes Kai up to the temporary room he’s sleeping in while I decorate his actual bedroom.

I pace around the kitchen stopping to shake my arms and legs and fidgeting from one spot to another, trying to rid the tension while waiting for her. Fierce pounding racks my chest and a sinking feeling makes itself at home in my stomach, as I struggle to breathe. With each laboured draw of air I suck in, I try to find the strength to destroy my own happiness. My decision is final. No more fucking secrets.

When she returns, the panic on her face is unmistakable. My skin’s heated and the apprehension written all over her face reflects my own. There’s a deeper reason why none of the lads talk about these jobs. People are quick to judge, never stopping to try and understand our side of the story.

Yet even now, I know she still thinks there’s some other woman about to be revealed. How she could ever think I’d love anybody but her, I have no fucking idea. I’ve given her everything I have. And that’s the whole problem. I love her too much. If I didn’t, I could keep up the pretence that I’m a normal man who’s lived a normal life. The harsh reality is I don’t deserve this life. I never have. Good or bad, Kai deserves a daddy with no blood on his hands. They deserve to be safe. And safe isn’t with me without her knowing the truth. I’ve been selfish, and that ends now.

My history will not undermine my future.

“Sit down.” I point to one of the big chairs where we had our last serious talk. I grip the back of the other till my knuckles turn white. For the first time I realise how hard it must have been for her to tell me the truth. I’d rather be back where I had my face cut than be here now.

Lizzie sits down as instructed and almost immediately she begins fiddling the hem of the T-shirt. Restless, and not having the slightest clue where to start, I begin moving again.

This shouldn’t be so hard. This should free me. If she knows, I don’t have to hide anymore. But telling her could ruin everything. Destroy it all. I want to scream. How the fuck did I get myself into this? I need air, space. Fuck. I only need her.

“Noah, it can’t be that bad. It’s not like you killed someone, is it?” She’s trying to soothe me with words, but her choice in them makes mine a lot more fucking difficult. Why couldn’t she have mentioned me fucking other women again? That I could handle.

She has a right to know.

I stop pacing and turn, my gaze pinning hers. “Isn’t it?”

Her gaze shifts in restless movements over my features, as she studies me with worry, looking for the truth. I open up my soul and bare it to her. All its darkness and depravity on display.

“What are you trying to say, Noah?” Her brows knit again and her chest begins to rise and fall in rapid succession. I’m about to corrupt her whole world and she doesn’t even see it.

I’ve always been drawn by her innocence; she’s the light in my dark world. Now I wish she were anything but. I fear her naiveté won’t let her understand. She’s been through some rough shit, but nothing will prepare her for this.

“Do you need me to spell it out for you?” Frustrated, I run my hand through my hair, hoping it will buy me more time, but knowing it won’t. My fate is sealed. Once I tell her the cold truth there will be no going back. I hesitate, unsure if to continue with the truth or just lie. The lie seems much easier, the thought of losing her, and Kai, prevents my lips from forming words. But she deserves this. I owe her that much.

I slap both my palms against the wall and drop my head, trying to find the courage to admit what I really am. I’m a good man though; surely she knows that. Even so, I know there’s only way this will end. Badly.

“You served in the Army, I suppose I never—”

“I was a mercenary, Lizzie.” I can’t let her continue and there’s no way to sugar-coat the facts. It may have been under instruction from our country but it doesn’t change a fucking thing. Sliding my hands down the wall, I twist to face her. “A hit man.”

Her face cracks, her breath shuddering, and she begins to laugh. “You’re joking, right?” She gives me a once-over.

When my face doesn’t change, hers sobers, and her forehead creases. “But what about… what about the workshop?” She’s trying to rationalise, make the reality better, or change it.

“It’s my passion.” I clench and release my fists, trying to keep my voice level. “Working on cars is something I love to do. But I went on missions long before I opened Ignition. How do you think I got the money to start that place? From my parents? You should know by now, I do things my way. I don’t ask for hand-outs.”

Blood drains from her face and a sick paleness appears as her hand flies over her mouth, the realisation setting in. “Oh my god. You killed innocent people?”

“No, I fucking didn’t!” I spit out, but it changes nothing. I’m trying to reason with her, but my words fall on deaf ears. She’s looking at me like she doesn’t know who I am, she doesn’t recognise me, and it rips through me like a jagged knife tearing at my soul.

She looks… afraid.

Fuck.

A crippling ache starts to radiate from my chest. Any glimmer of hope perishes, blowing away like a pile of dust. With each painful breath, the sense of loss increases. I’m losing her. I knew I would but the reality hurts more than I could ever have imagined. It was unbearable the first time, but knowing this is all on me, that I caused this and there’s nothing I can do to stop the wreck from happening right in front of me, that’s an agony that can’t be described by words.

“That part of my life is over and has been a long time. I’m still me.” I beg her with my eyes to see I’m still me. I still have the same heart that’s currently shattering in front of her eyes.

“You’re a murderer.” The whisper-yell carves through me, as she delivers the punishing blow. I was never a murderer. I was a soldier who did my fucking job.

But she’s made her decision, decided our fate, and there’s nothing I can do but hope she remembers me, who I am with her. Hope it outweighs the bad she sees now.

It won’t make a difference if I tell her none of the people I killed were innocent. She still won’t understand, and it won’t change a fucking thing. I’ve still done some sickening shit, no matter how justified, and she’ll still think I’m a cold-blooded killer. The twisted thing is… I knew that’s how she’d see me, yet I gave her the match to light me on fire.

I see her close off and shut down; she’s gone. She’s sitting within feet of me and she may as well be on the other side of the world because she’s already left. I don’t know what to do. I can’t react how I want to; it’ll scare her half to death and she’s already afraid. The pressure is building in my veins and I don’t know how much longer I can hold it in.

“I’m just me, angel,” I say, as soft as my turmoil will allow.

She shakes her head and she’s trembling. “No, no, you’re not who I thought you were.” Her eyes have a cyclone swirling in their depths as she gets to her feet.

I try reaching for her, but she yanks away, almost toppling backwards in her haste. Instinctively, I catch her, and she stiffens in my arms. The reaction hurts more than having my fingernails pulled out one by one. I just want her to love me, for me, for everything I am. Is that too much to ask?

She turns her face away from me, breathing quickly, almost panting. I begin to wonder if I scare or disgust her.

“I’m just the same. I’m still the fucking same.” Panic floods my senses. I don’t know how many more times I can use the same words. She sure as hell isn’t listening. I retract, shoving my hands into my jeans to stop me from touching her. I just want to wrap her in my arms and tell her everything will be okay, but the way she’s recoiling makes my fists tighten in my pockets.

“How can you be?” She says it with such conviction it makes me flinch. “I can’t do this, I can’t listen to you. How could you do that?” At her words, I feel the crack in my chest, my barely beating heart being flayed where it sits. She thinks I’m a monster.

“Don’t punish me for being honest. If you’d never known, if I had never told you, would you have seen it in me? Would you have known the man who loves you down to his bones was a killer? Could you tell from my touch? Would you have felt it on my lips when I claimed yours? When I moved inside you, making love to you, would you have known then?” My whole body burns for her, but she’s like ice.

“Don’t do this to me, it’s not fair,” she whispers.

“Would you?” I insist. I can’t help myself. I know I should be reining my temper in, not letting it get the better of me, but I can’t stand the stillness taking over her eyes. It’s destroying me.

“No!” she screams at me, fists clenched at her sides.

“Then what’s fucking changed?” I can feel the heat blazing in my eyes burning into hers. Willing the fire in her eyes to reignite, not ebb away into nothing but blackened embers.

“Jesus Christ, Noah. Everything. How would you feel if you discovered I murdered someone for fun? Would it matter if my touch could drive you to the edge? Would it matter that when I kissed you it felt like I was starving for you, and only your taste could ease my hunger? It wouldn’t matter, Noah, because you would never get over the fact. Regardless. What’s the difference?”

Seriously, she’s going there? “Fuck understanding the bigger picture. I guess second chances only apply to you, right?”

Pain etches her face. Shit.

Defeat washes through my body and my whole demeanour shifts. My body sags and my legs struggle to hold me up. I’ve lost like I knew I would. I step in close to her, needing to memorise her scent, feel her warmth. She raises her face to me, her dead eyes meeting mine in defiance. I slowly lift my hand to cup her face and feel her flinch at my touch, flaying another layer of my heart away.

“For the record, you two are my life.” My gruff voice trembles and tears brim in my eyes. I’ve never been in so much pain. “My heart belongs to you. My soul is entwined with yours. I’ll protect you until my last breath whether you want me to or not, and I’ll love you for a fucking eternity.”

I take one last searching gaze into her eyes, hunting for something to hold on to, some tiny fragment of hope. But the grey depths have stilled, flatlined, and there is nothing left for me to find. She doesn’t want me and I’m not going to push her to reason. Placing a gentle kiss on her forehead, a tear escapes my eyes. I release her and walk away. Her breath catches and she muffles a choked sob. And for the second time, I leave my heart with her. She doesn’t want it, but it’s hers just the same.

Acid tears track down my cheeks, burning and disfiguring my already scarred face. My abdominals burn with the words I can’t remove. I was stupid to even consider she might see past my revelation. My angel sees me as Lucifer.

I race upstairs and grab a few clothes, ramming them into my backpack. Angry for letting myself love her, love them.

A different pain grips my chest as I look in on our son. He plays happily with his cars on the floor of the bedroom. When he spots me, he gets to his feet and comes to the stair gate blocking his exit.

“Da-dad, c-ars?”

I swipe away the tears, not wanting to upset him.

“Not now, buddy.” I’m so proud he said ‘cars.’ Another part of my heart breaks as I lift him into my arms and pin him against me, soaking in every last memory I can, unsure if I’ll ever see him again. If she refuses to see me as anything more than a monster then she won’t let me within a foot of my son.

My chest heaves as I place him back in the room and crouch at the gate. “Daddy has to go away for a little while. Can you do me a big favour?”

“Yeash, Da-dad.” I have no idea if he understands me or not.

“I need you to look after Mummy for me, can you do that?” His little head nods in response.

Bending over the stair gate, I place my lips to his head.

“I love you, little man.” With burning eyes, I turn, grab the backpack, and race down the stairs before I can’t leave. Before I think about what I’m doing.

Her stabbing sobs torture my eardrums as I pass the kitchen. Placing my house keys in the dish on the hallway table, I say, “The house is yours, angel.”

I don’t know if she heard me, or if she even wants it, but at least I can give them that. I check my pockets for my bike key, grab my helmet and wallet, then force myself out the front door.
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A WAVE OF nausea plagues my stomach with each step away from her, them, as if fighting the force of gravity. My mouth dries out, making swallowing down the bitterness scorching my throat almost impossible. My eyes burn, yet my insides crystallise and disintegrate, the pain crucifying me. Lizzie’s gut-wrenching sobs enforce the depth of my betrayal, echoing around my ears like a stuck record.

Why the hell did I tell her?

Out of habit, I want a drink; the need to forget overwhelms me. If I could just take it all back… But I can’t. And at this point, I don’t want to. I did the right thing. I’ll have to suck it up and deal with the aftermath like a fucking man. And the ways I used to lose myself won’t help my situation. Not now.

Nothing will.

With shaking hands, I remove my phone from my back jeans pocket and make a call to the one person who gets me and never judges me. I scroll through my last dialled numbers and press Bear’s name.

“Noah?”

“Mate, I need a favour,” I blurt out, my desperation obvious in the rushed words.

There’s a sharp intake of breath before he answers. “Anything. You know that.”

“Get Layla over to my house… Now.” Emotion chokes every word to the point of incoherency, as cold reality seeps into my bones. I don’t want Lizzie to think I abandoned her. I just need to go away for a little while. Give her time to consider taking me back.

“What the fu—Oh. Yeah… Sure.” His confusion quickly clears. “You told her the truth about you, didn’t you?”

A strangled growl emits from my throat that’s supposed to be a ‘yes.’

“Shit. Okay, I’ll ring her now. Don’t do anything stupid, mate.”

“What could I possibly do that’s more fucking stupid than destroying the only thing I’ve ever fucking wanted?” I spit down the phone at him. Anger at my own stupidity surges through me, enhancing the emotional overload in my system. The line goes dead and I consider smashing the phone into the ground. To watch it shatter into smithereens like my heart. But now it’s my only access to Lizzie and the only people I trust to look after her while I’m gone. The fucking phone is all I have.

I stuff it into my backpack, and force my helmet on. My head throbs as my mind races. Numb legs walk the bike backwards onto the road. I glance back at the house looking for something, someone, anything that will tell me not to go, but there’s nothing for me to find. She’s hardly going to come running out, begging me to stay. Revving the throttle, I race away, crushing myself a little bit more.

Tired and drained after thrashing the Ducati around for an hour or so, I pull up outside of Macy’s. I shouldn’t be here, but I want no company but my own misery. Here I can achieve that. As I kick the stand and turn off the ignition, my neck prickles, sending a shudder through my body. Before taking off my helmet, I scan every corner of the area repeatedly, but nothing seems out of place. Appeased, I remove my headgear and stride into the bar.

Some bird I’ve never seen before is serving behind the bar. Her eyes widen as she notices me at the bar, a look I’m all too familiar with. Not in the fucking mood to play nice, I don’t return the award-winning smile that crosses her face.

“Pint of Stella,” I order, my tone cold enough to freeze oil. Her smile falters, making me feel like a prize bastard, but I couldn’t give a fuck either. She hands me my pint and I hand her a fiver. Not bothering to wait for the change, I find a seat in the far corner, away from anybody who might talk to me. I don’t want to talk. The only thing I want I’ll never find here.

The amber liquid sits in front of me, taunting me like a dare. I spin the glass in my fingers over and over again, watching as it flows in circles and the froth dies. My mind runs riot with all the things that never should’ve been said. I stop the spinning and stare at my pint, waiting for the movement of the beer to stop. My grasp tightens on the cool glass when I stand up. Without giving it much thought, I launch the pint across the room and watch as it smashes against the wooden bar front.

The room goes quiet for a few moments as everyone turns to look, before the natural hum slowly restores. All I can do is release a derisive laugh as the image, so much like my heart disintegrating, replays in my mind.

“Noah.” I look up to find the burly bar owner, complete with gold teeth and tats, standing in front of me.

My chest heaves as I fall back into my seat, rubbing my hands over my face. “Malc.”

“Are you going to cause me trouble?”

“Nah, man. Send me the bill, and can I have another pint?”

He eyes me before sitting down and shouts to the new girl for two pints. I fight hard not to tell him to piss off. The last thing I want to do is pretend to be okay. She brings the drinks over, spilling them as she puts them down. She won’t last long here. Nervousness and a bar full of drunken wankers don’t mix.

“One drink and you’re on your way,” he states, leaning in. “But do anything like that again and you’re fucking barred.”

My goal of being left alone is fucked. I glare at the fucker before nodding. Malc’s a top bloke and deserves some form of respect, even if I begrudge giving it to him.

“I’ve watched you submerge yourself in alcohol and pussy for years. Has it worked?”

He tilts his head as he waits for my answer. The problem with people who run bars is they know far too fucking much. The thought crosses my mind to just either ignore him or walk out. But Malc’s a man of few words, and I know whatever he has to say won’t take long. Plus, I’m lucky he hasn’t thrown me out.

I shake my head, “No, it’s not.”

“Through all the drowning I’ve watched you do, I’ve never seen you destroy anything in my bar, except yourself.” He takes a deep swig of his pint then places it back down on the table.

“So?” My patience is wearing thin with this conversation, fast.

“Something’s changed.” The silence extends as I wait for him to get to the fucking point. “Maybe you’re growing up.” He slaps my shoulder, grabs his pint, and walks off.

My eyes fixate on the glass in front of me. Against my previous judgement, I push my drink away. The thought of taking the first sip into darkness taunts me, begging me to succumb and lose myself in the bottom of the glass. But getting wasted isn’t going to do a fucking thing to help. My mouth dries out and I swallow sawdust.

Fuck.

I release a huff of frustration, and run my hands over my head for what feel like the four millionth time since Lizzie returned. My temples pound, my eyes burn. What the hell am I meant to do now? I have to find a place to stay. Give her the space she needs while still not letting my shop go under. For now, the best course of action would be to go to the workshop. At least there I can bury my head in an engine, or paperwork, and shut the world out. It’s either that or revert to the old me and drink myself stupid and end up doing God knows what.

Not happening.

I push to my feet, sling the backpack over my shoulder, and walk with purpose out to the car park. When I near the bike, my name’s shouted and I turn to the voice, already knowing it’s Bear. He’s probably been tracking me. His forehead furrows, and the lines deepen further as he takes in my appearance.

“I’m not talking about it here.” I throw my leg over the seat as he gets closer.

“Okay.” He lengthens the word. “Where are you going?”

“To the workshop. You coming?”

He dips his head in short acknowledgement and steps forward, his hand grasping my shoulder. “Are you okay, mate?”

