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      Bridget

      “Don’t look at me like you want me… not if you don’t,” I murmur into the silence.

      He sits back and readjusts himself in his pants. His dark eyes hold mine, yet he doesn’t answer me.

      The water laps around me as I lie on the inflatable mattress, floating around the pool in my white string bikini. The sun is just setting, and everyone has disappeared to get ready for dinner.

      We’re alone.

      His eyes are locked on me from his poolside deckchair position.

      He has no right to look at me, to watch me with wanting eyes.

      But he does.

      And I still like it.

      Ben is my sister’s family’s bodyguard and the head of their security.

      Things are difficult between us, to say the least.

      The attraction between us wasn’t supposed to happen, but forbidden had never felt so good.

      Six-foot-three-inches tall with sandy hair, honey-brown eyes, and a large, muscular physique, he’s a by-product of being ex-military.

      Ben Statham is one hell of a man.

      From the lingering looks, the clenching deep in my sex when he looks at me, the smouldering fire whenever he would sneak into my room late at night…

      It led to our story beginning six months ago, when my sister Natasha became involved with her then-boyfriend, Joshua Stanton.

      I was always with Tash, and Ben was always with Josh. We came together through circumstance. Acquaintances and nothing more.

      He was the strong man at the back of the crowd, watching over everyone.

      I was busy watching him.

      The rest of the world was concentrating on my beloved sister and Joshua’s blossoming relationship.

      I was concentrating on fighting the attraction, but the pull to him only grew day by day.

      Laughter turned to conversation, conversation introduced lingering looks, and lingering looks turned to goose bumps, until one day in the kitchen pantry it happened.

      Ben kissed me.

      It was the most perfect kiss I’ve ever had.

      It was sweet, sexy, and it opened a world of passion I never even knew existed.

      For three weeks we snuck a kiss in where we could until, in a moment of foggy passion, I asked him to come to my room after everyone went to sleep that night. He did.

      We made love. Storybook love.

      The perfection we’d created carried on for six weeks, until tragedy struck our family. As the head of security Ben blamed himself, and pulled away from me.

      When I needed him the most, he was nowhere around to offer support.

      We’ve hardly spoken since.

      And now we’re here on a family vacation in Kamala, Thailand.

      My feelings for him haven’t changed.

      He’s still the head of security.

      I’m still his boss’ sister-in-law.

      But he left me when I needed him the most, and I won’t forget that anytime soon.

      Our eyes are locked.

      “Why would you think I don’t want you?” he whispers in his heavy South African accent.

      I frown, unsure how to answer. Eventually, I reply, “Do you?”

      He sips his beer, contemplating the right way to answer.

      I run my fingers through the water beneath me as I try to articulate my thoughts.

      I don’t know what’s going on with us, but I do know I can’t stand feeling the way I feel.

      I can’t go on without him giving me the answers I need. He’s a strong man who doesn’t show his true feelings, but what happened to us? How do you go from passionate lovers to being nothing, without even a conversation?

      There was no fight, no discussion. Just silence.

      He doesn’t answer my question. His jaw clenches as his gaze holds mine. My eyes search his.

      What the fuck is going on with him?

      Does he want me to beg?

      Answer me, damn it.

      I climb off the inflatable mattress and make my way to the pool steps. I want to be the one who ends the conversation, not the other way around.

      Who am I kidding?

      I’m the only one in this conversation. I slowly walk out of the pool, and his hungry gaze drops down my body. I bend and pick up my towel to wrap it around my waist, and with one last lingering look I walk inside.

      His refusal to address our issues infuriates me.

      It hurts me, and it makes me wonder if everything we shared was an illusion.

      I know he’s strong. I know he’s not a talker. But those nights in his arms were filled with tenderness and love.

      Where is that man?

      Because I want him back.

      

      I lie in the darkness at 1:00 a.m. The sound of the ocean drifts through the room, and a soft breeze rolls over my body. As usual, I’m torturing myself with thoughts of Ben Statham and his beautiful body. Where is he now? Is he asleep?

      The last time we were together I told him I loved him. I never meant to, but I couldn’t help it. I was all soft and emotional from my orgasm high, and the words just slipped out.

      Is that why he ran?

      I blow out a deep breath and stare at the ceiling as I go over that last night we spent together for the ten-thousandth time.

      If I knew it was to be our last night together I would have done more, said more, done anything to make him stay.

      The door opens, and I roll over. My heart catches in my chest.

      “Ben,” I whisper.

      He walks in and closes the door behind him, his hands clenching at his sides. He seems nervous.

      I frown into the diluted light as I watch him.

      “I wanted to see you,” he whispers.

      I lie still. He can do the talking this time.

      “I look at you like I want you…” He pauses and clenches his hands at his sides. “…because I do,” he whispers.

      I frown.

      “You have no idea how badly I want you, Bridget, or how hard it is for me to stay away.”

      “Then why? Why are you doing this to us?” I whisper.

      He sits on the side of the bed and cups my face in his hands, his eyes searching mine in the moonlit room as his thumb gently dusts over my bottom lip. He hesitates, and frowns as if pained. “I’m not who you think I am.”

      I sit up, resting on my elbow, and I frown as I watch him. “Are you married?” I whisper. Oh, no. My heart starts to hammer. He has a whole other life in South Africa, doesn’t he? I have no idea what’s going on at home for him.

      He shakes his head, and a soft smile crosses his face. “No, I’m not married.” He frowns harder, and leans in to kiss me softly. “But I’m not able to give you my heart.” Tears fill my eyes.

      He shakes his head. “Please…” He pauses. “Know that I love you,

      Bridget.”