I glance at his curled fingers and look him in the eye. He winces at my expression as I shake my head. Without saying anything else, I shove my helmet on, start the engine, and leave at full throttle.
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The door to the workshop smashes against the wall as I burst through it. Spud’s working under some knackered, old Mustang and bangs his head when he jumps at the noise.

“Bloody hell, Noah. What the fuck are you thinking?” He swings around to glare at me, rubbing the back of his head.

Without answering his question, I stride past him into my office and slam the door. The glass rattles in its surround. The deep voices of my two friends drift in. Bear obviously put his foot down to arrive this soon after me. Pulling the backpack from my shoulders, I retrieve my phone and throw the bag into the corner. It clatters against something, but I ignore it. Walking around my desk, I flop into the chair and fling the phone down.

How stupid to think Lizzie would accept my old lifestyle. What an even stupider idea to tell her, knowing it would destroy everything we finally had. The need for some control of my life fights with the fact that I shouldn’t even be thinking about a way to gain it back. I want her, but I’m not forcing her to be with me.

Bear appears at the door and walks straight in. Before any words come out of my mouth, he’s shaking his head.

“I know that look, and the answer’s ‘no.’”

“You don’t even know what I was going to say.” I’m irritated by his assumption I would do something stupid; that’s the old me. He doesn’t understand my urgency now.

“Don’t I? Well, in that case, tell me you weren’t going to ask me for a job.” His voice rises with anger.

Furious, I stare him down. “Give me some fucking credit,” I snarl back. “I just need to get away for a few days so I don’t show up at her door and beg her to take me back. You know how to go off the grid better than anyone. Find me someplace to go.”

“You want to leave with your tail in between your legs. What about the shop? So that’s it? You lose the girl, give up, roll over, and die?” He slams his hands on my desk, glaring at me.

“I’m not staying away forever. She’s my fucking life.” I stand up, mirroring his stance.

“Lizzie’s just an easy fuck. Like all the other pussies you’ve stuck your cock in. They’re all the same. Warm, wet, and welcoming, but expendable.” He’s goading me, the arsehole.

My body vibrates on the inside. She’s mine, and no one talks shit about something that belongs to me.

My jaw begins to tic and he takes a few steps backwards. I vault over the desk and shoulder-barge the fucker against the wall. One hand grasps his neck and the other undercuts him to the stomach. The air is knocked out of him and ‘oomph’ escapes his lips.

“Shut. Your. Fucking. Mouth,” I grind out, between clenched teeth. Our faces almost touch we are so close.

He struggles with each breath. “I wonder what it would feel like to get my dick buried—”

My grip tightens on his throat and he can’t finish his sentence. I press down on his pressure points and push the heel of my hand into his trachea. The pressure builds in his head and his face reddens. It takes me a few seconds to realise what he’s doing. He’s driving me to the edge on purpose, trying to fucking break me. His green eyes mock me.

Bastard.

I loosen my fingers, place both palms on his chest, and shove him away from me. He stumbles, then crouches down and sucks in a few deep breaths. “And you want to leave?” His hand rubs his throat then he shakes his head. “Not a good plan. You can’t be any further than ten feet away from her, it would kill you. You may be fighting fit, but she’s your weakness, mate.”

The adrenaline falters in my system, but the urge to kill my best friend holds strong. I move over to my desk and lean against it, folding my arms across my heaving chest. “Yeah, she is.” He’s just proved it. I can’t be away from her. Goaded about Lizzie, I lose my shit. If Kai was ever used against me, fuck knows how bad shit would get.

Bear straightens and leans against the opposite wall. “How long did it take to realise I didn’t give you any resistance?”

I hang my head, run both my hands over my hair, and grasp onto my nape. “Too long.”

“You fuckers finished now?” Spud barges into my office with a stupid grin on his face.

Bear eyes me before turning to him. “Yeah, Spud. We’re good.”

“Someone care to tell me what’s going on? I’ve seen you both go at it before, but that was different.” His eyes dart between us.

“He wanted to take off,” Bear states, glaring at me.

Spud’s eyes widen and the grin turns into a scowl when he turns in my direction. “Why?”

“I told her,” I state like a blunt force trauma.

There’s a sharp intake of breath and a slight pause before he replies, “The truth?”

“Yeah. The fucking whole fucked-up truth.”

“I’m guessing it didn’t go down well?”

“You think?” I answer sarcastically.

“Shit, man. Cait doesn’t even know what you two got up to. Why in the hell did you think it would be a good idea to tell Lizzie?”

“We have a son.” Anger builds in me when I state the obvious. Spud already knew about Kai, but said nothing about him. “She needed to know. I needed to be honest with her. If that life ever came back to bite me…” The words trail off as I am unwilling to finish my train of thought.

“So, the plan went well then?”

“Don’t fucking start with me, Spud.”

“Noah, calm the hell down,” Bear interjects.

The pressure in my head’s at breaking point. “Calm fucking down? I’ll tell you what, you have your fucking world shredded in front of your eyes. See how fucking calm you are. Arsehole.”

Bear’s phone ringing silences me as I fight for control of my sanity. Glancing at the screen, something flashes in his eyes before he answers.

“Hiya, babe… What? Slow down.” His gaze flicks towards me and drops to the floor. After drawing in a long, deep breath, he turns his back on Spud and me. “How long?”

I glance at Spud who’s not looking at me, hands dug deep in his pockets. When I turn my gaze back to Bear, the bottom drops out of my stomach. I take in every single change in his body language. He places a palm on the wall and drops his head. Every muscle in his body is taut.

“Yeah, okay. Try not to panic.” All his words are measured and relaxed, yet his body betrays him. “Go to your house, take Kai with you… No. Go. Now.” He ends the call. His hand slides down the wall, his stance shaky while dropping his shoulders before turning slowly in my direction. Every movement mirrors mine before I delivered the fatal blow to my relationship. Something’s very fucking wrong.

No words are spoken as he waits for me to take in everything about his expression. I want him to say something, anything. Seconds pass and he still remains quiet.

He finally breaks the silence. “Lizzie hasn’t come home, yet.”

She’s left?

My gaze lands on the cricket bat lodged behind the backpack. All self-restraint is gone. Grabbing for the handle, I yank it out, and barrel past both Bear and Spud and into the workshop. Blood thunders through my ears.

She left me.

I turn in one rapid movement and swing the bat full force into the glass panel. It cascades in tiny blocks to the floor, scattering like a million ice cubes at my feet. Bear grabs Spud’s shoulder as he moves towards the door. I glare back at them, daring them to get in my way.

She couldn’t get past what I was.

I swing the bat again into each glass panel, making my way up the wall. Each time the splintering and shattering feeds my anger, but releases the pressure inside. I’m fucking exhausted. My chest heaves as I pull my arms back to swing into the last panel, but something snaps in my mind. Bear told Layla to take Kai to her house.

She would never leave Kai.

The bat slips from my fingers and clatters to the floor. My fists clench and unclench at my sides and I try to steady my breaths by inhaling deep and long.

Bear comes over and places a hand on my shoulder. “Mate, you need to look at these.” He hands over my phone.

Two new messages display on the front screen, both from Lizzie.

Swiping my finger across the screen, I open the first one, sent two hours ago.

Lizzie: I’d forgive you for almost anything. I love you too much to lose you again. Can we talk?

My heart splutters but I don’t have time to rejoice. The words of the second text glare at me.

Lizzie: Come for me. I’m home.

Blazing rage burns in me. It was sent ten minutes ago. Layla’s call came through about fifteen minutes ago.

Lizzie’s not at home.

The prickles on my neck from earlier begin to make sense. Someone was watching me, and if that’s the case, it can only mean one thing.
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WE LEAVE SPUD to clear up the catastrophic mess at the workshop and arrive at Layla’s within twenty minutes. A million scenarios play in my mind, but until we talk to her the facts are unknown. The knowledge doesn’t stop brutal images from running like a sick and twisted horror movie through my thoughts.

With a slam of the car door, I race into the house with Bear on my heels.

“What happened?”

“You.” Layla’s face is streaked with black makeup, her eyes puffy, and Kai sits on her knee.

I ignore her as small relief floods through my body at the sight of my son. Luckily he’s oblivious to the turmoil which surrounds him, the small grin on his face lighting up this dark world. Within a few steps he’s in my arms and clamped against my chest as if he were a baby. I breathe him in, taking every drop of strength his little body gives me, and my muscles relax a small amount. His tiny hands push against my chest and wide eyes light up as he leans back. “Da-dad.”

“Yes, buddy, it’s me.”

“Is Mu-mum wiv ‘ou?”

My breathing stutters. I have no idea where Lizzie is and it kills me I can’t give my son an answer. I shake my head at him, unable to find any words. He struggles against me. “What’s the matter, buddy? What would you like?”

“Watch telly.”

With him in my arms, we enter the lounge and I place him on the sofa. I’m grateful the TV is already on a kids’ programme, not knowing how to find it otherwise. “This channel okay for you, little man?”

No answer comes as he fixates on the bright, weird-looking creatures dancing on the screen. I give him a kiss on the head and stalk back to the kitchen.

Bear’s crouched down next to Layla, talking in a hushed tone. Her expression is one of fear, but her gaze is soft and helpless. I know how she feels. When it falls on me, it hardens. I lose any sense of delicacy with the woman whose vulnerable side has disappeared.

“I’ll ask this one more fucking time, Layla. What happened?”

“And I told you. You happened.”

If I were in spitting distance, I’m sure it would have followed the words, but her voice has lost the fight it had a few minutes ago. Unable to restrain myself, I stride closer. Bear unfolds himself to full height and presses his hand against my chest. “Noah, back off. I’ve got your answers.”

My gaze delves into his, digging for the truth. He better not be fucking with me. He raises his eyebrows, knowing full well what I’m doing, but never breaks my stare. “Happy?”

“Far from it,” I grind out, but I pull back from his hand, showing the trust I’m giving him.

“Sit down.” He gestures towards the seats around the table.

I glare at him for a few seconds before scraping a chair across the floor as I pull it out and sit down. Far from calm, I lean back, rest an elbow on the table, and splay my legs. The action is a contradiction to the blood thundering through every vein in my body, the tension strung in each muscle.

Bear rubs his hands on the front of his jeans and walks the length of the kitchen, leaning back against the units. “When Layla arrived at your house, Lizzie was a mess.” His words claw at my chest. “She calmed her down as much as possible, but Lizzie wanted to be alone, needed space to think. She told Layla she was going for a walk—”

“I shouldn’t have let her go.” Layla’s choked sobs interrupt Bear. I bite my tongue, hard, to stop hateful words from spewing out of me. She should never have let her go any-fucking-where. A coppery, metallic taste floods my mouth and I swallow deep, willing myself to remain seated.

This is all on me.

I can’t blame Layla or Bear. Fuck, I can’t blame Lizzie for leaving the bloody house. Shifting my body, I lean forward and drop my head into my hands. Me. No one but me is to blame.

“Mate?” Bear’s worried voice breaks my self-pity, and I lift my gaze to his. I’m fucking helpless and looking to my best friend for the answers, but I know there are none. “We’ll find her. Do you still have surveillance running on your house?”

I nod at him, still unable to speak. At this point, if words leave my lips it will breach a dam that needs to hold strong.

“Well, that’s where we’ll start then.”

I get to my feet and head to the door but stop at Layla’s side. Placing a hand on her shoulder, I squeeze it and she releases another sob. “Kai?” I force my son’s name out, and know she’ll understand what I’m asking.

“You don’t need to ask.”

I tap her shoulder and walk out the door.

In the background, Bear’s voice filters through. “Danny, you got my location? Yeah? Good. Get a team of three here, now.” There’s silence as he listens, then replies in a harsh tone. “No, you stupid bastard,”—he takes a deep breath—“Noah’s son.”

And there’s the kicker. I’ve put two people in danger, because I love them. I wrench open the car door and hunch myself into the passenger seat. My world may be breaking, but I need to get my shit together and fast.

“What the fuck have I ever done to deserve this?” The thought makes its way past my lips.

Bear’s just entered the car and raises his eyebrows, giving me the ‘seriously? You’re asking that shit?’ face. “It may have nothing to do with you, mate. But, we can’t take the chance with Kai, can we?”

I shake my head. No chances, not even the smallest one can be taken with him. “How can it be anything else? The only danger in her life I know of is dead.”

“She may just have walked further than she intended. For all we know she could be back at your place and wondering where the hell Kai is.”

“So how do you explain the fucking text? And why have you put at three-man team on my son?” I’m pushing for answers I already know.

His grip tightens on the steering wheel and his jaw flexes as he starts the car. “Because, we both know the shit you’ve done in your life. Just because most of it was done under the umbrella of our fucking country doesn’t mean you haven’t made enemies. If anyone found out who you were, you’d be a target.” He rubs a hand over his forehead, a clear sign of stress in Bear, and he doesn’t give many away. “The last op you did, the one I sent you on. You let them see you.”

My last op? Nickoli Aqulia. He was a sick bastard. Human trafficking, child prostitution, drug trafficking, you name it, he did it. That scum took great pleasure in sampling his business, all of it. How a man becomes so depraved, I have no idea, and I’m glad I killed the sick fuck. His father, Alberto, tortured me himself, not a task he took lightly. Waterboarded, beaten, starved, bound, but the one thing that scars me, haunts me, was mild in comparison. If he holds Lizzie captive… A shudder runs through my body and the silence between us extends.

“We’ll sort it out, mate, okay? Wherever she is, we’ll find her.” Bear’s measured voice breaks the silence.

At this point, I’m not sure if he’s reassuring me or himself. We pull into my driveway a few minutes later. Pulling Bear’s keys for my house from his glove box, I bolt from the car to the front door.

As I push open the door to my home, I stop in my tracks. Glaring at me from the floor is something I never thought I would see again, never wanted to see again.

“What’s wrong, mate?” Bear queries from behind me, as I bend down to pick up the innocuous grey business card.

My heart rate picks up, and my breaths become ragged as I stare at the logo. It’s a pair of hands making shadow pictures. The shadow is of a dog imaged as a real one. The words ‘Crisis Prevention’ are engraved into the front. I turn the card over and I want to fall to my knees. I don’t turn to look at him, I can’t. I know he still deals with the old crew. The bastard still works special ops.

“How long?” I spit the question at Bear, like I don’t know who he is. This small card has me questioning the loyalty of my own brother. He may not be my brother by blood, but he’s my brother in blood, which in our world amounts to the same fucking thing. We don’t keep secrets from each other. Why the hell would he not tell me I was being watched? My skin prickles with awareness as Bear approaches me, and looks over my shoulder. His sharp intake of breath lets me know he’s seen the card, and read the words.

“Since we left, mate. What did you think would happen? You thought we could just leave and walk away? I couldn’t prove it but I had my suspicions. You know just as well as I do how they work. Of course they’d know where you were,” he growls, his tone exasperated. I turn sharply, which makes him take a step back.

“Was it you?” The chill in my voice startles him as I pin him with a hard glare. We’ve stood side by side through everything, he’s always had my back.

Now I’m asking him if he would betray me.

He drops his head before looking me square in the eye. “You think I’d do that to you?”

“I don’t know what to fucking think.” I’m losing my grasp on reality at an alarming rate. “You sure as shit haven’t told me they knew where we were.” They have Lizzie, my angel, in their hands, and my sanity is tearing at the seams.

“You honestly thought they didn’t know? Bollocks, Noah. You’re brighter than that. I didn’t take you for a naive pussy. And for the record, mate, if I’d wanted to hurt you all I needed to do was say I’d shagged her, not kidnap her.” My fists tighten at my sides, but Bear shakes his head, appeasing me. “I assumed you knew because they always fucking know. They would have known where you were from the moment you walked away, you know that. They could have seen you with her and if that’s the case they would know what she means to you.”

So fucking naive. So bloody blind. So fucking stupid.

The tattoo on my abs itches and I want to scratch the fucking thing off. The brand I can never get rid of, the curse that made me what I am, I used to wear with pride. Now? It just marks me as Satan in disguise, and I repulse even myself.
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“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I panic, needing to release the agony building inside me. She’s in their hands and it’s my fault. If I can’t function, I won’t be able to get her out. The words from the card taunt me and I pray they don’t mean what I think they do.
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The message is inconspicuous, it could mean anything. Except the kennel is where we trained and I’ve only ever lost one thing that’s meant something. Lizzie.

“Why? You still work for them. Why would they take her?” I storm through the house, searching room to room, hoping this is all some big wind-up and Lizzie is hiding somewhere.

“Fuck, mate. I do what I have to because I know I can’t just walk away. They won’t let me. I keep a toe in—I’m not in bloody bed with them,” Bear shouts from behind me.

I race up the stairs and search my bedroom. I stop in my tracks as her scent invades my senses; my chest heaves with emotion I’m barely holding in. Folded on the bed is the T-shirt she wore earlier. Thoughts of her soft skin under my fingers flood my brain. I’ve always known she would be my downfall, but still I could never resist her. I shake the thoughts, check the other rooms, and jog back downstairs. Bear waits in the kitchen.