      “Ben,” I whisper. “What’s going on? Talk to me.”

      He leans in and sweeps his tongue gently between my lips, and I scrunch my face up to fight the tears.

      It’s there again, the urge to tell him that I love him.

      This man makes me so weak.

      I sit up and wrap my arms around his broad shoulders. We kiss slowly, and I feel my arousal start to rise.

      “I’ve come to say goodbye,” he whispers against my lips.

      “What?” My eyes search his again. “But you said—”

      He cuts me off. “I can’t be who you want me to be, Bridget.”

      “Yes, you can, Ben. You’re who I want,” I whisper angrily. Damn it, I hate this sneaking around shit. I can’t even raise my voice the way I want to.

      He runs his thumb over my cheekbone as he studies my face. “I have a past, Didge, one that I don’t want to ever catch up with you. I won’t bring that into your life.”

      I shake my head. “What are you talking about? We all have a past. We can work it out together, Ben.”

      “Goodbye, Bridget,” he whispers sadly before he tries to stand, but I grab his wrist.

      “No. Don’t go,” I beg as I lose control. “Don’t leave me. I love you.”

      He bends and kisses me gently. “Remember me with love, angel.” I stare at him through my tears.

      “I love you,” he whispers.

      I suddenly become panicked. “Don’t go,” I beg.

      He stares at me in the darkness.

      I shake my head, unable to stand it. I need more time. I need more time to try and make him stay. “One more time,” I whisper. “Say goodbye to me properly.”

      “Bridget,” he breathes.

      “Ben, it’s just the two of us here.” I pull him down to kiss his lips softly. “If you want to say goodbye to me, do it when you have to. I can’t bear to let you go tonight.” My voice cracks in pain.

      “Baby, shh.” He calms me as he sweeps the hair back from my forehead and studies my face. “It will be all right.”

      “How can it be all right if you’re leaving me?” I whisper through tears.

      He takes me in his arms and we cling to each other tightly; so tight that it feels like I might break if I let him go. Maybe I will.

      “I need you,” I murmur against his lips as he kisses me. His tongue dances with mine as his hand roams over my hip and he squeezes it with force.

      “Bridget,” he murmurs, and I know that he’s having an internal battle with himself.

      He wants me, but he thinks this is the wrong thing to do.

      But making love to Ben could never be wrong, and I’ll face those consequences tomorrow. I slowly sit up and slide my white silk nightdress over my shoulders and throw it onto the floor. His eyes drop hungrily to my breasts. I lay back and spread my legs as a silent invitation. His eyes drop to the crotch of my pale pink panties.

      His eyes darken and his tongue darts out to swipe over his bottom lip.

      Oh… he wants me all right.

      I run my hand up over my breast and squeeze it. “It’s been six weeks since you’ve been inside me, Ben.” I arch my back off the bed. “I can’t stand another moment without you.”

      He frowns, and I see the last of his resistance teetering on the edge. “Fill me up, big boy. Make sure I never forget you.”

      His jaw clenches as his eyes flicker with arousal, and he stands in one quick movement to take his T-shirt off over his head.

      My eyes roam over his thick, broad chest that’s covered with a scattering of dark hair. His arms are huge, and I can see every muscle in his stomach. The distinct V of muscles that disappear into his jeans holds me captive. I drag my eyes to his perfect face, and my heart somersaults in my chest. He has the most beautiful body in the world… but it’s his soul that I love. The dominant alpha man who has shown me what it’s like to really love someone.

      What it feels like to be adored and loved by someone so deeply that nothing else matters.

      He knows what my body needs more than I do, and I wriggle on the bed as he slides his jeans down his legs. My mouth goes dry.

      Holy fucking hell. He’s a god.

      His thick, hard cock hangs heavily between his legs, and he takes it in his hand to stroke it three times as his eyes hold mine.

      “You want this, Bridget?” he whispers as he strokes himself.

      I nod as my mouth goes dry, my eyes fixed on the pre-ejaculate that drips from the end. Fuck, yeah.

      “You get over here and suck me. Make sure I never forget you.”

      Our eyes lock, and he gives me the best ‘come fuck me’ look I’ve ever seen.

      Suddenly, I’m desperate. Desperate to please him.

      Desperate to make him stay.

      I scramble towards him on my knees and take him deep in my mouth. He inhales sharply.

      “Good girl,” he breathes as his hands fall to the back of my head.

      My insides begin to melt, and I moan around him. He pushes himself deep—so deep—and his eyes close in pleasure. I have to concentrate to block my gag reflex.

      Fucking hell. Bringing him to his undoing is my favourite thing in the whole damn world.

      He hisses as he builds a rhythm, my hair gripped tightly in his hands.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he murmurs under his breath.

      “You like that, baby?” I whisper around him.

      His eyes flicker with arousal. “I fucking… love that,” he pants. A sheen of perspiration covers his skin and it revs me up even more.

      He loses control and throws me onto the bed. I bounce high and then he’s on me as he slides my panties down and throws them in the air, off the bed.

      His lips trail down over my breasts, and he takes them into his mouth to suck them one at a time. His suction is so hard that my face scrunches up in pain and my back arches off the bed.

      This is what he does to me.

      He gets me so hot for him that I beg him to be rough, like I’m some kind of crazy animal beneath him that needs to be tamed.

      Controlled.

      His lips drop lower… and lower… and I hold my breath and close my eyes.

      Oh, dear God, he’s amazing at this.

      The king.

      His tongue sweeps through my flesh, and he grabs my legs and forces them back to the mattress. “Open up,” he growls as his dark eyes hold mine. He tenderly kisses my inner thigh.