“So, what’s the plan?” he questions, as I enter the room.

“There is no plan.” I run my hands over my face and take a deep breath. “They want me at the kennel, so I’ll go.”

“You think I’m letting—”

“You don’t get a fucking choice. If they thought they could trust you when it came to me, you’d be a part of this. They have Lizzie, and I will do whatever it takes to get her out of their hands.”

“Yeah, I know. But—”

“There are no buts, mate. For some fucking reason they want me. If it means getting her out of there, I will do anything, and I mean anything to enable that. You get me?” A certain calm washes over me as the words spill out.

A small smirk plays on Bear’s lips. “It’s good to have you back. I thought you’d gone AWOL for good. Just a shame it’s these circumstances that revived you.”

“Yeah, well, as they say, ‘love can break you, but it can also make you.’ And if it’s the last thing I do, I’ll be the man she fucking deserves.”

“What about Kai?”

“Are your lads on him?”

He nods. “Yeah, I called Danny again while you were upstairs. Everyone’s where they should be.”

“Good.” I suck in a breath and turn away from him. “Listen, mate… Take care of him, and Lizzie, if I get her out.” I’m asking my friend to be my boy’s dad, in place of me. Asking him to take care of the two most precious things I’ve ever had in my life. “Can I trust you with that?” I return my gaze to him.

“It’s not going to happen,” Bear states as he shuffles his feet.

“I’ll tell you now, so you are under no illusions. If I have to lie to get her out, if I have to work for them to get her out, or if I have to die to get her out, I will.” I walk over to him. “I have no fucking clue what they want with me that’s bad enough to take Lizzie. They could have just phoned me. They know where I live, I’m sure they have my fucking number. So, do I have to beg, or can I trust you with my world?”

“Although you begging me for anything sounds appealing, I think I’ll just go with a yes.” He lets out a short burst of laughter, but then his face sobers. “Do you think you can pull this off, mate? I mean if Lizzie wasn’t involved I wouldn’t doubt you for a second, but…”

“They’ve taken her because they know she means something to me, right? I’ll just have to make them see things differently.” Thoughts of what convincing them might entail make my voice grow gruff.

“Yeah? How are you going to do that? I know you have a certain skill set but, fuck, Noah, when she’s involved?” He huffs. “What I’m asking is, can you turn it off?”

I scan his face and see something deeper in his question. The uncertainty in his eyes isn’t just for me, it’s for him as well. What a time to find out my best friend has fallen in love. “No, you can’t.” A sad smile crosses my face. “But you can try to hide it.” Cold creeps into my body at the thought and starts to crystallise the blood coursing through my veins. “I need to go.”

I lift my car keys off the hook over the table in the hallway and turn to Bear. “I’m taking the Mustang, and I’ve got another favour to ask.”

“Whatever you need.”

“I don’t want you pulling any stupid shit, but I need you or one of the lads there on the outskirts. If I succeed and get her out I need to know someone will be there to pick her up. Make sure she gets home to our son, without complications.”

“No problem. Why do I get the feeling you think you aren’t coming back?”

A broad smile spreads across my lips. “I’m covering all my bases, but don’t underestimate me. You should know me better than that. I was down for a while but I’m still fit. However, I’ve already told you, if I have to give my life to save hers, to make sure my son has his mum, I will. At least it will be given for something worthwhile, instead of the usual shit it’s been jeopardised for in the past.”

“Is this your way of telling me you’re glad I saved your sorry arse the last time?”

“Yeah, mate. I suppose it is.” I slap him on the shoulder. “If I’ve been put on earth for something, this would be it.”

Compartmentalising the fear for Lizzie’s safety, any doubt of my own abilities leaves my body. What remains is the skilled soldier, the trained killer. I have no doubt the minutes are ticking for the men who took her. Because, given time, I will take down every last one of them.
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CLENCHING MY HANDS around the steering wheel, I carefully observe the building and its surroundings. It’s been years since I’ve been here, and nothing seems to have altered. The long, abandoned aircraft hangar’s set back on a small, old airfield. The bomb dump across the access road houses some of the training facilities. Ten-foot high chain link fences still surround the area, but everything looks uncared for. It’s the perfect place to hide an active group of deniable assets.

The sky turns dusky as the sun lowers. I close my eyes and rest my head back against the seat, drawing in deep, calming breaths. To pull this off my emotions need to be under control. Any sign of weakness and it’ll be game over. The only problem is my fucking weakness is here somewhere and she’ll be used to taunt me. It can be the only reason they’ve taken her, but I’m still trying to figure out why.

My heart pounds as I step out of the car and shrug on my jacket. With measured steps, I make my way over to the main gate. Praying the access code hasn’t changed, I punch in eight numbers seared into my brain like a branding iron. I let out a low breath when the familiar clunk of the release mechanism penetrates my eardrums above the blood surging in them.

Ensuring with every strung muscle my steps are unrushed, I push through the gates and pace along the weed-ridden tarmac towards the hangar. The need to run fights with the knowledge that every move I make will give away my state of mind. The place looks dead, but the movement of a surveillance camera in my peripheral lets me know I’m not alone. My body vibrates with constant anger each step I take closer to the hangar, but I manage to maintain an air of detachment.

I scan the area and spot the telltale glint of a scope trained in my direction; light refracts from the last few rays of sun. Roughly four hundred metres to my left there’s sniper and spotter team number one. Where’s the other team? Since they always have four guards on the gate, there’ll be another set around here somewhere. My gaze comes to rest on the barrel of a L115A3 sniper rifle poking out from the undergrowth 150 metres to my right. Team two spotted. The uncertainty in my system releases. Stupid bastards. Who in the hell trained them? Snipers should be undetectable at that range.

I reach the hangar doors and take a deep, calming breath. Showtime. After taking one last sweep over the area to make sure I haven’t missed something, I raise my face to the camera covering the small entrance door, widen my arms, and shout, “I’m here, so let me the fuck in.” I have the access code, can enter by myself, but I want to confirm I’m being watched. Plus I’m unarmed, for now.

The lock clicks and the door pulls ajar enough for me to recognise a familiar face. Jase, one of Bear’s men and someone I’ve worked with, stands in the half shadow. As I push through the door, he steps back, and gives me a look I can’t quite place. It’s somewhere between an apology and apprehension. I make no acknowledgement as I’m fucking clueless to what’s going on.

But I do have questions. Do I trust Bear? Has he lost control of his men? Jase’s Glock pushes into my temple. I figure I have my answer.

“What the fuck am I doing here?” Resentment radiates from within me. In one swift movement, I backhand the gun away from my face.

Jase glares at me but doesn’t make a move to replace the offending item. “Archie’s in the slaughterhouse.” His tone’s flat as he pats me down. I hold my arms out wide and raise my eyebrows at him. Does he think I have no common sense? He steps back, nodding to whoever is watching the surveillance confirming that I’m clean.

“Who the fuck is Archie? And you think I’m stupid enough to go in there unarmed? Not a chance in hell. Get the bastard out here.”

The slaughterhouse is used for replicating live-fire hostage rescue. There’re too many unknowns in there, but if forced, I’ll have no choice. I’m desperate to know Lizzie’s location, but if I mention her once, they are going to realise her worth. I have to wait until they bring her to me. Every millisecond I wait is pure torture. The few I’ve been in here are already too long. I can’t even scan the area for her for fear of giving my true feelings away. Blood screams through my veins in protest.

I keep my hard stare on Jase and he eyeballs me in return. “Archie runs the Dogs now.”

What the hell? Last I heard Johnson was still running the squad. Another thing my best fucking friend failed to mention. My doubts about Bear build further, and the feeling I’ve been hung out to dry creeps into my chest.

“He wanted me here so badly, he can at least have the decency to meet me on the doorstep.”

Jase mumbles some shit into the two-way but never takes his eyes off me. Smart guy because I’d have him unarmed if he gave me an opening.

“You’re not going to invite me in?” Sarcasm drips from my words.

“I think it’s best you wait in the holding area. Archie has a visitor in the arena who he may not want you to see.”

The way he says visitor makes my skin crawl. Lizzie. I bite my tongue and map the layout in my head, hoping nothing’s changed. I’m stuck in the holding area; the only walk-in entrance to the building that hasn’t been blocked in. Exits are a different matter.

Jase leans against the wall as we wait for Archie to appear. A few minutes later, an older bloke with blond hair, a touch smaller than me, enters the room.

“Ah, Noah. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” His tone’s light and friendly, the kind you’d expect at a posh fucking dinner party, as he holds out his hand.

I glare at the proffered appendage, but don’t make any move to shake it. “I can’t say the same.” Derision shouts loud and clear. I’m poking the beast, but I need to get him to react to me. Show me what sets him off.

His brown eyes flare. As I take in his appearance, there’s something familiar about him, but as much as I rack my brain, I can’t place him.

“Ah, but you came nonetheless. Do we have something precious to you?”

Game on. I put a mental barrier around every feeling I have for my family. “No.”

He runs a hand through his short hair in what I can only assume is frustration.

“Then why would you come?” He cocks his head and watches me for any trace of concern.

“Any chance we could have this conversation sitting down?” Needing to get inside, I ignore his question. I need to know what I’m up against, now.

“Certainly. Forgive my rudeness, please follow me.”

Cocksucker.

I follow him into the arena, Jase so close up my arse he may as well be in it. Something hard presses into my lumbar. I flinch as he tugs my belt. Cold metal slides downwards and touches my bare skin. What in the hell is going on? I continue to follow Archie as Jase backs away from me. I resist the urge to pat my back and confirm what I already know. He gave me a gun.

I scan the area for cameras, but locate none. No surprise there. Filming never takes place inside the hangar.

“Please have a seat.” Archie gestures towards a couple of worn chairs in the canteen.

“Where is everyone?” The area’s deserted. Not a usual occurrence when I was here. My senses flick to hyperaware and adrenaline leaks into my body, but still, I sit down as instructed.

“Other than Jason, Alexander, and me? Daniel’s in the ops room, Barry is in the gym, and Dean’s on the range. Why? Were you expecting an audience?”

Daniel? Bear’s Danny, the Danny who put a three-man team on my boy? And I thought Baz and Deano were lost on a mission a while ago. I don’t believe for one second there are only the six of them here. For starters, he forgot the two sniper teams outside, but he seems to think these particular men would shake me. Well, he’s right, but it’ll be a cold day in hell before I show him.

“No.” I shrug. “I’m just wondering what’s so important you couldn’t just phone, like a normal fucking person.”

“All in good time,” is his only reply. He picks up a remote control from the table and presses a button. At the far end of the area, a huge screen lights up.

I’m glad I’m sitting down, otherwise, I’d have hit the ground. Lizzie, my angel, is bound and blindfolded, magnified tenfold on the screen. Her cheeks tear-stained, her lips tremble and her chest heaves as she sucks in tormented air. Any anger I’ve ever felt in my life doesn’t even come close to the pure hatred that burns through my body. The fear I might not be able to hide my feelings makes my body work overtime to hold in every ounce of love I have for her.

“So, what did you want with my fuck buddy?” I don’t know how I get the words out in such a casual manner.

“Come now, dear boy. We both know this little lady is more to you than just sex.” His shrewd eyes never leave my face.

Keeping my expression neutral, I reply. “You couldn’t be more wrong. She’s just good at it.” I smile at him. “If you know what I mean.” I relax back in the chair but turn my head so I can’t see my girl’s terrified face.

“So, you wouldn’t mind if the lads have at her then?” He motions his head towards Jase, who’s leaving the arena.

This fucker is going to die. The drip of adrenaline turns into a full-on riptide. The need to flex my muscles becomes almost overpowering. The energy it takes to keep my breaths steady and maintain perfect indifference is immense. I want to rip off every one of his limbs.

I rub my chin. “Nah, go ahead. But don’t think I’m having her back after she’s been used up.”

He watches me intently and I start reciting the menu from the Chinese takeaway in my head. I won’t let him get the better of me.

Mushroom egg foo young. King prawn satay.

“What about your son?”

Chicken in black bean sauce. Kung poa beef. Singapore chow mein.

I risk a glance at the screen but it’s empty; Lizzie is no longer there. Terror shudders through me. “That’s a big assumption. How the fuck do you know he’s mine? So I shagged her years ago. She was fucking some other guy at the time, too. The kid could be anyone’s.”

Agitated, I stand, but try and keep my body language neutral.

Then I hear it, the gentle sobs of a female. The one thing that can shake me to the core and anger me beyond livid—Lizzie’s distress. I struggle with the nuclear bomb about to go off in my mind, wrestle with it to keep it under control.

“Well, son. I thought by taking something important to you”—Lizzie comes into view as she struggles against Jase’s grip, tears marring her perfect face—“I could get you to do a job for me.”

I laugh, hard. “I know the sort of job; it’ll probably wind up with me dead. She may be an A-class fuck, but that’s not worth getting killed over.” I cringe at the words and hope Lizzie can’t hear them, but I need to keep up the pretence.

As she nears us, the faith and love in her eyes nearly floors me. The pure relief in her whole body is evident. Jase releases her and she races over, wrapping herself tight around me. My arms, on autopilot, wrap around her, but I can’t respond like that. If I do, they’ll know for sure she’s my world. I force myself to unclasp her arms and push her away. Inside I’m screaming, on the outside I’m heartless.

“Noah? What’s going on?” Her eyebrows knit and confusion consumes her features.

I can’t answer. Briefly, I take in every mark on her face. The bruise purpling under her eye, her swollen lids, even the crack in her bottom lip from tugging on it with her teeth. I hate seeing the injuries, but I’m unable to meet the storm of her beautiful eyes. I’d never be able to tear myself away and show indifference.

“Ah, so I see the love is one-sided.” Archie’s smug words grate on my ears and I’d give anything at this minute to rip his face off.

“Tell him you love me.” Her whispered, trusting, words rip a hole the size of the fucking earth through my chest as I glare at Archie.

“No.” I spin around and grab her. She glances at my hand wound tight around her wrist. Panic floods every one of her features. “What makes you think you’re so special?” I let out a wry laugh and my heart shreds into confetti when her face crumples. “You’re just like the rest, love. A quick fuck.” I force a look of distaste onto my face. “Well, you were a bit better than the rest. That’s why I kept you around.”

Every lie coming out of my mouth kills a little more of her light. Tears cascade down her face, and I want to take the gun at my back and blow my own fucking brains out. I want to scoop her in my arms, ask for her forgiveness. Beg for her forgiveness. But I can’t. And it’s killing me.

They’re watching every move I make, and the only way she is getting out of here alive is if they think she means nothing to me. Even then, the chances are remote. But if there’s one thing I can do well it’s lie. Her storm-ridden eyes search mine, delving deep into my soul. I throw her wrist back, unable to cope with the fact I’m hurting her.

“Did you honestly believe you kept me entertained enough to not fuck around? Thought that hot pussy of yours was powerful enough to make me love you?” I let out another harsh laugh. “When I’ve been out for a drink with the lads, did you really not think the night ended without some other girl’s mouth wrapped around my dick, or my cock deep in some slut’s arse? Are you really that naive?” I just need to get her free. Then I’ll do whatever Archie asks. Because I’ll have no reason to live.

No recognition of my lies flickers on her face and I may as well have just slapped her with the way she shrinks away from me. But I catch sight of it; the golden flecks flare in the grey and I know what she’s going to do before she even makes a move. I stand my ground and brace myself for the impact, as she steps forward and strikes me hard across the face.

“You’re a worthless bastard,” she snarls. Turning her attention to Archie, she screams at him, “Why? Why would you do this?”

The smug bastard smirks. “Because, Elizabeth… You took one son from me; you aren’t destroying the other one.”

Lizzie falters and stares at me, her gaze flicking back to Archie like she can see something I can’t.

“What the fuck is going on?” He’s trying to mess with my head.

“Elizabeth was my son’s partner. Has she ever told you about Mac?”

“I’m fucking her, hard, just how she likes it. She’s doesn’t get to tell me her life story.” The lies continue to fall from my lips while my brain tries to piece together all the jumbled parts.

Lizzie turns, her face wild with rage, and charges me. Her small frame’s no match for my larger one. Her fists pummel into my chest but have no impact. I clasp her against me to stop her arms from flailing, and soak in the last time I’ll have her body against mine.

“Will somebody get this crazy bitch out of here?” My yell echoes around the hangar as her sobs reverberate against my chest. Every part of me is at its limits. I’ve no idea how much longer I can maintain this false front; it cracks and crumbles with each tear falling from Lizzie’s eyes. The angel in my arms needs to be out of here before this whole thing shatters her. She’s the strongest woman I’ve ever come across, but if I’m near my breaking point, she’ll soon be over the edge.

Jase pulls her from my arms, and my whole body protests at her loss. Something passes over his face as she struggles in his hold.