      This is too much, too intense, too intimate. I look away.

      “Watch me, Bridget,” he commands.

      I drag my eyes back to his.

      “You watch my tongue lick up your cream and make this pretty little cunt dance.” He licks his lips and sucks me again. The look of sheer pleasure on his face makes me blush.

      I begin to convulse. For fuck’s sake. How is one man so hot?

      He bites my clitoris and I throw my head back and come in a rush.

      Fuck’s sake, I lasted two minutes.

      He smiles as he licks me up, and then lifts one of my legs and then the other over his shoulders. In one sharp movement, Ben slams home deep.

      “Ben!” I cry out.

      “I got you, babe,” he murmurs against my lips, and lies down on me.

      Then he kisses me, and it’s soft and tender and caring and… God.

      This can’t end. What we have is too good to ever end.

      As if sensing my feelings, his face creases with pain against mine and he holds me that bit closer.

      His body starts to ride mine. Long, slow, and deep. Our eyes are locked, and damn, this is the best sex I’ve ever had in my entire life.

      Who am I kidding?

      Every time with Ben is the best time of my life. The man is one hell of a lover.

      Perspiration covers us as we drink each other in.

      “Now…” he whispers, sensing his fast-approaching climax. “You need to come now.” He picks up the pace and I clench around him.

      He moans a guttural sound and buries his head deep into my neck, while I smile at the ceiling.

      You won’t forget this in a hurry, big boy.

      His pumping gets harder and deeper, faster and faster, and I clench around him before I fall.

      “Ahh…” I breathe.

      I scrunch my eyes shut to stop the tears. He moans as he comes deep inside me.

      We kiss, for a long time. It’s soft and tender, and his body is still in mine, slowly emptying itself with slow pumps.

      “I love you, Ben,” I whisper.

      “I love you, too,” he breathes as he rests his head against my cheek. He pauses for a moment. “That’s why I have to leave you.” He pulls out of my body in one quick rush.

      What? I sit up. No. “What are you talking about?” I whisper. “We can work it out.”

      His eyes search mine. “This is goodbye, Bridget; don’t make this any harder than it already is.”

      “Ben…” I whisper. My body is still throbbing from the beating he just gave it.

      He pulls on his clothes and I watch on in silence.

      Don’t go. Please, don’t go.

      With one last, lingering kiss, he stands and leaves my room without looking back.

      I stare at the door after it closes behind him.

      No. Please, God.

      That didn’t just happen.

      Despair fills me.

      I curl into a ball. My heart physically hurts in my chest, and I weep.
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      Five Years Later

      Bridget

      I smile at my beloved sister across the backseat and squeeze her hand. “God, it’s so good to see you,” I whisper.

      Tash smiles sadly. “It really is.”

      “How long has it been since we were in the States?” Abbie frowns.

      “Five months.” Natasha sighs as she blows out a deep breath. “But remember, you’re coming over for Thanksgiving.”

      “Try and stop us,” Abbie murmurs as she reapplies her lip gloss. She rolls her lips as she studies her reflection in her compact mirror.

      We’re in the back of Natasha’s car on our way to a cocktail bar to meet the boys. Natasha, my sister, has lived in the United States with her husband, Joshua, and their children for five years, and now she’s come home to Sydney, Australia, for a family wedding tomorrow. I’ve been so excited to have her home, I haven’t been able to sleep all week.

      Our best friend, Abbie, is with us, along with Natasha’s two security guards who are in the front. Max is driving, and Anton is in the passenger seat.

      Joshua, Natasha’s husband, is an app developer who hit the big time. Security is ridiculously high around her and their kids after everything they’ve been through.

      Tash holds her hands in the air in an over-exaggerated gesture. “So, tell me everything. What have I missed?”

      I shrug. “Well…” I glance at Abbie. “I don’t know.”

      “I can’t wait to meet your new boyfriend, Didge.” Tash smiles.

      I smile. Everyone calls me Didge. It’s short for Bridget.

      “I can’t wait for you to meet him, either. He’s coming to the wedding tomorrow.” I smile proudly.

      “Great,” Tash beams.

      “Eric is…” Abbie pauses, and narrows her eyes as she thinks of the perfect analogy. “You’ll hate him, Tash.” She smirks.

      My mouth drops open, but I’m unable to contain my broad smile. “You will not.” Bloody Abbie and her far too honest opinions.

      “Will, too,” Abbie snaps. “Wait till you meet him. He spends more time looking in the mirror than looking at Bridget. He thinks he’s

      Starsky or Hutch, or some shit.”

      Natasha’s eyes flicker to me in question.

      “He’s not that bad.” I laugh. “And yes, he’s a cop… and he’s smoking hot, so he’s got a lot to love. Keep your opinions to yourself, Abs. Please remember you’re dating a gorilla on steroids. You can’t exactly judge.”

      Natasha and Abbie laugh, and I glance up and see Max smirking in the rearview mirror.

      “Yeah, well, that gorilla is an animal. I’m so down with gorillas.”

      Tash and I smirk because Abbie is a slut—a bona fide, self-confessed, slut. She loves men and sex, and she’s enjoying every perk of being a super attractive single woman. Her hair is long and golden, and she has a kicking body that she shows off unashamedly.

      She has every man she meets eating out of her hand.

      Her mantra is no boyfriends, no strings… just fun.

      And, boy, does she have fun. I don’t know how she has the energy, to be honest. It seems like a lot of work.
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        * * *

      

      The car comes to a slow crawl before it stops, and we climb out to make our way to the bar where we’re all meeting.

      Joshua, Cameron, Scott, and Adrian are all sitting at a table, and we make our way over.