“Alex?” Lizzie cries. She stops fighting and stands stock-still. I turn to see who she’s talking to and come face to face with Zander. His expression says the usual ‘couldn’t give a fuck’ when he glances at me, but it fades a little as his gaze falls on Lizzie.

The world rocks beneath my feet. Zander is Alex? Lizzie’s Alex. The one she’s always mentioning. Bear’s cousin, Zander, is fucking ‘Alex’? He’s been with her all this time?

He walks over and takes Lizzie from Jase. She barrages him with questions but instead of answering them he spins her so her back is to his front and clamps his hand down over her mouth. Her wide eyes find mine and new tears spill over onto her cheeks. My internal battle of wanting to kill the bastard but being unable to subsides when she clenches her jaw. From the look on Zander’s face, she made pretty good contact with her teeth into his hand. Good girl.

He leans forward and whispers something in her ear. She stiffens and nods her head. I try and communicate to her that it’ll work out. She’ll be okay. Me, I can’t vouch for. But I’ll do anything I can to make sure she’s set free.

Everything’s fucked up. I’m so confused my head’s spinning, but I resist the urge to turn and watch when they usher her away. Instead I force myself to listen to the soul-destroying whimpers as they fade out, and pray she doesn’t give up.

Cold on the outside, but burning up with rage on the inside, I gather my senses. “So, say again, why did you want me here?”

“Two reasons. I have a problem; one you are familiar with. Alberto Zaffino. You remember him? He remembers you…”

I nod my head, as the feeling of iced water trickles down my spine.

“Well, I’ve been doing some business with him. The Dogs have been doing some of his… dirty work, shall we say? It’s been good but now he wants more from me, which is interesting news, but as proof of my allegiance he wants… you.” His gaze pins me as I roll my neck to ease the tension in it. “So, this leads to my second reason.” A cocky smirk crosses his face. “Imagine my surprise when I looked into you, delved into your past, and discovered you are my son.”

His last word sinks in and my world, which was already shattered, obliterates into thin air.
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THIS CAN’T BE fucking happening. I can’t be related to those two men.

“You lying motherfucker.” I laugh, trying to play it off, but my façade slips south. I’m clawing to hold onto it, grasping with every muscle.

“Your mother was very willing. Looks like we have similar taste in women.”

“My birth mother was a teenage girl who’d been stupid enough to get involved with a married man, by all accounts. A father isn’t even named on my birth certificate. So, tell me, Archie, are you the sick fuck who knocked up a teenager then didn’t have the balls to deal with the consequences?” I tilt my head and examine him. His nostrils flare. It’s obvious my questions are getting to the bastard.

But then, a sneer crosses his face. “No. She told me she was aborting you.”

Un-fucking-believable.

“Funny.” But I’m not laughing. “I must be a hard fucker to get rid of then.” I glare at him, and he squirms a little. “So, Daddy Dearest, tell me what you’re wasting my time for? Give me something to make me stay. Because the way I see it, apart from some twisted revenge on your son’s ex, you’ve achieved nothing.”

“Elizabeth deserves everything she gets.”

One way or another this fucker is going to die. It’s make or break time, and I need to stand by my convictions. “I’m done.” I stand up and stride over to the exit. “You’re wasting my time.”

Jase has come back and stands beside my way out, guarding it. As I walk towards him, he raises his Glock and aims straight for my forehead. One shot, one kill. From working with him, I know it’d be a miracle for him to miss.

My heart rate steadies into an even beat. The finality of the situation brings some form of calm to my chaos. As I step in closer, the barrel digs into my skin. “You seriously think I’m bothered about dying?” I raise my eyebrows. My hushed words only for Jase’s ears. “I’ve just found out the blood in my veins is from the pits of hell. My supposed half-brother tried to rape the woman I love. And you think I’m fucking bothered about my life?” My breaths labour as I attempt to control the agony, which spikes in my chest as the truth sinks in. “What the fuck do I have left?” I’m either signing both mine and Lizzie’s death warrants, or laying my world open for a friend.

“Shit, Noah. Play the game.” His voice is almost inaudible, and his eyes plead with me.

I know for sure Jase is somehow linked with Bear, and the weight on my chest lifts a fraction, but the heat in my veins renews with force. Bear hasn’t set me up for a fall; he’s using me as bait. And I’m going to beat the living shit out of the lying bastard when I get my hands on him.

“Just fucking do it.” My yelled words echo around the cavernous hangar.

With my eyes trained on Jase, I hear the sound of light footsteps creeping closer. My muscles flex, ready to unarm the men behind me, but Jase gives an imperceptible nod. I need to make a choice. Do I maintain the trust in Bear I’ve had for years, or do I die here? The thought of Lizzie left in the possession of Archie hastens my decision and the trust in my friend wins out.

I pray I’m right.

Jase’s left hand loosens on his weapon, giving me the in I need. I drop my left shoulder and twist my body away from the firing line, simultaneously bringing up my left hand to grab the inside of his right wrist, drawing his arm across my body. The gun goes off as I rotate my torso, further extending his arm, and then wrench it down behind his back. The telltale crack of breaking fingers and the sudden intake of breath from Jase hits me as I twist the gun from his grasp. Jerking him back against me, I bring the weapon to rest under his chin.

My gaze comes to rest on two guys I’ve never seen before, their weapons cocked and trained on me.

“No, no. I need him alive.” Archie strides over, waving his arms.

“For what?” I spit out.

“For my plan to work.”

“What. Fucking. Plan?”

Jase struggles against me. I release him and push him away from me, then take his legs from under him with a swift kick. He falls on the floor and clutches his broken hand, a sly smile on his lips. Crazy bastard loves this shit.

The two armed men slowly lower their weapons, and wait for further instruction.

Thoughts whirl through my mind, and it hits me. This isn’t me anymore. This isn’t who I want to be. I’d be happy running Ignition, coming home to a family every night. Not doing this shit.

Preoccupied with my thoughts, I don’t pick up movement behind me until it’s close. I swing around to be greeted with the butt end of a rifle impacting my temple. My head flies back, taking me off balance, and my vision fogs, but I catch a glimpse of the assailant before everything fades out. I realise I’m right royally screwed. I’ve seen the face in front of me a million times over the years. The bastard who knocks me out is Bear.
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I wake, back to the floor, with a splitting headache. I raise a hand to my temple and take a sharp breath when I press against the tender, broken flesh. The heavy smell of gunfire lingers in the air, burning my nostrils. My vision blurs when I lift my head from the ground. A few seconds later, the fuzz disappears, but I’m unable to focus. I squint through the darkness, the only glimmer of light coming from around the thick metal door.

Just fucking great.

I’m in the dead room in the slaughterhouse.

What the hell am I going to do now? Different escape tactics swim around my mind, but they all end the same way. I don’t have a problem with death. It’s easy to come to terms with when the possibilities outweigh any other scenario. I’ve been here before, by choice. Bear saved my arse last time. This time he’s the fucker responsible, and that card being dealt changes the game.

Every muscle aches when I pull myself up and against the far wall. Lizzie’s here somewhere and I need to get to her. In my mind, I try and map the layout over and over, knowing I have numerous obstacles to overcome. Namely, one big fucking one. How the hell am I getting out of here? I check my back, but unsurprisingly, the gun Jase gave me is gone.

Beyond the holding room is the arena. Most of the offices, which run down the length of the hangar, have been converted into dorms, the surveillance rooms built above them. The others have been converted to gyms. At the far end is where I’m at. The slaughterhouse. Custom-built walls inside to minimise noise deflection. The armoury sits on the right-hand side, roughly halfway down, and there’s canteen in the middle where you can sit and eat while watching people get the shit kicked out of them in the arena.

My escape options skitter through my mind and I wind up with one. My only choice. Unless by some act of great stupidity they left the door unlocked, my only choice is to overpower whoever comes to get me.

I only have to wait for a few more minutes before the electric buzz sounds from the digital lock on the door. It opens a fraction but doesn’t move further. More light seeps in. It would have been better for me if the lights were off, but I suppose I’ll have to make do. Just as I wonder if this whole scenario is another trap, the door pushes wide open. The sudden brightness has me reaching to cover my eyes while my vision adjusts.

Backlit, a looming figure enters the room. Zander, Glock in one hand, rope in the other.

“Where’s Lizzie?” The question spills from my lips before I have time to think.

Zan laughs, but it has no humour. “She’s safe.”

“Theodore too busy to deal with his dirty work?” I can’t bring myself to call him ‘Bear.’ Rubbing my fingers on my forehead, I try to relieve some tension, but it has no effect. Until she’s out of here, nothing will ease it.

He walks further in, crouches down in front of me, and tosses the gun between his hands. To my surprise he flicks on the safety and places it on the floor, followed by the rope. “Bear’s busy.”

My gaze goes straight to the weapon on the floor and back to Zander. “Have you been with her since she left?”

“We haven’t got time for this, but yes, I have. I can’t tell you why or how.” His lips widen into a broad grin. “And I know you’re thinking of picking up the gun and killing me.”

“You know me well.”

“No, Noah. I don’t think I know you at all. But what I do know is you are going to let me tie your hands behind your back and then you’re going to let me take you out into the arena.”

I eye the gun again. “What makes you so sure?”

“Because, for all you said out there, I know the woman locked up in the dorms means everything to you. You won’t leave here until every last one of the guys who hurt her is dead.” He rubs his hands down his thighs. “I also know you won’t be able to help her from in here.”

I meet his gaze. There’s no point pretending he’s wrong. “I thought you said you didn’t know me?”

“I haven’t seen you in a long time, Noah. The man you are now isn’t the one I last drank with.” He stands up, leaving the items on the ground. “So you have a choice to make. What’s it going to be?”

Again, my mind processes my chances of success. Taking Zander down now would seem like the best option, or is it?

I rub my hands down my face, caked-on dried blood under my fingernails. The reminder of the betrayal from my friend, which stings more than I thought possible. He checks his watch. “You’ve got about thirty seconds left to make your choice.”

My mind made up, I get to my feet, turn around, and put my hands behind my back. He makes quick work of binding me. The knot is tight as I tug against it, but it’s not unworkable.

“I think you dropped this.” He picks up the weapon, pulls the magazine, checks the rounds, and then shows it to me. “Seventeen rounds, Noah, that’s all. Make them count.” Then like Jase, he pushes the gun into the back of my jeans.

“Tell me what the fuck’s going on.”

“No.”

I can’t fucking stand not knowing who’s on whose side. When I think I have it figured out, it gets all screwed up again.

He leads me from the dead room through the maze of the slaughterhouse and back out into the arena. My steps falter when I see Lizzie once again, bound, gagged, and blindfolded in a chair. Zander leads me to a seat opposite her and forces me to sit.

Lizzie’s lips tremble around the fabric strung across her mouth, her body visibly shakes, but she doesn’t make a sound. I try to figure out if that’s a good thing or a bad one. The helplessness which overruns me almost makes me give up hope. But there is no chance I can leave her here. Zander tenses in my peripheral and it pulls my gaze from Lizzie. I need to get my brain in the game, because while I was distracted, the room has filled with men.

Have they touched her? My gaze falls back on Lizzie; her chest heaves and falls, each breath laboured and shallow. Lowering my head, I close my eyes and let the fire return. Allow it to burn me up inside. When the inferno is fierce deep inside me, I roll my neck. Keeping my head down, I reopen my eyes. The first person my gaze lands on is Archie. Nothing but pure hatred fills my blood.

With him are four men I have never seen before. Accompanying them are the two from earlier and Bear’s team, including the bastard himself. Fourteen men. I size each of them up while they take their places around the arena. All of them except Zander stay in front of me. Archie’s obviously rattled if he needs fourteen fucking men for me and my girl.

I eyeball Archie as he drags over another chair. He flips it around and sits with arms folded over the backrest. “You had a good sleep, son?”

Discreetly, I fumble with the binds on my wrists, each pull and twist having the desired effect of loosening the rope. “I’m not your son. Just cut to the fucking chase. What do you want from me?” As I speak, Lizzie’s head lifts a fraction. All I’ve said to her and my voice still gives her… hope? I’m not sure.

“Well, Alberto wanted a little revenge for the son you took from him.” As Archie speaks, Bear moves closer to him. Adrenaline pumps through my muscles at his proximity. “I was happy to hand you over once I located you. But when I found out who you were, my plans changed.”

“Lucky fucking me.”

“Oh, you are lucky, Noah. You see, when you were just meat, you were expendable. Being my son changed things.” Bitterness rises in my throat as I stare the bastard down, but I say nothing.

My wrists break free of the binds and I sense Zan move closer in behind me. I take a breath and hold it a fraction, waiting, but he does nothing. Bear glances over and a look of recognition passes over his face as he meets his cousin’s eye. Again I’m left wondering.

Archie bends forward so I can smell his stale breath. “You were the best in the squad, Noah. Why did you get caught?”

My gaze flicks to Lizzie. A response I can’t help. I take a breath and realise I have nothing to lose. Bear knows everything, so the chances are every man here does too. The only person who I know for sure doesn’t is her.

“I didn’t think I had anything left to live for.”

“What could make a man have nothing left to live for? Especially one like you. The only thing that can do that is if you lost everything, but you had nothing in the first place.” Archie gets up and crouches to the side of Lizzie. He touches her face with his thick fingers, and she flinches, a small whimper escaping her lips. “Or did you?” It takes a strength I didn’t know I had to remain in my seat.

“I lost everything I ever wanted. Or rather it was taken from me.”

“So you chose to be tortured to death?” He sounds surprised.

I heave a sigh. “Yeah.” This is worse than the fucking debrief. All my demons lay bare.

He stands up, moving away from Lizzie, and my chest releases a fraction. “Hmm. Barry, Daniel, untie the bitch for me.”

They move quickly, untying Lizzie. What should be something to celebrate causes nothing but further concern. The last item to come off is the blindfold. Her wild gaze flickers around the room until it finds mine, and the storm in her eyes settles. She holds my stare as if it’s my hands. Never letting go for a second. If this is all I can give her, she’s having it. All pretence is gone.

“So, let me get this straight. Because of this bitch screwing you over, you decided to commit suicide?”

Lizzie’s questioning gaze never leaves mine. It takes massive effort to maintain eye contact with her and not look away. I don’t want her to see into my soul and witness the pain buried there. “For fuck’s sake, where is this going?”

“I’m getting there. So, she means more to you than just shooting your load into her?”

I refrain from answering him. Lizzie breaks her hold on me and glances to the floor. She’s either disgusted with me or angry; I’m not sure which.

“Okay, so now we have a plan.” He claps his hands together and begins to whistle. I ease the gun from the back of my jeans and rest it on the seat behind me.

“I’ll release her on this condition. I need to hand you over to Alberto. But, then you need to take him down.”

“Why?” It’s the only answer I want. Why would he go to all the trouble of bringing me back in, using Lizzie as bait? Why would Bear turn his back on years of brotherhood to betray me?

“Because when you’ve killed him I’m going to take over his empire. I’ve been using the Dogs to run most of his rings anyway, so this just means I’ll get to reap all the proceeds instead of just being fed peanuts.”

“What if I die? Then you’d get nothing.”

“But you won’t, will you? Because if you do, I’ll take your little family and I’ll make them suffer painfully, and very slowly, for your incompetence.”

Blood boils under my skin. I grip the gun behind me, lunge forward, and draw my weapon, but Lizzie’s on her feet and in my line of fucking fire. She grasps her chair and swings it full force into Archie’s head. The impact knocks him off his chair. Men surge forward. Shots ring out. Years of ingrained training takes over. I home in on the first shooter on an elevated walkway and take him down, firing three shots.

“Get fucking down,” I yell, and hope she hears me. Gunfire surrounds us. Quickly chambering my weapon, I take down a second bastard, his sight set on Lizzie. Moving towards her, I catch a glimpse of Bear as he disposes another of the men.

Everything stops. Time. Sound. Heat.

Lizzie stands motionless in the middle of the massacre. Fire burns across my thigh as I grasp hold of her arm and turn her to me. A slight smile forms on her lips but the fight fades from her eyes. Zan yells, “Get her the fuck out of here,” but my feet won’t move. All I can see is the red, sticky fluid, which oozes through my fingers and over the back of my hand.
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LIZZIE’S LEGS GIVE way, and she falls into my arms. I’m helpless. All around men fight and fall, gunshots ring out, voices, then silence, and more gunfire. It all happens so quickly, in seconds, which seem like hours. I’ve been in worse situations than this and never faltered. But with her dead weight in my arms, I’m at a loss.

A sharp heat across my arm wakes me from my daze. We’re in the middle of a war zone, and I’ve got us standing like a fucking ‘aim here’ beacon. I lay Lizzie gently to the ground, put down my weapon, and rip off my shirt to use as a makeshift tourniquet. I pray the excessive blood doesn’t mean her artery’s been nicked. She could bleed to death in minutes, and as much as I need to get her out of here, this wound needs dealing with now.