      “Didge!” Cameron calls as he grabs me in a headlock. I laugh and make my way around the table to kiss them all on the cheek.

      “Oh, it’s so good to see you all. I’m getting a drink first and then I’ll be right back.” I smile.

      I walk to the bar, buzzing because my family is home and it feels so damn good.

      We’re in for a great weekend. They’ll all get to meet Eric tomorrow, and things are going to plan.

      “Hello, Bridget,” a familiar voice sounds from behind me.

      I turn in a rush and then step back in shock.

      Dear God…

      The blood drains from my face.

      “Ben?” I whisper. He towers over everyone around him and, as if my body recognizes the strength he holds, I immediately weaken.

      I stare at him for a moment, trying to register what I’m seeing, and my heart starts to hammer in my chest. “Ben?” I say again with a frown before I shake my head. Well, blow me down. “What…” I have

      no words. “What are you doing here?”

      His gaze moves down my body. “I’m here for you.”

      I frown. “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      I raise my eyebrows. Is he fucking kidding me? “You came all the way to Sydney to see me?” I ask sarcastically. Funny that, because the dipshit hasn’t even called me in five years.

      I glance over at my group of friends and fold my arms in front of me defensively. “You needn’t have bothered,” I snap.

      He smiles sexily, and I narrow my eyes. Don’t get fucking cute now, asshole.

      I’m so over you.

      “When I got the invite to come here, the first thing I asked was ‘is Bridget going?’ I wanted to catch up and see how you’re doing. It’s been a long time.” His eyes drop to my lips, and it makes me uncomfortable. Don’t look at me like that.

      My eyes widen with horror. “Y-you’re coming to the wedding?” I stammer.

      He raises an eyebrow. “I flew in this morning especially for it.” He glances over to our table. “I’m here with Stan, Cam, and Murph. A reunion, so to speak.”

      I stare at him as my brain tries to keep up.

      Oh, no. No, no, no. I’m introducing my new boyfriend to everyone this weekend. I don’t need my long-lost asshole ex thrown into the mix.

      Damn it.

      This is so fucking typical.

      Shit.

      I lift my chin defiantly. “You should have checked with me first to see if that was okay.”

      My eyes roam over his broad chest beneath his black T-shirt, and then I find myself glancing down to his faded blue jeans that fit snugly in all the right places. His strong forearms are screaming for more focused attention, but I refuse to give in, and I quickly snap my eyes away.

      Why does he have to be so gorgeous? It’s annoying. Surely, he should be bald, fat, and ugly by now.

      He smiles cheekily. “And is it?”

      I frown. “Is it what?”

      “Is it okay that I’m here?” he asks sarcastically.

      “No.” I flick my hair over my shoulder in annoyance. “Actually, it’s not. You should crawl back under the rock you came from.” He smirks and gives me that cheeky look he’s perfected so well.

      I begin to perspire as I look around at my surroundings.

      Don’t start with your being hot now. I exhale in annoyance because I don’t need this crap. I glance down at my jeans and my off–the shoulder flowy cream top. Why didn’t I wear something sexier tonight? I knew I should have worn the red dress. I internally kick myself.

      Stop it! Who cares what you’re wearing? Ben is an asshole, you have a boyfriend, and this is a fucking disaster.

      His dark eyes return to focus on my lips, and I feel the nerves in the pit of my stomach start to simmer.

      Oh, I remember that look.

      “What will it be?” the bartender asks.

      I lean over the bar. “Can I have three margaritas, please?” I smile.

      It’s the cute bartender serving—the one we often see here.

      He winks with a friendly smile and turns to make our drinks.

      Ben shuffles around and then stands directly behind me. Close… too close… and I feel his hard body fit snugly up against mine. He’s warm and hard.

      I close my eyes as my body starts to thump.

      It’s just a tight space, that’s all. He’ll move in a minute, I tell myself.

      Why does his body radiate so much power?

      Somebody pushes us from behind. His hand drops to my hip as his body pushes up against mine with force.

      I stand up from my leaning position in a rush.

      “Whoa, baby,” he whispers in my ear from behind. His body is snug up against mine and his hand is still firmly on my hip, his lips at my ear.

      “Ben,” I announce as I look straight ahead to the bar. “Get your hand off my hip and your lips away from my ear before I glass you.”

      He chuckles, and I feel his breath dust my neck. “You’ve still got that snarky sense of humor, I see.”

      I want to reply, and you’ve still got that big beautiful dick, I bet, but I stop myself.

      He moves closer and his lips brush my ear again. “It’s good to see you, Bridget. You feel so good pressed against me.” I swallow the lump in my throat. Christ Almighty.

      That’s it.

      I pull away from him in a rush. “Listen, Ben. You don’t get to touch me anymore. In fact, you don’t even get to talk to me.”

      He smiles a slow, sexy smile and steps toward me. “Really?”

      I nod nervously and fold my arms in front of me. “Really. I have a boyfriend,” I spit.

      He steps forward again until his body is towering over mine, and he bends and leans in to whisper in my ear. “Bring him to me. We need to meet.”
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      Bridget

      “‘Bring him to me’?” I repeat with a raised brow. Is he kidding me? “What are you, Henry VIII now?” Unable to help it, I

      smirk. “What are you going to do, Ben? Behead him?”

      His eyes hold mine for an extended moment. “Possibly.” He must realize how ridiculous he just sounded because he smiles sexily. “It’s tempting.”

      Our eyes lock and a ripple of electricity zaps in the air between us.

      Cut it out.

      Silence hangs, but he finally breaks it. “It’s good to see you, Didge. I’ve thought of you often.”

      My eyes search his. I get a lump of regret in my throat and I just want to shake him for putting me through hell.

      I force a smile. “You, too.”

      I don’t mean it. Seeing him only makes it hurt that little bit more, knowing we didn’t work out. Unfortunately, I wasn’t imagining the chemistry we had. I always had hoped that maybe it had been a dream. I thought that if we ever saw each other again it would be like seeing an old friend in the street—I would feel nothing and be happy that I had moved on and made a life without him.

      That’s not even close to the truth, though. I feel mad, hurt, and it feels like only yesterday that he left me without a care in the world.

      Time has changed nothing. In fact, everything feels magnified.

      Damn it!

      You’re an idiot, Bridget. Stop it. It doesn’t matter; it’s in the past.

      He hesitates for a moment, as if wanting to say something. I feel like I do, too, but I don’t know what. I mean, there obviously isn’t anything to say.

      So many things have changed since he left, but one thing sure hasn’t: that feeling of affection between us. I just want to wrap my arms around him and tell him I missed him. I frown; the magnetic pull to him is weird… and strong. So strong.

      Snap out of it, stupid.

      He’s an asshole.

      “Here you go.” The bartender smiles as he hands over the tray of margaritas. I smile, pay, and lift the tray to turn back toward Ben. “I’ll see you back at the table?” I ask.

      He nods once, clearly distracted, and I make my way through the crowd with my heart hammering in my chest.

      Fucking hell. Calm down, I try to tell myself. It’s okay. Just because he’s here doesn’t mean anything.

      Stop overreacting, Bridget.

      I place the tray on the table and fall into my seat between Tash and Abbie, passing them their drinks. Cameron is telling a story, and everyone is listening attentively, laughing when appropriate, and I find myself looking around the table with a broad smile on my face. I’m here with my favourite people in the whole world tonight. Tash and Josh, Cam, Adrian and Abbie—it doesn’t get better than this. With Cam, Adrian, Josh, and Tash all living in the States, the times when we get together are sacred.

      My people. My favourite people.

      Adrian reaches over, takes my hand, and squeezes it reassuringly. My beautiful Adrian.

      When he broke up with his boyfriend, Nicholas, and I broke up with Ben all those years ago, we became very close. We even lived together for six months in L.A. when I moved in with him. We speak daily, and he’s such a blessing in my life. He knows that I’ll be rattled from seeing Ben. I don’t have to tell him what I’m thinking… he just knows.

      I wonder if Tash knew Ben was coming. Why didn’t she say anything?

      My question is answered when Natasha’s mouth drops open in shock as Ben approaches the table. “Ben!” she shrieks, standing up in excitement.

      Abbie’s eyes widen, and she snaps them to me. I fake a smile… one that says, Oh, I know.

      Natasha and Abbie both stand, and Ben grabs them in an embrace.

      “Oh, my God, it’s so good to see you.” Tash smiles into Ben’s shoulder.

      “It’s been too long,” Ben replies as his eyes find me across the table. He turns and kisses Abbie.

      “Hey, Abs.” He smiles. “Still hot,” he teases.

      “You know it, big boy.” She smiles as she kisses him on the cheek.

      He takes his seat next to Joshua, and all eyes fall on him.

      “Joshua. Why didn’t you tell me Ben was coming?” Natasha asks excitedly.

      “Because I didn’t know.” Joshua smirks. “Sneaky bastard didn’t tell anyone but Wilson.”

      “Why not?” Abbie asks.

      Ben’s eyes find mine again. “I thought I would surprise you all. Surprise!” Tash and Abbie laugh in unison.

      “Where have you been since I saw you last?” Cameron asks Ben.

      The conversation falls to Ben up the other end of the table. As he answers, I pick up my phone to try to stop myself from hanging on his every word. I can’t believe he’s here.

      Impeccable timing.

      I notice a little number ‘1’ on the microphone picture on my phone and I frown. What the hell is wrong with this stupid phone? Why does it keep doing that?

      Without realizing it, I frown and try to clear the damn thing.

      Adrian frowns across the table, in question, sensing my frustration.

      I shake my head, confused. “This stupid phone keeps recording things,” I reply.

      “Huh?” He frowns.

      I shrug. “I don’t know, it just randomly comes on and records stuff.” I pass it to Adrian and he studies it carefully while I sip my margarita. My nerves are shot with Ben here. I need to be careful and not get drunk, or tell him what I really think. Although, what that is I just don’t know. You’re hot, you’re an asshole, you look completely fuckable.

      Oh, let’s just start with Bridget is an idiot!

      My thoughts are interrupted.

      “And you don’t turn it on?” Adrian asks.

      I shake my head. “Nope. It’s got a mind of its own.”

      He frowns as he clicks into my settings to try to work it out.

      “It’s annoying because it’s using up all the battery and it keeps running out.”

      “Joshua?” Adrian asks across the table.

      Joshua looks up from his conversation with Ben, unaware what we’re talking about.

      “Have a look at this,” Adrian says as he passes my phone up to him. Joshua is our resident tech-head. Being an app developer and all, he can usually work out most things.

      He takes the phone from Adrian and starts to fiddle with it.

      “What have you been up to, Abs?” Cam asks across the table. “Still banging like a barn door?”

      The table erupts into giggles and I choke on my drink. That is such a Cameron thing to say. Cameron is Joshua’s younger brother, and someone very dear to us all. He’s never serious for a moment, and it’s hard to believe he’s a doctor in L.A. He’s cheeky as all hell and keeps us amused with his wicked one-liners and sense of humour. He has every woman he meets eating out of his hand.