One hand works fast to stem the blood flow pressing up under her armpit, the other pushes down firmly on her skin, and blood oozes between my fingers. From what little experience I have of field wounds, her bone doesn’t feel broken, and it all looks normal, with no disfigurement. It could still be fractured, but I don’t have the time or anything to splint it. I rip my T-shirt with my teeth, thankful for the old material giving way easily. I hope it doesn't do more damage. One-handed, I wrap the fabric twice around her upper arm until it’s tight enough, and that stems the flow.

Muffled gunfire continues around us, drowned out by the roar of blood in my ears.

I remove the hand under her arm and tighten the fabric a fraction more before securing it with a knot. Her arm should be elevated above her heart, but other than resting it on her chest I can’t do much else. Satisfied, I begin to lift her into my arms, but something drags hard on my ankle.

I turn my head to see a half-conscious Archie. Blood spews from a wound on his forehead. He flails an arm, searching the ground for his gun. I let go of Lizzie, pick up my own, and chamber a round. My ankle twists in his grasp when I turn around and aim the Glock.

Sperm donor or not, the creature at my feet will not survive to hurt my family more.

He lets go of my leg when his hand grasps his own metal. He cocks and glances back at me, blood dripping into the wicked smile on his face. It fades as he stares down the barrel of the gun in my hands and up my extended arms. “You’re going to shoot me?” He starts to laugh, a mocking laugh of disbelief; harsh, cold, and full of hatred.

In slow motion, he swings his arm up, gun in hand. Every inch it moves takes a century off of my life. I kick out my free leg and my foot connects, hard, with his face. The crunch of his nose breaking under my boot echoes up my leg and his head jerks backwards.

My fingertip caresses the trigger. Not too hard, not too light. I breathe in deep, and as the air exhales, I squeeze, taking up the pressure. Archie’s laugh dies on his lips when a bullet rips through his skull, and he falls dead at my feet. My index finger freezes mid pull. What the fuck?

I glance around to find Jase advancing on me. I quickly aim up at him. He throws his weapon to the ground and lifts his hands into the air. There are no sounds, only silence and the lingering smell of gunfire laced with the metallic tang of blood. My chest heaves and my frantic gaze roams the hangar. The only men left standing are Bear’s.

“You’d never live with that, Noah.” Jase’s voice pulls me back in his direction. “I know we’ve dealt with some shit—” He shakes his head. “But I couldn’t let you do that.” His gaze drops to the floor and back to me. “Mate, you need to get her out of here.”

The urgency registers and I let the gun fall from my fingers. Without giving the body on the floor a second thought, I get to my feet, lifting Lizzie into my arms at the same time. “Where?”

Bear’s voice invades my ears. “On base. They’ll be expecting you.” I go to walk away from him, but he starts again. “Noah?”

Every aching muscle in my body tenses. “Not fucking now.” I shut him down, not wanting to hear his explanation. I don’t give a flying fuck. I gaze down at Lizzie. Nothing was worth this. Nothing.

Zander comes towards me, but my glare stops him from coming closer. They are the last two people on earth I want to deal with right now. Both betrayed me.

I keep my gaze fixed on Bear and Zan. “Jase, can you drive?”

“Just about. You did a great job on my hand, you bastard.” He laughs as he walks past them and beckons me to follow him. “Good thing I’m ambidextrous.”

When we get to the truck, I lay Lizzie down on the backseat. I scramble in beside her then rest her head on my lap. Jase rummages through a bag on the front passenger seat and throws a green army-issued T-shirt at me with his good hand. “Don’t you feel the cold?”

Every part of my body is numb. The only part of me feeling any sign of life is my heart. And that hurts like a bastard. I glance down at the lifeless body in my arms and cold seeps into every one of my veins. Any words I have freeze, barb-like in my throat. I can’t answer him. Instead I pull on the shirt, careful not to knock Lizzie, and he starts up the truck and pulls away.

I take in every little detail of my angel. Each bruise, each cut, each injury caused by me. Because of my life. My blood-stained fingers trace gently over her skin. She never deserved any of this, and I wonder how it will affect her in the long term. Because she will have a long term.

My fingers move from her face and down her neck to check her pulse. It’s low and slow, but it’s there. My girl’s a fighter; she’s strong. She will survive this. Survive me.

Angry with myself, I turn on Jase. “Can’t you drive any fucking faster?”

He doesn’t bite back, just nods and says, “I’m doing the best I can.”

After an eternity, the familiar row of evergreen trees behind security fencing comes into view. Jase turns towards the main gate. Armed guards greet the truck. One walks over to the side of the vehicle. Instead of being made to wind down the window, state our business and have our credentials checked, he takes one glance at Jase, steps back, and signals for the gates to open.

We pull up outside the med centre, and I get Lizzie out as quickly as possible. When we enter the building, medics scramble, asking about her injuries but not how she sustained them. Bringing her here, they won’t ask. They can guess. After a few basic questions, she’s taken from my arms and rushed into evaluation. Nurses keep trying to get me looked at, to glance over the wounds to my temple, arm, and leg. But a few flesh wounds are nothing. All I care about is Lizzie. I need to hear she’s okay.

One by one, the lads turn up to be checked over, and take seats near me in the waiting area. Even Bear and Zander arrive, but they sit further away, and have the fucking decency not to try and talk to me. There are only a few flesh wounds between them. The only man hit bad enough to require surgery is Danny. He took a bullet to the thigh, and luckily it missed the artery but still shattered the bone. That fucker had to hurt. It means he’ll be out of action and maybe desked when he recovers. His area is communications anyway, so it shouldn’t be too much of a blow. The thought crosses my mind there’s a lot more to Bear’s team than meets the eye.

The clock ticks on the wall; I count every movement the second hand makes. We’ve already heard about Danny, but nothing on Lizzie. My mind’s at war with my body. I’m exhausted. The physical and mental strain of the past day finally catches up with me. Jase keeps plying me with strong black coffee and caffeine-infused sodas. My insides vibrate, and I’m getting irritable. After sitting here for 8,013 seconds, a surgeon finally makes her entrance.

She scans the room. All the lads sit bolt upright and in unison acknowledge her with ‘ma’am.’ I remain silent but lean forward, desperate for some news and wait for her to say something. My heart beats wildly, and the urge to throw up almost overcomes me. Her gaze settles. The frantic beat in my chest stops and holds its breath along with me.

“Noah?”

“Yes.” My hands clench and unclench in my lap.

“Lizzie asked for you before we operated. I hope you understand we had no time for you to see her beforehand.”

I dip my head in acknowledgement. Relief surges through me. Lizzie woke up enough to speak to them. “Is she okay?”

“She’s been lucky. The bullet grazed her brachial, she lost a lot of blood but thankfully it missed her humerus.” Thank God I was right. “There may be a little nerve damage. We won’t be sure until the swelling goes down. All in all, it was a clean entrance and exit. So I’m going to risk it and say the chances of anything permanent are slim, but still possible.”

“Can I see her?”

“She’s still in recovery and won’t be able to talk to you.” As she speaks, she shakes her head.

“Please, ma’am. I just need to see her.”

She sighs. “Five minutes.”

I nod at her. I’d agree to be a surrogate mum to a donkey if it meant I’d get to see Lizzie.

“Okay, follow me.” She turns to walk away.

We walk through a couple of doors, and I follow where she leads. We pass several rooms, and I glance in one and see Danny. “How’s he doing?”

“Not bad, considering. He’s got a long road ahead of him though. His thigh muscles and nerves were torn up pretty bad. Apparently it was a mess.” She stops walking outside another room. “I’m told he should recover pretty well, and with visits to a physiotherapist he should be back on his feet in three to four months.”

“Fuck.” I rub my hand over my head.

“You guys know what you’re doing and you know the risks when you go on ops. It never makes it any easier when it finally catches up with you though.” She gives me a half smile. “Anyway, here we are.”

“How long will Lizzie’s recovery take?”

“Hmm. So long as there’s no nerve damage, anywhere from a couple of weeks to a month. Obviously the scar will be tender for a while, but she’ll be throwing punches again in no time.”

“Ma’am?” I can’t bring myself to look her in the eye to say what I need to say, so I keep my eyes locked on the floor. Hatred for myself wells in the pit of my stomach.

“If you’re going to ask about sex, she’ll be okay as soon as she feels ready.”

My gaze whips up to her face. For once in my life, that is not where my thoughts are going. “Thanks.” I manage a small chuckle even though on the inside my heart’s withering away. “But what I was going to say was, thank you… you know, for fixing Lizzie.”

Her hand reaches out and squeezes my arm. “Sorry, I’m just so used to you lads being concerned with your own vital organs. And you’re welcome. Remember, five minutes, okay?” Then she heads off down the corridor.

Pausing at the entrance I’m unable to make my feet move forward. Desperation to see her mixed with anxiety leave me frozen in place. My hand shakes when I grow big enough balls to push the door open. I step inside, quietly close it behind me, then lean back against it, letting out a deep breath.

My gaze rakes over Lizzie. Her body looks so tiny in the bed, so fragile. The heart monitor’s beating sound is constant, reassuring me she’s actually okay. I find it in me to move closer and pull a chair over to the side of the bed. Needing her warmth, I take her hand in mine and rub circles over it, much like the first time she came home with me. I never knew I had a heart, let alone imagined I would hand it over, along with my balls, to the woman in front of me.

The thought brings a smile to my lips, which dies with the rampant thoughts invading my head.

“Hey.” My voice breaks as I begin to speak. “I hope to God you can hear me. I’m too much of a pussy to do this when you can answer me back. But still…”

“I’m so sorry for all this shit. I’m sorry it was my life, my past, which caused all of this. I know Archie was twisted but he would have left you alone if it weren’t for me. So I’ve been thinking…” I pause for a moment to try and gather my thoughts, try to find the words.

“I love you more than anything. You and Kai are my world. You do know that, right? I’ve loved you from the moment you let me inside that amazing body of yours. Maybe I just wanted to fuck you at first, but I handed you my heart a long time ago.” Moisture wells in my eyes. “I don’t want it back, that’s not what I’m asking. What I’m trying to say is… fuck… I want you to keep it. It belongs more to you than me, anyway. But this is for the best. Best for you and Kai. It’s not best for me.” The warm tears begin to fall, and splash down onto our entwined hands.

“I’m not what you need in your life. I’m not what anybody needs in their life. You deserve the prince, the fucking king of all men.” I heave in a shaky breath. “That’s not me. It doesn’t matter how much I love you, how much I want you. It’s meaningless when your safety’s concerned. When our son’s safety is concerned. I wish I could tell you this to your face, see that beautiful storm in your eyes raging at me, but I know you’d convince me I’m wrong, or you’d hate me. Maybe you’d forgive me in the end. But I can’t forgive myself. Not for this…”

I lay a light kiss on her hand. “I’ll love you for a fucking eternity.” Exhaling harshly, I hold her palm to my face, memorise her scent, take her warmth. Try and gather every last shred of her I can take with me because it’s all I’ll have. Her fingers twitch in my grasp and I know it’s time to leave. I stand up, lean over, and place my lips against her forehead and my voice breaks. “Goodbye, angel.”

I turn to leave and open the door. She lets out a pained whimper as she begins to stir. She mumbles something; it’s almost inaudible, but I hear each word as if she had shouted them.

Love you.

It carves open my heart, and takes my breath, as I close the door behind me. Her words freeze me in place, my hand firm around the door handle. But I remind myself I’m nothing to love. She deserves better. She deserves safe.

Somehow I force my feet to move away and get back to the waiting area. Zander jumps from his seat when I walk in and he braces me with his arm. “Shit, is she all right?”

“Yeah, she’s okay. Doc says she’ll be good in a few days.” I manage to squeeze out the information and push him off of me. “I need to go.”

“I’ll take you.” Jase stands up and gets his keys from his pocket.

Zan eyes me. “What’s going on?”

Unable to answer, I can only shake my head at him before I turn and leave the very place I’m desperate to stay.

Jase keeps pace with me. “You need to get cleaned up.”

I nod without looking at him. We stride out of the building to the truck still at the kerb.

“Where you going?”

I want to answer, ‘To Hell.’ But it comes out as, “Macy’s.”

“You have seen what a fucking mess you are, right?”

“Second time you said that. I’m gonna get a complex.” I pull open the door of his truck and get in.

Jase settles in the driver’s side. “Well, you know I love a little blood and gore, mate. But you’d even put me off my pint.”

Glancing down at myself, I take in the blood and dirt stains. “You got your med kit on you?”

Jase nods as he pulls away from the med centre.

My chest constricts hard, forcing me to swallow down the heart now in my throat. “Take me to Ignition. But stop by the store at the end of East Street on the way. You know the one. They sell lots of alcohol.”
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THE SOUND OF Noah’s deep voice resonates in my dreams. His scent surrounds me, floats in the air and wraps me in comfort. My eyes flicker open when the bed sinks next to me. My heart splutters when my vision clears. It’s Alex, not Noah.

“Hey.” His soft voice is relaxed.

“Hey.” I’m groggy from the anaesthetic, but my whole body tenses with the question on the tip of my tongue. “Is Kai safe? They don’t have him, do they?”

“He’s fine, sweetheart. He’s with Layla, where he’s been all along. Bear has a team running security as a precaution, but the danger has passed.”

Relief sweeps through me. My little boy’s safe and secure. I lay my head back on the pillow and close my eyes as I fight the emotions bubbling in me.

“I’m sorry you had to find out that way about… well… everything.”

My eyelids fly open. “Sorry?” My pulse surges and the monitor gives away the temper rising in me.

“Lizzie, calm down.” Standing up, he rubs his neck.

The beeps get faster.

He lowers his arms and faces his palms to me. “Just… Stop.”

“What are you doing here?” I look around him to the door, and a biting pain shoots down my arm, making me gasp for breath. “Where’s Noah?”

“Way to make a guy feel special.” He laughs but his face shows no light. “He’s not here, sweetheart.”

The concern on his face makes my insides twist. This is my friend Alex. The one who’s been by my side for the last three years. Gentle eyes, which won’t quite meet mine, a sad smile, which doesn’t make it to his eyes, graces his face. My whole body shudders with cold even though I’m under a layer of blankets.

“Is… is he…?” My heart falters with my words.

He places a reassuring hand on my forearm. “He’s alive, don’t worry. How are you keeping up?”

The relief which sweeps through me is indescribable, yet there’s something in Alex’s expression that won’t let the relief take away the ache in my heart.

“Where is he?” I crane my neck around him to see if I can find Noah.

“I’m not sure.” He eyes me for a second. “He left.”

“Left?”

Alex nods and drops his gaze. “As soon as you came out of the operating theatre he came in to see you. When he came out, he said he needed to leave.”

My chest constricts, making it difficult for me to get in any air. My vision fogs over.

“You need to calm down, Lizzie.”

“Was he injured? I need to see him. I need to tell him I love him. I need to know he’s okay.”

Again Alex runs his hand around the back of his neck. “He had a couple of flesh wounds, nothing major. He didn’t even get treatment before he left.”

His words release some pressure from my chest. Noah’s fine. So why isn’t he here?

“I think he just needs to let off some steam. This must be tough for him to deal with, and you know Noah.” He blows out a breath and his gaze goes to the wall behind my head.

Tears well in my eyes. I do know him. The knowledge he’s related in some way to Mac would have been enough to make him wild. He’ll worry he let me down. He’ll worry he isn’t good enough, when the truth is there’s never been a man more right in this world. But he doesn’t know that, because I wouldn’t hear him out when he needed me to the most. It was me who let him down. The things I said to him… Oh, God.

My bottom lip begins to tremble and Alex places his hand on my forearm. “It’ll be okay, sweetheart.”

The voice that has been my protection for years soothes my breaths, but hurt wells in my stomach, along with anger and I turn on Alex. “What were you even doing there?”

He pulls his hand from my arm and sits a little straighter. “You know I worked for you,” he begins. He sucks on the inside of his cheek and glances away from me.

“Of course. It’s how I met you.”

“Do you know who owns Pegasus?”

“No, should I?”

He laughs. “Well, it would make all this easier on me but, no, I just wondered.”

Putting his elbow on his knees, he drops his head into his hands and scrubs his face. “Okay. Bear owns Pegasus.”

I try and let what he’s telling me sink in. Bear runs Pegasus. Alex worked for Bear? Bear’s Noah’s best friend.

“When you hooked up with Noah that first night and left the club with him, I warned you away. But you being the strong-headed pain in my arse you are went with him anyway.”

“I remember.” How could I forget? I’d never want to.

“I thought it would be best to keep you away, but Bear thought it would be a one night thing. He thought Noah would fu—sleep with you, get the need out of his system and that would be it.” He gives me a tight smile. “To be honest, I thought the same. Until Noah took you to his home. He never did something like that. I knew then we were fucked, because he must have felt something for you, even that early on. Then you fell in love with him, and all I could do was help you cover up your tracks with Mac. I failed big time on that one.”

“It wasn’t your fault.”

“Yeah, well, it still felt like it. Anyway, I… um… never stopped working for Pegasus.”

“What?” The last three years of my life become a lie in a matter of seconds.