      “Cameron!” Abbie snaps, feigning shock. “For your information, I do not bang like a barn door.”

      He smiles into his beer. “I beg to differ.” His eyes dance with delight as he teases.

      “You wish you knew if I banged like a barn door, Cam,” she replies flatly.

      He raises his glass with a grin.

      Joshua frowns. “I think you might need a new phone, Didge.” He narrows his eyes as he concentrates. “The engage seems to be disabled.”

      I roll my eyes. “Will you speak English? What does that even mean?”

      He looks up at me and raises a brow. “It means it’s fucked.” He hands it back over the table to Natasha, who hands it to me, and I set it on my lap.

      “Great,” I mutter under my breath.

      “God, will you look at this place?” Tash smiles excitedly as she looks around in wonder.

      We all look to our backdrop. I forget to look at it sometimes.

      “This is the most beautiful city in the world.” Tash sighs. “There’s just no place like home.”

      I smile and raise my glass to her. Abbie joins me, and we clink glasses in celebration.

      We’re at the Opera Bar at the Sydney Opera House, sitting outside on the water’s edge at one of the hundred tables. The lit-up Sydney Harbor Bridge is behind us and the reflective lights from all the skyscrapers dance on the water. White circular lanterns line the water’s edge. The music has a trendy low beat, and the place is buzzing with eclectic people. This is our hangout. It seems surreal that this is where Abbie and I come for drinks at least once a week. We’re truly blessed.

      Life is busy, with me being a travel agent and Abbie being a PA for a law firm, but we always catch up at least once a week, no matter what. I came back to Australia just over two years ago. I went to L.A. with Natasha when she moved to be with Joshua, and then sort of fell into the L.A. lifestyle. I love it over there, too. I could easily settle in the States and be happy forever, but I missed my mum and Abbie, and with Tash being out of town on their property in Willowvale, and Adrian being so busy at work—he’s the CEO of Joshua’s app development company—my time was up. It was good while it lasted, and I’m lucky enough that Joshua flies me back and forth whenever I want on his private jet.

      In Stanton Land, money is no option. Natasha married into money, big money, and it has flowed into all our lifestyles. Designers send Natasha clothes, hoping she’ll wear them, and she sends them to Abbie and me. Adrian spoils me rotten and buys me everything he thinks would look good on me—the perks of having a gay best friend with impeccable taste and a love of shoes and handbags. Joshua does everything he can to ensure that Natasha is happy living in the States, and if that means flying me, Abbie, and Mum over whenever we want, so be it.

      So, effectively, my sister married a billionaire and I live on her coattails. It works well.

      “When do you go away, Didge?” Adrian asks, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “Two weeks.”

      “Is this the work trip?” Tash frowns.

      I nod as I sip my drink. My eyes flash to Ben, who’s watching me intently.

      “Where to?” Cameron asks.

      “I go to London, then Ireland and Scotland.”

      “Lochness Monster territory,” Abbie interrupts.

      Cam glances over at Ben, who breaks into a cheeky smile. They both drop their heads and begin to chuckle at a private joke.

      “What’s funny?” I ask.

      Ben shakes his head, not wanting to elaborate, and I turn my attention to Cam.

      He laughs into his drink.

      I narrow my eyes. Private jokes annoy me. “Do tell,” I encourage flatly.

      Cameron sips his beer, as if deciding whether to elaborate. “Ben and I picked up these girls once and we promised them a sighting of the Lochness Monster.”

      The table all scrunch up their faces and groan.

      “Oh, God.” Adrian sighs. “That’s so lame. I don’t know where you find these stupid women.”

      Ben laughs out loud, and he pinches the bridge of his nose as he remembers.

      Cameron smiles cheekily. “It worked, though.” He shrugs. “I unleashed the beast. The myth became a legend.”

      Ben shakes his head as he laughs, and I stare at him flatly.

      When was this?

      Was this after he was with me? It would have to be.

      We haven’t been together for five years. Fuck, it annoys me to no end that nothing has changed for him, and he’s carried on picking up girls with Cameron every chance they get.

      Fucking men. Ugh.

      I sip my drink in annoyance. “Poor girls were promised monsters and got teeny tadpoles,” I murmur into my drink.

      Everyone laughs, and Tash holds her drink in the air. “Hear, hear.”

      Thank God I have a boyfriend. I don’t have to put up with this shit.

      Stop it, why is this even an issue?

      Who cares?

      Not me.

      I start to feel my face getting hotter, and I sip my drink as I try to calm myself.

      “When do you start, Cam?” Tash asks.

      The topic of conversation goes to Cameron’s work. He has just started to train to be a cardiologist and is super excited.

      “Next week; I can’t wait.”

      I blow out a breath as I turn my attention to the harbour in front of me and hold my glass to my lips, running my hand up and down my neck as I think.

      I wonder… does he have a girlfriend?

      He could be married with kids by now.

      Probably is.

      I’ve never asked about him, not once. I’ve wanted to. God, how I’ve wanted to, but I wanted to get over him more. I didn’t want the others to know I still thought about him. I don’t even like admitting it to myself.

      My phone beeps with a text, and I look down to swipe it on. It’s a text from Ben.

      I frown. Huh? I click it open.

      
        
        Your neck looks edible.

        I could sink my teeth into it.

      

      

      What?

      I frown and lift my eyes to his. He holds his beer up and takes a drink as his mischievous eyes hold mine. He’s sitting back in his seat, legs wide, and his huge shoulders show off all his power. Unable to help myself, my eyes roam down to his strong, muscular forearms and I swallow the lump in my throat. Honestly… why the hell is he so freaking hot?

      The conversation carries on around us as my heartrate picks up.