“It’s not what you’re thinking. Stop looking at me like that.” His expression turns sorrowful.

“I thought you were my friend. Not being paid to babysit me.”

“I am your friend. You know I am.”

“Did Noah know? Did he know where I was the whole time? Was it him paying you?” My voice rises with the fear that he knew and never came.

“Fuck no. He had no clue. We weren’t that stupid. I told you when we left that Noah loved you and you couldn’t possibly have said anything to him to stop that. He would’ve killed Mac. He couldn’t know what happened, because we know Noah. We know what he’s capable of. He’d be locked up in maximum security by now. Killing an enemy as part of his job is not the same as him offing a celebrity. Protecting you, avenging what happened to you, would have been his only option. The government wouldn’t have stepped in if he lost his shit like that; he’s retired. None of us wanted him to go down. That’s why I kept you away till Mac was gone.”

“Why did you never tell me?”

“Because you needed me as a friend. In doing what I did, I lied to one of my friends and my cousin.”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you honestly think if I’d told Bear you were pregnant he wouldn’t have told Noah? He only found out when you returned. He was angry anyway because you hadn’t been protected under his watch. Noah was—is his best friend. And Noah didn’t know Bear ran Mac’s internal security. He couldn’t know. This op has been going on since I started working for you. He did what he had to do to protect him, and I did the same with you.”

“So you kept it from them?”

“Of course I did. Bear was living with the fact he knew you were being used as a punching bag but couldn’t tell Noah a damn thing. He thought he could fix everything. Plus, like I said already, Noah would flip the fuck out. I’d been brought in six months before you even met Noah for this op and to try and run interference, but I couldn’t be there 24/7. It’s like he knew I was watching out for you. The attacks seemed to happen when I wasn’t on shift. I couldn’t stop it. Bear was powerless. He hated it. I know the feeling. The other men on the payroll weren’t close enough for Bear to instruct the way he did me. They were from an agency, brought in by Mac’s management. He didn’t trust them at all. Bear only ran the systems, but he requested to have a man put inside. That was me. He wanted me to protect you but look like I was on Mac’s security and keep my eyes on our objective.”

I’d often wondered why when Mac went on tour Alex always stayed by my side. I’d never thought to ask him because he was such a comfort to me.

I let the information whirl around in my mind. It’s hard to take it all in. And as much in the dark as I was kept, thinking of what Noah is dealing with makes me cringe. His best friend kept the reality from him. It’s going to tear him apart.

We sit in silence and images of the events that led to me being here play in my mind. I need to know the answer to something. “Is what he said true?”

Alex scrunches his face as he thinks about the question. “About him not loving you?”

“No. That’s the biggest pile of crap he’s ever come out with. It hurt to hear him say those things to me. Really hurt.” I drop my gaze away from him and fidget with the cover, rubbing it between my fingers. For a few moments Noah’s painful words pierce my heart again. I let the words tumble in my head until the ones I need to hear replay, then I look back to Alex. “But he made it obvious he was lying,” I point out.

Alex’s brows furrow. “What do you mean?”

“He said something about going out with the lads. But he hasn’t. He’d been with me and Kai since we came back into his life. He lied.”

“Sneaky bastard.” Alex laughs. “I was waiting around the corner when he said all that. The bastard nearly had me convinced even though I know he loves you. And look at you… your acting skills were amazing.”

“I wasn’t acting. I was angry as hell with him. But after that, I picked up on what he was doing. Well? The job. Was it true?”

He looks puzzled for a second before the penny finally drops. “You mean the last mission he went on?”

“Yes.”

“Um, yeah.” He uncomfortably rubs his nape. “That’s all true.”

“Why would he do that?”

His face softens as he begins to speak. “When men like us hand over our hearts it’s for a lifetime, sweetheart. It’s not an infatuation that will die when your wrinkles start to show, or if you put on some weight. The love won’t disappear with time. We’re passionate by nature. It’s forever. Mix that with a shit tonne of alcohol and depression and you may get somewhere close to where Noah’s state of mind was at that time.” He places his hands over mine to stop them from moving. “It may be hard to hear but if he hadn’t gone on that job he probably would have killed himself anyway, just with alcohol. In a way, it was his wake-up call. He pulled himself together after that.”

Tears run down my face. Images of a broken Noah flood my mind. That’s something I caused.

“Can you tell me anything about the sort of jobs he went on?”

Alex laughs and pulls away. “You want to know how he could kill someone, right?”

“It confuses me, to be honest.” He’s so gentle with me, with Kai. I wipe the tears away. I need to be stronger. I have to understand in order to fix the damage I caused.

“You know he took guys down today, don’t you? If Jase hadn’t stepped in, Noah would have happily killed his own biological father. It’s what he’s trained to do.”

My stomach clenches at the thought. “I suppose I’m a little unclear on the details.”

“Okay. Let me get this straight with you. I’ll simplify it. I’m guessing Noah never talked about this with you?”

I shake my head. “He tried to make me understand but—”

“You wouldn’t hear him out?” he offers.

Again, I shake my head. Shame for being so judgemental of something I knew nothing about heats my face. It took me a while to calm down, see I was being unreasonable and close-minded, but I had wanted to talk to him about it all. I sent him a text to say so. A little while after… they took me.

“Okay, Liz, simple version. He killed bad guys. He got paid very well for it, but risked a lot at the same time. He was deniable. Do you know what that means?”

“No. Not really.”

“It means if he got captured he was on his own. No one would come to his rescue. No government will jump in to save him. No one will admit he belongs to them. He would be left to either die, be tortured then killed, or be turned.”

My stomach twists and knots at the thought. People actually do these things through choice?

Alex continues. “The unit he worked for is called The Underdogs. Noah pulled out just before he set up the workshop. Bear also retired, but set up Pegasus. However, Bear still ran a team of special ops for the Dogs alongside his standard security.” Alex stands up and begins to pace. I fight a tiny smile. These boys are all so alike when agitated they could all be carbon copies of the other. Funny I never noticed before now.

He turns his gaze on me. “You following so far?”

“Just about.” The only sense I can really make from it all is I now understand Noah’s tattoo.

“Good. Okay. And I’m only sharing this with you because you’ve been through a lot. So, Noah begged Bear for that job, and he had to jump through fucking hoops to get Bear to let him go. I guess he just wanted to stop feeling anything. When Noah went silent, Bear moved heaven and fucking earth to get to him. We reckon if it had been ten minutes later when the lads arrived, Noah wouldn’t have been alive. You have no idea how bad things got for him. Got to admit, he’s a hard bastard to kill, though.” He laughs a little, but without much humour. “That last job he went on, he still took down his target before…” Alex trails off and sits back down.

I really want to know what happened to Noah, but at the same time, I don’t. I’m unsure I could deal with the details. The nightmare he had and the newer scars on his body tell the tale without words. For now, that’s enough.

“He hasn’t done anything like it since, until yesterday. Except Noah didn’t know we were working on a takedown op. He knew nothing except they had you. He decided to go after you on his own. Bear had been investigating Archie for a while and suspected he would try to pull Noah back in for some big op, but he wasn’t sure. There was no reason to tell him until he had something concrete. Then it was too late because unfortunately, we hadn’t factored in how stupid Archie was. Taking you was fucked up, unexpected and a harsh blow for Bear. When he was sure it was Archie who took you, he had to move quickly to get the team together so we could assist Noah in a way that wouldn’t tip Archie off. He knew whatever Archie had planned was about to blow up.”

He rubs his hands down his thighs. “Anyway, someone up the command chain was highly pissed that Archie was dealing with the bad guys, knew he had bigger plans. The Dogs have always been the good guys. They were used to run covert ops worldwide. That includes taking down things like child prostitution and human trafficking, amongst other things. Anything bad they were sent in to clean up. That was always our mission. But Archie was getting in bed with these lowlifes instead. That’s not how The Dogs operate. Never has been”

I let Alex continue because I’m struggling to take in all the information.

“If you want to know how Noah can take someone’s life, if you want to know how to resolve who he is to what you thought he was, then look at your son. Because I’m telling you now, the type of men he removed from this earth wouldn’t think twice about selling, torturing, or doing all kinds of sick shit to that little boy, or any other human, for a little bit of money.”

I fight the bile rising in my throat at Alex’s words. But the man Noah is becomes clearer. He’s not different. His past profession doesn’t change him. He’s a good person. A solider who protected those unable to defend themselves. He’s still who he’s always been. Just Noah.

The information is starting to sink in. “You knew all this and never told me?”

“What would I have said? Plus you’d never have believed me.”

I ponder that thought for a minute and decide he’s right. Unless Noah told me in detail, or I had seen it with my own eyes, I would never believe something like this is even possible. And I’m ashamed the courtesy I’m currently giving Alex wasn’t given to Noah when he tried to explain. “You’re right.” I stifle a yawn.

“I better let you get some rest. This must be a lot for you to take in.”

“I needed to know, Alex.”

He nods. “Yeah, I know.” He stands up and gives my hand a squeeze then walks towards the door.

“Alex?”

He turns back around. “You don’t need to ask. I’m on it as soon as I leave here.”

“Am I that easy to read?”

“Yeah.” A smile engulfs his face then sobers. “Don’t get your hopes up, though, okay? He loves you. But we all know he has stupid-arse ways of dealing with shit.”

As Alex leaves, I turn my head on my pillow and bury my face, letting the torrent of tears fall. I long to hold my son in my arms and let the feel of his little heartbeat heal the hurt in mine, like it has so many times over the years. Fear for Noah and shame for my part in the pain he’s dealing with grips me, along with a selfish fear for myself. Because if Noah left me here without speaking to me, it means he won’t be coming back.
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THE ENGINE OF the car ticks over, vibrating my legs; I’m not brave enough to turn it off yet. I borrowed Noah’s Mustang as I’ve been staying at his place since I was discharged. Boo hasn’t left my side and did me the favour of staying with Kai. I stare out the window at Ignition and try and convince myself I’m doing what is best. In his stubborn mind this is Noah’s way of looking after me and Kai. I’m sure of it. He loves fiercely and the love he holds for us can’t have disappeared. Since he refused to talk with Alex, and won’t answer his phone, I figure I’ll try to find him where he feels most at home. If they’d released me sooner, this could all be over with already.

In my restless sleep at the hospital, for weeks I imagined him sitting on the side of the bed, running his fingers through my hair, his deep voice soothing my nightmares. But when my brain woke enough for my eyes to focus, he was never there. Although my body was still very much convinced he was. The last few days since being discharged, I do know it’s been him keeping watch outside the house in the early hours of the morning. It’s his bike, his helmet. And those thighs could not be mistaken anywhere. But whenever I open the door and peer down the drive, the only thing remaining is the whine of the engine in the distance. I’ve rested and feel like my old self; I’m ready to try and win him back.

I sigh and turn off the car, giving myself a pep talk at the same time, because knowing Noah he’s not going to make this easy. If he’s even here.

He’ll hurt me to protect me. But I love him enough to deal with his crap. Enough is enough though. We need him home.

I push open the small entrance in the roller door. It clangs shut and Spud pokes out from under a car he’s working on, slides out on the trolley, and gets to his feet.

“Is he here?” I blurt the words out in a nervous rush.

Spud shakes his head. His face taut, and dark shadows line his eyes. “No, Lizzie. He isn’t.”

“Do you know where he is? I need to see him.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” He grabs a rag off his toolbox and wipes his grease-covered hands.

“What do you mean?” My mind races with all the possibilities and I shift anxiously on my feet.

His shoulders rise and fall before he answers. “He’s a mess. Torturing himself. He locks himself away in the gym and spends hours, and I mean hours, working out. I don’t know how his body’s still functioning.” He shakes his head sadly. “And I’m not sure how he’ll react to seeing you.”

Pain spikes in my chest at his words. “Is he drinking?” It’s a stupid question. I’d checked at Macy’s first before coming here. It worried me not to find him there. But then again, it’s not the first time I’ve underestimated him.

Spud stares at me like he’s contemplating not telling me the answer, and my stomach roils.

“He drank for a few weeks solid, but never left his office, apart from going to the toilet and I even think he managed the odd shower here and there.” He lets out a sad chuckle. “Then he just stopped and hit the gym instead. He’s not talking to anyone, not even Cait. He lives and sleeps here. For the few hours he’s not in the gym he gets his hands dirty, makes a phone call, and sorts the paperwork.”

My ears prick. “What call?” I want to know what’s so important he makes a call every day, but won’t come anywhere near me, or Kai.

Spud gives me the same look again but sighs, flings the rag onto the floor, and shoves his hands into his pockets. “Every day he phones Bear. He asks how you are, how Kai is, and that’s it. Bear’s tried talking to him but Noah just won’t hold a conversation, won’t even attempt to answer his questions. I’m not sure how they’ll fix this thing between them, or even if they can.”

Staring thoughtfully at him, I let the words sink in. Every day he phones to check on me and Kai? My heart falters. He’s still making sure we’re safe. I knew that was him passing by the house.

“Has he told you what happened?”

“Nah. I’ve already told you, he isn’t speaking to anyone. I keep hoping he’ll snap out of it, like the drinking, but… I know enough; Bear filled me in.”

I nod my head, grateful I don’t need to go over old ground. “So, where is he now?” My skin prickles and the air around me charges.

“He’s…” Spud’s gaze fixes behind me.

Without his giveaway, I sense Noah walk in before he even utters a word.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” His voice sounds pained, hoarse and scratchy from lack of use, and displeasure drips from every syllable.

Spud rolls his eyes. “I guess you have the answer.” He walks past me and squeezes my shoulder. “Good luck.”

I hear him say, “Play nice,” then the slam of the small door and the rattle of the roller let me know he’s left.

My heart rate picks up, and my breaths become a little shallower as a tremor of anticipation runs through me. I haven’t seen his impossibly handsome face in weeks and it may as well be two lifetimes, because nothing prepares me for what I’m confronted by when I turn around.

His skin’s grey, cheeks sunken, and dark circles cast shadows under his eyes. The scruff on his jaw is longer than I have ever seen it, almost a full beard. As I scan further down his body, I take in his T-shirt, strung so tight over his chest and biceps it’s close to splitting. His jeans hang from his hips but the fabric strains against his thighs. Anger radiates off him. But he’s still stunning and my body lurches into hyperaware, full of need at the sight of him.

“Did you come to get laid? Get your kit off then, love.” His rubs his crotch and leers at me. I know what he’s trying to do, but it still angers me. “I could use a little release right now. Hmm, and you could have brought your mouthy friend with you; my cock down her throat would teach her to keep quiet.”

Shocked, I glare at him, unsure how to handle him in this state of mind. Spud’s forewarning ricochets around my mind, and with a small sigh of relief realise I’m not intimidated by him. I never have been. And I knew he would push me away. His gaze bores into mine and something shifts behind the darkness.

“Well, if you haven’t come for my cock then you can fuck off.” A cruel laugh bursts out of him, much like the menacing one he gave to Archie.

Noah’s words sting as each one hits home. If I didn’t know him better I’d believe every word spoken.

But I don’t.

His muscles are rigid yet fluid at the same time, his choice of words calculated, yet they pour out of him with ease. Every look, every laugh, every sneer developed and deployed with accuracy. Every part of the infuriating man seems to be under control. Except one.

His eyes.

He thinks the colour of my eyes resemble a storm. But his? They are like autumn leaves. The beautiful ones as the summer weather turns and they glow golden on the trees before they fall to earth to turn into an autumn brown. But now his eyes are as dark as the leaves weathered by the rain, mulched into mush. His eyes are black.

Anger wells inside me, but deep down I know he’s lying, so I try to focus on that. The only way to win this, to win him, is to play him at his own game. He thinks being a bastard will drive me away, so I turn the tables. Because if he thinks I’m walking away without a fight, then he’s wrong. And I can play just as dirty. Crossing my arms over my front, I reach for the hem of my top, and I pull it up over my head, revealing myself to him. My arm twinges with the motion. But it’s overridden by the intense desire flooding my body.

“I’ve missed you inside me, Noah.”

His eyes widen and the sudden rise in his chest tells me he wasn’t expecting my consent. As I scan over him, the impressive bulge in his jeans grows bigger, but he makes no move towards me.

I’m well aware my nipples are straining against the fabric of my bra and the clench down below at the sight before me is doing nothing to tame them.

“I need you.” I take a step closer and his eyes lighten a fraction. He swallows deep then gives a disbelieving shake of his head as the corner of his lips curl in a lopsided half-hearted sneer.

On the inside, I’m shaken, unsure I’m doing the right thing. It could push him further away instead of drawing him out. Second-guessing my counter move is going to get me nowhere. I made my decision and now I have to follow through.

His dark gaze roams over every crevice of my exposed skin. His whole body quivers, his jaw tics and the muscles corded in his arms undulate with every movement from his flexed fists. It’s clear he’s fighting me and it relaxes me a little. His whole body screams for my touch, for my hands to trail over his skin, for my fingers to tighten around his thick shaft rearing against its confines. The only way I can see to break his barrier is to push forward and do what we both desperately need. I step closer and place a hand on his broad, heaving chest as his wary eyes watch every move I make.

“Don’t.” He reaches up and clasps his hand over mine to stop it from moving, but doesn’t pull it away. “Please, angel.” His eyelids clamp down but when they reopen his eyes are molten honey and they take my breath away. “I’m not what you need.” He closes his eyes again and takes a shaky breath. “Do you know what I thought when I saw you gagged and bound? Do you know what went through my mind?”

He tilts his head but I remain silent. “How hot you looked. How I wanted to fuck you like that, while you were scared and vulnerable. I wondered how your trembling body would feel under my fingers, and with my cock buried deep inside you.” When he opens them, the lava is replaced with ice. “Why would you want a man who thought of fucking you when you were terrified?”

Every word he utters is designed to drive me away, make me hate him. But the cracks in the ice already begin to show, the heat behind them melts the false front he’s trying to hold on to.

“Because the man I want wouldn’t dream of doing those things.” Tilting my head, I half smile at him. “Well, he would, just not in that particular situation. And I’m more than willing to try anything once, as long as it’s with him.” Stepping in close enough to feel the heat radiate from his body, I keep my gaze locked on his, and brush the fingers of my free hand against his jaw. The overlong scruff sends electric bolts through my fingertips. “The man I want would give up his own life to protect what’s his.” Standing on my tiptoes, I graze my lips against his. He shudders against me, his resolve close to breaking down. “The man I want fucks me senseless with his words, and his body, knowing full well everything I am belongs to him.” His eyes flare. “From the first time he laid his hands on me, he’s owned me inside and out. So, Noah, are you that man?”

His fingers weave into my hair, and the rough tug ignites a deep throb right where I need him. Right now he’s raw, vulnerable, and a flight risk. The way he searches my face gives him away. He looks for a glimmer of doubt, any sign of a lie, anything that gives him reason to turn round and walk.

“I have the blood of an animal, a monster inside of me.” His gaze burns into mine, the dare clear in his eyes.

Keep pushing, Noah.

“No, you have the blood of a fighter, a survivor. You’re not going to succeed, you know. I’m not leaving without what I came here for.”

He dips his head to my neck and runs his nose along the delicate skin, and the intake of air he takes as he breathes me in sets me alight. “My brother tried to rape you.” His hot breath caresses my ear and sends a shudder through my body, but I suck in air at his callous words. It’s a low blow, but he’s attempting his final assault. The last thing that would drive me away. But he’s nothing like Mac.

“You’ve only ever loved me. This here, your words, driving me away, you’re protecting me.” It’s time for me to strike back. “We have a son. Is he a monster?” I shudder inside as I say the words. I’m not one for using our son in any argument, but here and now, I have no choice. Kai can smash this barrier Noah’s built between us if I’m to gain my family back.

His face contorts, the hand in my hair releases, and he pulls away leaving me bereft of his heat. My words are harsh but he needs to understand he’s no animal, no monster. He’s fighting demons that don’t exist in him. He turns away from me and clasps his hands behind his head.

“He’s a little boy. Not a monster.” His words are whispered.

“But he has your blood in his veins; from what you’re saying that would make him one.”

He spins around, hands clenched at his sides. “No. It doesn’t.”

The anger on his face makes me take a step back, but if I give up now I’ll lose him forever.

“By your own words it does. Your whole argument is either valid and covers our son, or it’s not and it doesn’t. If it’s invalid for Kai then how in the hell can you judge yourself by an argument you refuse to accept for our son? He has your blood in his veins.”

He starts to pace, taking one angry step after another. His arguments hold no weight and he knows it. Though he may have some darkness in his blood, it doesn’t own him, doesn’t define the man he is. I keep my eyes on him and watch as he tears himself apart. His internal battle subsides and his shoulders drop as all fight leaves him.

He collapses down onto a large toolbox, his head falls into his hands, and his fingers claw into his scalp. I get down on my hands and knees and crawl over to him, settling myself between his legs.

“What if I hurt you? What if I hurt Kai?” The sadness in his tone squeezes my heart to the breaking point.

“You never would. Stop doing this to yourself.”

“I can’t be certain. What if I’m like them? Wha––”

“You aren’t,” I interrupt.

But he continues. “What if more people like Archie come for us? You will always be at risk if you are in my life. Kai will be at risk. I can’t control that.” The true reasons behind his behaviour start to come out. The reason he’s shut himself away, why he wouldn’t see me, why he wouldn’t come home.

“I’m prepared to take the risk.” I keep my tone even and gentle. Noah will always protect me. I have no doubts there.

“Well I’m not.”

“Noah…”

He flies from his seat. “No.”

He doesn’t understand that he means everything to me. And every dark thought he has about himself is simply not true. Yes, there is bad everywhere in the world, but with him by my side there isn’t any storm we can’t weather together. Getting to my feet, I begin to beg. “We need you. I need you. We miss you.”

Again he searches my face, looking for the truth in my words.

“We weren’t with you when I was taken. You left. I was unprotected. We’re safer with you.”

“Safer?” He lets out a harsh laugh. “I can’t protect you when you’re with me. I can’t protect you when you’re not. I’m fucking helpless and I can’t stand the feeling. You’re too close.”

“That’s not true and you know it. Do you love me?”

A tormented expression crosses his face. “Fuck, angel. You know I do.”
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ONE THING I have learnt about Noah is his body will speak a thousand words he can’t bring himself to say. When he’s unrestrained and reckless, his movement, his touch, his pure passion, screams every word that won’t pass his lips. “Do I? Show me. Prove it to me.”

“Do you know what you’re asking for?”

“Yes. I’m asking you to let me save you.”

His face twists, and agony sweeps over his features.

“Noah?” His gaze flicks to mine. The raw love in them pulls every square inch of air out of my lungs. “Show me.”

At this close a distance the rumble in his chest vibrates my entire body with his growl of frustration.

I continue to push. He admitted he loves me, so any fear of rejection evaporates. “Are you going to take what’s yours?”

His self-restraint snaps. The man I know and love surfaces from beneath the weight he buried himself under. The darkness in his eyes burns away and leaves a fiery hazel gleaming at me. His large hands grasp at my shoulders then trail my collarbone until his thumbs caress the base of my neck. One hand moves to my nape, the other splays lightly across my throat high enough for his thumb to rub the seam of my lips.

His eyes plead with me when he speaks. “Walk away.” His gruff voice breaks a little.

“Never.” My reply is determined, even though my body has turned liquid under his touch. I’ll never leave him again.

“I only have so much self-control, angel. To cut you out of my life wasn’t an easy task. I couldn’t do it. To resist you now when you’re here offering yourself to me?” He pins me with his smouldering gaze. “That takes strength I don’t have. I’m begging you one last time, walk away while you have the chance.”

I stare into his beautiful eyes and shake my head, long and slow. I’m not going anywhere. And I find myself unable to speak, even if I wanted to.

He releases my neck and dips his body. His large hands engulf my bottom, lifting me up and against him. I wrap my legs around him and entwine my arms around the back of his neck. His head drops into the hollow of my neck and he presses me against him. With my legs firmly wrapped around him, he wraps one arm tight and secure around my waist, the other presses against my back, holding me like I’m his lifeline. Every muscled inch of him melded against me as if to bind us together for an eternity.

“You belong with me.” His lips brush my skin as he speaks, enflaming the near out-of-control forest fire to blaze through my body. Even in his desperation Noah’s dominance undoes me. Once he’s released his demons, he doesn’t ask, he claims.

“I need to know this is it, Noah. You can’t turn you back on me every time you think you’re doing what’s best.”

“I can’t change who I am. I can’t change my past.”

“I know.”

“I don’t know if I can be the man you need me to be.”

“You already are.”

He gives a gentle push on my shoulders so I can see his face. “We need to talk.”

“There’s all the time in the world to talk.”

“No. We need to talk before I let myself inside you. I need to know we are on the same page. And when I take you—” He glances around, a small smile quirking on his lips. “It won’t be in my fucking workshop.”

“What’s wrong with here?” I smile at him.

“For all the things I want to do to you, angel, you’ll need a little more comfort.”

I grumble as he releases me. The sound of his deep laughter is a welcome sound. I pick up my shirt and pull it back on.

“So, Mr. Hamilton, what would you like to talk about?”

“You.” He blows out a breath. “Have you seen a counsellor?”

“I—”

“You need to see a counsellor. What you went through…” He rubs his fingers through the increased amount of hair on his head. “I can’t come home until I know you are okay.”

“What?” I’m stunned. I thought once I got through his thick skull we’re better as a family that would be it. I never imagined having to wait.

“Lizzie, please. Trauma’s an ugly thing; it can play awful tricks on your mind. I’m sure you know already, so please, for the love of God, deal with it.”

“I’m fine.”

“I’m sure you are. You are the strongest person I’ve ever met, but being with me, me coming home, may be too much for you.”

“Have you seen one?”

“Where do you think I just came from? I haven’t left this building in weeks and I knew it was time.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. ‘Oh.’ So get that pretty little arse of yours sorted, and then we’ll see about us. I’ll come with you, I’ll do anything you want me to, except come home.”

“Will you make love to me?”

He scrubs the almost beard with his left hand. “You’re really not playing fair, are you?”

I flutter my eyelashes at him in a playful manner. “A girl has needs you know.”

“Well, I can assure you this girl’s needs will be fully realised when she gets the all-clear from her counsellor.” He has a faint smile on his lips but his tone is deadly serious.

“For your information, I’ve been talking to a therapist.”

The hazel in his eyes ignites. He shifts on his feet and thrusts his hands into the pockets of his worn-out jeans. “Okay… So when the therapist tells you it’s okay for me to be inside you, that being with me won’t traumatise you, then you can have me.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, Noah.” I know I’m pouting like a petulant child, but I’m unable to believe he actually won’t put his hands on me.

“Fuck, Lizzie. This is killing me. I need to feel you around me, have your hands on my body. To taste you. But I won’t fucking do it at the expense of your sanity.”

“What about you? Do we have to wait until your guy says you have the all-clear?”

He moves his gaze from me to the ceiling. “I needed to be debriefed. That’s all.”

“But what about what you went through?”

He removes his hands from his pockets and rubs both of them over his head then down his face. When his gaze finds mine, the worry creased around his eyes has me holding my breath waiting for him to answer. “It was my job.” He sighs then mutters, “Something else we need to talk about.”

“So what about how you have behaved since this happened? That can’t be normal.”

“What’s normal?”

When I glare at him he relents, and pulls me close against him.

“That, angel, was my heart splintered into a million fucking shards. That was me wanting you and Kai so badly, but knowing you were better off without me. That was me…”

His chest rises as he takes a deep breath. He trails a hand down my cheek and his gaze holds mine with such intensity, such honesty, I’m afraid of what comes next.

“Without you,” he finishes.

Yet again, he renders me speechless with only words. His touch I expect it from, but his words compete with his hands.

“Is this what it was like for you the last time?”

The small circles he was rubbing on my lower back stop. “Last time was worse.” He pulls away. “Come on, let’s go into the office. I think we need to talk about this, but not out here in the open.”

I follow him in and sit in the visitor’s chair just like at our initial meeting. When my eyes settle on his face, it’s still set hard, but the fire burns behind the shutters to his soul. He taps his fingers on the desk three times before sitting down.

“I hate you being so far away from me.” He gives me a lazy smile. “I hated it then, too. The first feelings I had for you were protective. I wanted to kill the fucker who took the light from your eyes. Then when you started interviewing me, the storm returned. And fuck me, you on my bike had them raging brighter than ever.” He releases a low breath.

“I can assure you, it wasn’t your bike.”

“Yeah?” He gives a short burst of laughter. “Awesome.”

“Are you okay to tell me about before now?”

He shifts in his seat. “Can I have your hands?”

I willingly place my hands in his. I need the contact with him as much as he needs it with me. The hard calluses on his thumbs, so familiar, rub over my skin.

“How was last time worse?” I know I’m pushing him, but I need to understand his side. I want to hear it from him.

“Sounds fucked up, doesn’t it? Well, so was I.” He takes another deep breath and his brows furrow. “I’d spent years avoiding any form of relationship. You know that. I dealt with loss, I’d dealt with fear, anger, desire, and other shit, but I hadn’t dealt with love, jealousy, or rejection before. At least not the kind I had with you. I may have been a grown man, but in those emotions I was just out of preschool.” A warm smile crosses his face from hearing my laughter.

He lets go of one of my hands and runs his fingers through his hair. “I didn’t cope well without you. The thought of his hands on you drove me insane. Every night was hell for me imagining what you two could be doing together.”

I want to interject but I don’t want to stop him from opening up, so I bite my tongue.

“The realisation I was never enough and you were never truly mine killed me.” His sad eyes flash at me then return to watching our joined hands. “I hit rock bottom, hard. I was drinking myself stupid every fucking night, and if I’m honest, most of the day as well. As far as I could see there was no point in me actually being around anymore. You didn’t want me. I sure as shit wasn’t any use to anyone in the state I was in. So I figured I’d be better off, the world would be better off, if I wasn’t here.”

He gives a soulless laugh and raises his beautiful, drawn face to look at me. “You know how that went.”

My heart squeezes and my eyes well with tears. “You could have died, Noah.”

“Yeah, I know.” His expression hardens for a second.

“Doesn’t it bother you?”

“No. Not being here in the world for you and Kai? That bothers the fuck out of me. Which is why this time, I dealt better with the whole situation, believe it or not.”

He gives my hands a tender squeeze when a choked sob emits from my throat. “I know you think I’m off the rails, but this time I had it under control. Yeah, I drank. It’s my go-to move, but I allowed myself two weeks and no more. I never went near another woman; I didn’t want anyone else.” His forehead furrows. “My heart never has.”

The relief which sweeps through me from his words can’t be described. Only felt. But it evokes a waterfall of tears.

His face softens. “Hey, I hope that’s relief and not disappointment.”

Unable to form a coherent sentence, I nod, raising a lopsided smile from him.

He lifts my hands to his face, presses them against his full lips for a beat, and then continues.

“After, I channelled every bit of anger, all the pain, into working out instead. Yesterday came to the point where I was ready to be debriefed. I had to get it all off my chest. Needed to deal with it once and for all.”

“So, you’re okay?” I sniffle, pull my hands back, and wipe under my eyes with the backs of them.

“Mentally, I’m in good shape, apparently. Emotionally, I’ve always been a bit of a hothead. Well, about you at least.” The expression that crosses his face removes years from his features. As it fades, his brows crease. “Um… How’s my little man?”

I thought I had lost the tension in my body until he asks that, but with his words every muscle liquefies. “He misses you.”

He nods at me, reaches out, and pulls on my hand. “Come here.”

I willingly go. He shifts in his seat and I settle onto his lap, snuggling up into his neck. “You really need to shave.”

A low chuckle rumbles against my chest. “No shit.”

He holds me against him and we remain there, in silence, for a few minutes. His lips graze my forehead and he squeezes me a little tighter. “You have no idea how much I’ve missed both of you.”

His confession makes my chest hurt, but in a good way.

He sighs, and it’s heavy and heartfelt. “Can you live with who I was?”

“You’re not who you think you are. I’m sorry I reacted the way I did. I was shocked, but I should’ve heard you out.” Renewed guilt floods through me.

“You’ve got nothing to be sorry for, angel. That one’s on me. I should’ve told you earlier. You know what they say about hindsight. But can you? I mean… Can you accept me with my past? Where I came from?”

“Yes. I already have. I should have…” I pause and run my thumb along the jagged scar on his cheek; it still looks angry, even after all this time.

“Stop.” His gruff voice breaks through my thoughts. Taking my hand in his, he lowers it to his mouth and sucks on my thumb, nipping at the pad with his teeth. “It’s not your fault.”

Dropping my gaze, I struggle to say something, anything to express how sorry I am, but nothing seems enough. How could it ever be enough? “But if I hadn’t—” I try to at least start somewhere, but he cuts me off.

“It’s not your fault,” he assures softly. He grips my chin so my eyes rise to meet his. “That decision was all mine.”

“But I still feel responsible.” I sigh, trying to break his unwavering gaze.

“You can only be responsible for your own actions, Lizzie, not those of others. People make their own choices. Yes you can perhaps persuade them in some way, but ultimately the final decision is theirs.”

I let his words sink in and enjoy the comfort of his arms around me.

“Noah?”

“Yeah?”

“Please come home. I’m not asking you to break the stupid no sex rule you’ve set. But I want us to be a family.”

His chest heaves under my hand with each shaky breath he takes. “That’s what you want?”

“It’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

He remains quiet, except for the rapid thud of his heart. I glance up at him to find his eyes glistening back at me with so much love in them it’s hard to believe it’s for me. He still hasn’t answered me. “Please, Noah. Will you?”