      Okay, what the actual fuck is going on here? I’m not imagining this.

      That was a definite flirty text.

      But what do I write back?

      Fuck off, asshole. That’s what I need to write. I text back:

      
        
        Vampires aren’t really my thing

      

      

      He reads my text and smirks. I pick up my drink and sip it as I make eye contact with Adrian, who frowns subtly in question. My phone beeps again.

      

  




Have you thought about me?

      I swallow the lump in my throat and immediately text back.

      
        
        Never.

      

      

      A reply bounces back.

      
        
        Liar.

      

      

      I feel my cheeks start to heat.

      “So, Didge, tell me about your trip.” Tash smiles. “Gosh, it must be so exciting to go away for your job.”

      I smile with enthusiasm. “It is.”

      My phone beeps again and I glance down to my lap to read it.

      
        
        I’ve thought of nothing else but sucking on your beautiful body for five years.

      

      

      I glance over the table at Ben, and he gives me his best come fuck me look as he sips his beer.

      Dark, wanting eyes hold mine.

      Holy hell. I haven’t seen that look for a long, long time. He used to look at me like this, when we were sneaking around and nobody knew we were seeing each other. I feel myself start to melt into a puddle.

      “Erm…” I stammer as my eyes flicker back to Tash guiltily. I seem to have lost all coherent ability to form a sentence. “Erm.” I glance around at the table as they all wait for my intelligent reply. Yeah… I got nothing.

      He craves me?

      Crazy vampire sex is all I can see.

      “I… I…” I stammer.

      Adrian and Tash frown as they wait for my answer.

      “I need a drink. Does anybody need a drink?” I stand abruptly, midsentence.

      “Yes. I’ll help.” Adrian stands.

      “Me, too,” Tash mutters as she stands.

      Abbie sits still, drinking her drink.

      “Want to come, Abs?” I ask.

      She doesn’t even look my way. “No, I’m good.”

      Adrian fakes a smile and grabs her arm, pulling her from her seat. “We need help, Abbie.”

      “God, you’re such babies,” she snaps as she follows us through the crowd. “Why did I have to come?”

      “What’s going on?” Adrian asks over my shoulder as we walk through the crowd, his hands on my hips from behind.

      “This is a bad fucking situation,” I whisper.

      “Did I miss something?” Tash calls from behind us.

      We get to the bar and all huddle together, out of their sight.

      “He sent me a text and said he wants to bite my neck,” I blurt out.

      Tash and Adrian frown at each other, and then at me. “Who?”

      I widen my eyes at their stupidity. “Ben!” I shriek.

      Adrian screws up his face. “What?” He scratches his head.

      Tash looks back over toward the table. “When?”

      “Just now.”

      Abbie fidgets with her underwear under her dress. “These undies are getting up in my regions.”

      Adrian screws up his face in horror. “Oh, my God. Don’t talk to me about your regions.”

      Abbie rolls her eyes. “For your information, my regions are a fantastic holiday destination. Five-star luxury.”

      “Eww.” We all screw up our faces as a text comes through and I read it.

      My eyes widen in horror.

      
        
        Are you talking about me?

      

      

      “Your regions are a backpacker’s hostel.” Adrian winces in disgust as he turns to order the drinks.

      “Oh, my fucking God,” I snap as I read it with wide eyes. Another text bounces through. “He knows I’m telling you.” I wave my phone around in horror.

      
        
        That’s a punishable offense

      

      

      I screw up my face, and Tash snatches my phone from my hand to read the text. “What the fuck?” she whispers. “Have I missed part of the conversation?”

      I nod. “Yes. The same part that I missed.”

      Adrian turns while the bartender makes the drinks, and he takes my phone from Tash. He frowns as he gets to the last text. “Punishable offense?” he mouths in wonder. His eyes meet mine.

      Abbie snatches the phone and reads it, smiling deviously. “Oh, dear God. Please tell me you’re going home to fuck him harder than

      hard. You need to be punished, bitch. Even I can see that.”

      “Abbie,” I hiss, annoyed. “I have a fucking boyfriend.”

      She cringes. “And your point is?”

      “Oh, God, here we go. You and your filthy backpacker regions.” Adrian huffs while he takes the phone from her as another text comes through, and he reads it.

      His eyes widen; he looks up at me, puffing air into his cheeks in thought. “Maybe Abbie is right on this one.” He shrugs. I take my phone and read the text.

      
        
        I still like it rough, baby

      

      

      My eyes widen. “Oh, hell. No, no, no.” I shake my head. “He’s going to get it rough when I strangle him, that’s for sure,” I snap.

      Abbie’s eyes dance with delight and I can see her mind ticking.

      “How rough are we talking here?”

      “Ben’s fucking hot,” Tash whispers to Adrian.

      Adrian nods. “I know, right?” he whispers back.

      I put my fingers on my temples and I feel two hands snake around my hips from behind.

      I turn to see Ben.

      “What are you doing?” I snap.

      “Standing behind you.”

      “Don’t.” I pull from his grip. “And don’t tell me you like it rough, either,” I add. “That is way too much information which I do not need to know.”

      Abbie grabs Ben’s forearm. “Bridget needs to be punished. You need to take her home right now,” she says seriously. Of all the things she could have said. “In fact, give her one for me,” she adds.

      “Abbie!” I snap. “Shut the hell up.”

      Tash puts her hand over her mouth and bursts out laughing. Adrian’s and my eyes widen in horror.

      Ben nods. “That’s a good idea, Abs.”

      He grabs my arm and pulls me toward the door, and I snatch my arm from his hold.

      “Don’t touch me.”