A small tear leaks from one eye. “Nothing on this earth would make me fucking happier.” His lazy smile appears as he squeezes me a little tighter. “Come on, angel. Let’s go home.”
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Six Months Later

WALKING INTO OUR home, I throw my workbag into the corner of the kitchen, and my dirty T-shirt quickly follows it. The house is quiet and causes the ever-present uneasiness to squeeze my stomach before I get the chance to fight it down. It’s too quiet. I take a deep breath.

She’s probably still out at work. Otherwise, Kai would’ve come barrelling at me the minute I walked in. Cait’s babysitting while Lizzie’s working. It’s all good.

The reasoning eases my nerves a little, and I manage to restrain myself from rampaging through the house to find them. Glancing over at the kitchen counter, I spot a few letters and shuffle through them. It works to calm me, plus it makes me smile. The feeling it gives me to see her coming through my door is one I’d never want to be without again.

Noticing a package in the kitchen, I pick up the small, brown padded bag and twist it in my hands. Every muscle tightens. A foreign postmark glares at me along with my name. The handwriting’s vaguely familiar, but I’m not sure if that’s good or bad.

Ripping it open, my heart stops, and the smile fades. Staring back at me is something I’ll never forget, but would’ve happily lived without seeing again, ever. Yet, it also brings a relief that I never thought I’d have.

I tip up the package and the gaudy gold signet ring, one I’d recognise anywhere, falls into my hand. A piece of paper pokes out from the shredded bag.
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Well, that’s one fucking big apology, because it means he handed me something I could never gain myself. Not now. Not ever, without my family being at risk.

My freedom.

Sly bastard. It means a lot for him to have taken the job. If it was a job. We’re talking about Jase, after all. A smile creeps onto my face. It’s good to know after everything, he still has my back. The weight and fear carried on my shoulders for a long time disappears. My family is safe from my past. Alberto Zaffino’s dead.

I squeeze the ring in my hand one last time, silently thanking Jase, walk over to the bin and throw it away. Needing some noise, I head off to turn the TV on.

The first thing I notice when walking into the lounge is Lizzie. She’s all I see. Lying on the sofa, earphones in, dressed in her sweats, if you can call the barely-there shorts and crop top that. Her hair haphazardly falls on her shoulders, and she’s reading a book. She still knocks me for six every fucking time. I’ll never get tired of owning her, her owning me, body and mind. I’ve been in her presence for maybe thirty seconds and I’m already at half-mast.

She must sense me, and turns in my direction. As she sits up, she removes the earbuds and a tired smile crosses her lips.

“Hey,” she greets huskily. And it does nothing to tame the throb between my legs.

“Hey. You didn’t hear me come in?”

“No.” She shakes her head. “How long have you been there?” Her gaze trails down my bare chest, and it may as well have been her nails with how my body reacts.

“Long enough.” I gesture to the full-blown hard-on I’m now rocking.

She laughs. It’s soft, gentle, and tugs so hard inside me, it weakens my knees. “You’re insatiable.”

“Where you’re concerned? Too fucking right.” Since we broke the no sex rule a few months ago, I can’t keep my hands off of her.

“You seem less tense, happier?”

It’s the understatement of the year. “With you in my bed and my son in our home, what do you expect?”

An understated heat burns from her, and a shy smile overtakes her features. Our gazes lock.

I’ll be forever caught in her storm. I never want to be anywhere else. She’s my weakness. She always will be. But instead of letting it break me, become my downfall, I’ll embrace the fucker. Take it by the horns and ride it, hard.

I’m in front of her within three strides. I take hold of Lizzie’s hand and pull her up against me. Her eyelids become heavy, and her breath catches.

“Is Kai having a nap?”

“No. He’s still with Cait. Apparently they were going on an adventure around the zoo.”

That explains his absence, and I know our son couldn’t be in more capable hands. “Hmmm.” I breathe out against her ear and trail my fingers over her exposed skin at her waist. Her body shivers under my touch. And the fact I know I’ve got Lizzie to myself is doing nothing to calm my desire for her. “Do me a favour?”

“Anything.” She’s already as breathy as my cock’s hard.

I pull away from her. “Come lie on my back while I do some push-ups.”

Her eyes widen, and her face shines with the smile that touches her lips. It’s not what she was expecting. “Um. Okay.”

In all honesty, the last thing I want to do is push-ups. I desperately want to take her, here and now. But as long as she’s with me, that fact will always be my truth. I need to restrain the urge occasionally, as difficult as it is. Time to test myself.

“Bring your book. You can read while I press.”

“Seriously?” she giggles.

I get down on the floor and position myself. “Yeah, seriously.”

Every part of her moulds to me, even when she’s on my back. The roundness of her tits on my traps, the curve of her sweet spot over my arse. Everything.

“Okay. You’re going to have to bend your knees just a little, and cross your ankles.”

She does as I ask, and I start to press, slow and controlled. After ten, she asks, “Do you want me to read to you?”

“Okay.” I laugh because I know she’s reading some girly romance shit. “If you want to.”

She begins to read in a soft, sultry voice. Each press-up I make gets harder and harder, along with my cock. Her breath brushes my neck as she talks, her voice mesmerising. She’s reading a hot and heavy sex scene. Visions of taking Lizzie in the ways she’s describing make continuing the push-ups almost impossible. I thought these love books were rainbows and unicorns. Guess I was fucking wrong.

“That’s really not helping.”

“What’s not?” She’s playing sweet and innocent, but really she’s the devil’s sidekick.

“I’m trying to control the urge to fuck you every moment of every day and you’re reading me that?”

She chuckles, and the vibrations on my spine shoot straight to my cock. She’s pushing my limits. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“You’ll pay, woman. When I get to one hundred, you will be punished.” My voice deepens. “Long, deep, and hard.”

She leans forward a fraction and whispers in my ear. “I’m counting on it.”

My abs tighten and arms shake, close to giving way. I gather every shred of strength I have, take a few deep breaths, and then push through the remaining sets.

Ninety-seven, ninety-eight, ninety-nine, one hundred.

I twist my body, dropping one shoulder as I raise the other. She rolls off me and onto her back.

“What the…? Noah!” Her voice sounds angry but the flecks in her eyes glint at me, and there’s a wicked smile on her face.

My body covers hers in seconds. “Payback’s a bitch.” I thrust against her, rubbing my body against hers, and the smile vanishes, but the flecks flare brighter.

“What’s my punishment to be, sir?” She holds me captive with her gaze.

I lean down and run my nose along her throat to her ear. “You’re playing a dangerous game, angel. I could get used to it.”

Her face lights up. “I bet you could.”

I pin her arms to the floor and she wiggles beneath me. “You’re going the right way to getting tied up and blindfolded.”

“Is that a promise?”

I love that book. If she’s playing this game, I’m going to push her limits.

“You know it is. Want me to spank your arse, too?”

Her face flushes, but she holds my gaze as she nods.

Fuck me. I know she likes me unrestrained, a little rough, and a lot dirty. But I never considered she’d go there.

I release her arms. “I’ll hold you to that. But right now, I need to be inside you.” Sliding one of my hands down between us, the heat of her pussy greets my fingers. “Right here.”

As much as the thought of restraining her gets me high, that shit will take time, and I have no patience. I need her now.

A small, throaty moan emanates from her as she runs her fingers through my hair and gives it a tug. “What are you waiting for?”

My urge is to be feral, to mark my territory, to claim. But as much as the need takes hold, I restrain myself. “You, angel. I want you to take the lead.” I want her to ride me. There’s nothing better than watching her come undone from above me. It’s the sexiest view I’ve ever seen and for as long as I live it’ll never get old.

She pushes against my chest with her palms. Her hands on me never fail to send shock waves over my skin. I roll us over, and she mounts me. The pressure on my cock’s perfect when she grinds her hips against mine. Her fingers trail the tattoos across my chest, sending electric shocks to my groin. When she leans forward, soft tendrils of hair graze my skin. I shudder under her. Fuck it, I can’t wait for her.

I launch myself into a seated position, her face barely a few millimetres from mine. Her panted breaths tickle my skin.

“I love you, you know.” I know she feels my love. I show her in most ways I can, but the words rarely come out. My hands cup her face between them. “Marry me?”

Wait. Where the fuck did that come from? But I know where. The thought’s been in my head from almost the moment she came back into my life. If I had to eat only bread and water, and forgo sex for the rest of my life, I’d do it to have her by my side.

She pulls back and examines me while I hold my breath. Every nerve vibrates, and my heart constricts. And she’s still looking at me. No answer. No smile. Not a fucking thing gives away what’s going on in her gorgeous head.

I run my fingers through my hair. “I’d hand you my balls, angel, but you already have them. Will you please give me an answer?” My chest tightens hard, and I fight to take a breath. She needs to give me an answer, or pretty soon I’m going to die from lack of oxygen.

“Did you really just ask me that?” The bewilderment in her tone undoes me.

I give her my easy smile, the one I know she loves. “Yeah. I did.”

“Say it again.” She places her hand over my heart.

The shiver of goose bumps from her touch sends tingles throughout my body. My pulse surges with force, my heart shatters the band choking it and beats fiercely against its cage. I swallow deep. The fear of rejection still catches my tongue. But the colour of her eyes subsides from a wild grey tempest to tranquil sunlit sea, easing my nerves.

My mind fights images of how I should be asking this, on bended knee, ring in hand, heart on my sleeve. But I can’t take back asking her now, and I don’t want to. I don’t want to save it for some faked-up romantic bullshit. And I can’t wear my heart on my sleeve even if I wanted to because I don’t have it, she does. I need her to be my wife. Now.

“Will you please marry me?”

Tears well in her eyes, and I hold my breath.

“Yes.”

Yes? I take her face in my hands and lean up towards her. My mouth hovers six inches from hers and my abs burn.

“Say it again.” I croak the words out, my voice strangled by the emotion overwhelming me, keeping my gaze fixed on her lips.

“Yes.”

I watched her lips form the word. I heard her whisper it. And I can feel the smile on her face through my hands as my thumbs rub across her lips.

It’s real.

With the wind knocked out of me, and no words to speak, I do the only thing I can. The only thing I’ve ever done where she’s concerned. Show her with my body what she means to me.
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“Hellloooooooo. Anybody home?”

What the fuck?

We jump up like we’ve been shot in the arse, quickly grabbing clothes and trying to get them on. I try to fight my cock back into my jeans and get the buttons done up. Greedy bastard. Lizzie pulls up her sweats, adjusts her vest, and sits back on the sofa, book in her lap, looking like she’s been there all day. Apart from the flush on her face, nothing seems out of place. I, on the other hand, have a raging hard-on, my chest heaves, and I don’t know what to do with myself.

I thrust my hands in my pockets just as Kai bounds into the room, followed by Spud, Cait, and my niece, Baby Em, in Cait’s arms. Lizzie heads straight for the baby, and Kai launches himself at me. Because I’m caught off guard, his weight takes us both tumbling to the floor in a ball of laughter. In the background, I can hear everyone else chatting and laughing.

“Hi, Daddy.” His little face beams at me.

“Hey, buddy. How was your day?”

“I saw a graph.”

Graph? What the hell’s a graph? My mind scrambles to put a meaning to the word.

“Great! Did it have… er… legs?”

“Yes. Long, wob-bly legs.”

I spin him around on my chest and sit us both up. He gets up off my lap.

“So it was a baby giraffe?”

He looks at me like I’m stupid. A stern expression graces his face and little hands are placed on his hips. “Yes, Daddy.”

“That’s great.” I give him my best impressed smile and get to my feet. “Have you given Mummy a cuddle?”

He shakes his head and turns to Lizzie. I glance at her to see her eyes sparkling with unshed tears, the baby in her arms. Fuck, she’s stunning.

She still finds it emotional to see us together. In a way, I’m glad. It helps to keep this all real for me. And it’s a pleasure to see her this happy. She went through hell keeping him away, and from how things went down, she was right to do so.

Kai climbs carefully onto her lap, and our gazes meet. It’s at times like this I forget other people exist. The only things that matter in my world are sat in front of me. Lizzie nods her head towards something. I turn to find Spud and Cait grinning like a pair of idiots at me.

“Need us to leave?” Cait asks.

“No, actually we have some news.” I shoot Lizzie a nervous glance, but she just gives me one of her reassuring smiles.

“Okay.” Cait looks suspicious, but Spud has that shit-eating grin on his face again. “Come on then.”

“I asked Lizzie to marry me.”

The squeal from my sister could shatter glass. Baby Em starts to wail, and Kai clings to Lizzie like the world’s going to end as the rest of us laugh.

“I knew you had it in you.” Cait launches herself at me, wrapping her arms tight around me. After a few neck-crushing seconds, she releases me and runs over to Lizzie, talking a mile a minute.

I glance at Spud; his usual grin has settled into a more reserved one. He grabs my hand and pulls me towards him. We back slap and then he ruffles my hair. Twat.

“Look at you all grown up.” He smirks at me.

I give his sarcasm a cursory laugh. “Yeah, who would have thought, eh?”

“Seriously, mate. Congratulations.”

“Thanks.” I feel like I’ve won the crown jewels.

“Um, I know you may not want to think about this yet, but you’re going to need a best man.”

My gut twinges and I look away from him. “Not if we elope, I don’t.”

“Like your sister is going to allow that.”

I glance over at the girls. Excitement is written all over their faces as they discuss dresses and other wedding type shit. I’d never want to take this away from them. My gaze hones in Lizzie.

From her I’d never want to take away a thing.

“Look, man. You’ve got to sort it sometime. You know I’d do it. I’d be honoured. But it isn’t me who should hold that role. Until all that shit went down you two always had each other’s backs.” He’s talking about Bear.

“Yeah, well, that was before he lied to me.”

“You know he thought he was doing the right thing. If you’d been him what would you have done?”

“I would’ve fucking told me.”

“Yeah. Right. ‘Course you would.”

I’ve been thinking about this for the last few months. At first my anger wouldn’t allow me to consider Bear had done the right thing. But now I’m realising that put in the same position, with the same goal, I would have done the same. And I’ve learnt from Lizzie that he didn’t know about Kai.

I also know that Layla and Bear come around to see both Lizzie and Kai when I’m not home. Same with Zan. She has to revolve that around me. It’s unfair to her. And she’s tried hard to convince me to forgive him, them. It’s time to put my family right.

I swallow hard before I respond. “Okay, I’ll call him.”

Spud does a double take. “You will?”

I stride over to where my phone is and pick it up, waving it at him. “Yeah.”

Walking out of the room and into the kitchen, I sit down on the table and rest my feet on one of the chairs. I rotate the phone in my hands before staring at the screen. The sound of Lizzie’s laughter floats in from the lounge, and it’s all I need to spur me on.

I scan through my contacts and find his name, then press the call button. The dial tone begins as I’m still staring at the phone, then I raise it to my ear.

“Hello?” The question in his tone says it all. He thinks something’s wrong for me to be calling him.

I take a deep breath. “We need to talk.”

“Oh, right. And what do we need to talk about?” He’s challenging me, and I don’t blame him. If it were me, I’d do the same.

“A lot of fucking things, Bear.” I suck down my pride. “But the main one… there’s a wedding coming up, which you’re going to have to show up to.”

“Yeah?” I can hear the humour in his voice.

“Yeah. So, are you ready to sort this shit out?”

“Mate, I’ve been ready for months. But I couldn’t hold a conversation with myself.”

It’s a fair dig. “Can you meet me and Spud at Macy’s in—” I glance at the clock on the oven. “Half an hour?”

“Yes, mate.”

“Okay, bring Zan if you can.”

“Done.”

I hang up. The weight I’ve carried in my heart since the incident lifts as I stare at the phone in my hands. I’d never admit it to anyone, but I’ve missed him.

Spud’s leaning against the doorframe as I return. “Everything okay?”

“It will be.”

He nods and lets me past him. Kai’s playing on the floor near the TV and Baby Em’s back in Cait’s arms. I walk over to Lizzie and pull her up off the couch and into my arms.

“I’m going out for a while.” I pull her tighter against me, and turn to my sister. “Can I borrow Spud?”

“You can keep him if you like.” She laughs and sticks her tongue out at Spud.

“Where are you going?” Lizzie’s voice pulls me back to her.

“I’m making your world right. You’d better ring Layla.” She knows me well enough to understand what I’m telling her.

Her expression softens and those sparks in the grey glint at me. “Really?”

Tight in my arms, I can feel the buzz of excitement flowing from her pores. “Yes, angel.”

She launches herself at me, claiming my mouth with her own, and I let her.

This day is hers.

I’m hers. I always have been.

Finally, one of my demons will be laid to rest, because at last she’ll be mine.

Against my chest, her heart beats a little faster and then she pulls away. “Noah?”

Her face is serious. I furrow my brows, worried about what comes next. “Yeah?”

“I love you.”

“Yeah?” The worry vanishes from my system.

She opens her soul to me. Lets me see deep into her storm.

“Yes. With all my heart.”

I give her my lazy smile, but this one’s filled with every emotion raging through my veins. Everything I want to say but can’t find the words.

Until I do.

“Angel… you’re my fucking world.”

THE END
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