      “Cut the drama,” he says as he pushes me forward.

      “Drama?” I repeat as I storm toward the door. “You’ve lost the fucking plot.” I exit up the steps, out onto the water’s edge on the cobblestone pavers.

      He falls into stride beside me and the ocean breeze whips through my hair.

      We walk in silence for a while and I glance over at him, seemingly deep in thought.

      “What are you doing here, Ben?” I sigh. The moonlight is dancing on the water.

      He frowns as his eyes stay focused on the ground. “I told you.”

      I stop on the spot. He keeps walking and then finally stops, turning to face me.

      “You told me what?” I frown.

      He walks closer. “I came back for you.”

      I shake my head and throw my hands in the air in disgust. “So, you just think you can waltz back here and announce that you want to bite my neck?”

      “You know I’m not good with words.”

      “I want to bite your neck isn’t even English, Ben,” I snap. “It’s fucking booty-call talk.”

      He shrugs uncomfortably. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

      “That’s what you said.”

      He steps toward me and softly pushes my hair behind my shoulders. “I was just telling you the truth,” he whispers.

      I stare up at his beautiful face.

      He takes my hands in his. “I’ve thought about you every day, Didge.” His thumbs dust over the backs of my hands.

      Tears threaten to fall. He has no idea how many times I prayed for this moment, and now that it’s really here it happens to be my worst nightmare. “Even when you were lying beside someone else?” I ask.

      His haunted eyes hold mine. “Yes.” He pauses. “Even when I was lying next to someone else. You’re the first and last person I think of every day.” He tenderly tucks a piece of my hair behind my ear and then cups my face.

      I blink to try to stop the tears.

      “I was coming back for you sooner, but things turned out to be harder than I thought.”

      “What things?”

      “My work.”

      “Fuck’s sake, Ben,” I snap, exasperated as I pull from his grip.

      “Speak English.”

      “I want another chance.”

      I frown as the ground rocks beneath me.

      I shake my head. “You’re too late.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      I nod way too fast, as if trying to convince myself. “I’m happy, Ben.”

      “I can make you happier. You know I can.”

      The tears break the dam and I swipe them away angrily. “No! Stop it.” I shake my head. “Go back to where you came from. Go back to the girl who’s occupied your bed for the last five years when I haven’t. You had your chance and you blew it. You got one chance with me, Ben. You fucking blew it!”

      I take three steps backward. I need to get away from him.

      “I’m not leaving without you, Bridget,” he replies in his dominant voice—the same voice that brought me to heel so many times in the bedroom.

      I shake my head in frustration. “You’re not leaving for where? I’m never leaving Australia, Ben. This is my home.”

      His dark eyes hold mine. “Then I stay.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 3

          

        

      

    

    




      Bridget

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I sneer. “You’re not staying.”

      He lifts his chin defiantly. “I’ve already arranged a job. I can start any time I want.”

      I scowl. “What?”

      “I’m working for Brock.”

      My face falls. “Brock? My brother?” What the hell? Brock owns a private investigation company called Marx Security. He employs retired Marines and army personnel.

      “Yes, your brother Brock. Which other Brock would I be talking about?”

      “Since when have you spoken to my brother?”

      “Every week for the last five years.”

      I shake my head in disbelief as my hands angrily snap to my hips. “So, let me get this straight… you have spoken to my brother every week during your absence, but you couldn’t be bothered to call me once?” My anger starts to rise, and I don’t know which one of them I’m most furious at. Actually, I’m mad at myself the most for being such an idiot.

      “How else would I check on you?”

      “What the hell, Ben?” I yell. “You’ve been checking up on me?” He nods and tries to grab my hands again, but I snatch them away.

      “Don’t touch me, asshole.”

      “Bridget, calm down.”

      “Calm down?” I yell. “Calm down!” I shake my head furiously. “I am way beyond calming down. Why now?”

      He frowns, not understanding the question. “Why did you come back now?” I fold my arms as I wait for his answer.

      He stares at me blankly.

      I frown as a thought runs through my mind. “Did Brock tell you I had a boyfriend?”

      Ben stays silent.

      My face falls. “Are you kidding me? Brock called you?”

      “Bridget…”

      “Don’t fucking Bridget me!” I yell. Passing strangers look over at us, and Ben frowns.

      “Keep your voice down,” he growls.

      “I will not keep my voice down!” I yell. “So, my brother called you and said you better get back here because Bridget has finally met someone worth keeping, is that it?”

      His jaw ticks, and I know that’s exactly what happened.

      What a joke.

      I step back from him because ‘furious’ doesn’t even cover it. “Go to

      Hell, Ben. I will never come back to you.”

      He narrows his eyes. “Yes… you will.”

      I shake my head. “You don’t care about me. All you care about is yourself.”

      “Bridget.” He grabs my arm.

      “Fuck off,” I curse as I pull away from his grip. “Stay the hell away from me!” I turn and storm off as the crowd parts to look at the psycho woman who’s screaming the place down.

      I make my way outside and jump into the back of a cab. “Take me home, please,” I snap.

      

  




Fifteen Hours Later

      “You ready to go, babe?” Eric asks as he comes into my bedroom. His eyes light up when he sees me dressed up. “You look gorgeous.” He grins.

      I glance down at my fitted, coffee-coloured silk dress that has delicate spaghetti straps, and push out a smile.

      I’ve hardly slept all night and I feel like shit. I don’t even want to go to the wedding today.

      Damn Ben is sitting heavily on my mind, and it’s annoying me to no end.

      Eric is on nightshift duty; he worked last night and then slept at his house this morning. I’ve had lots of time alone to think.

      Not that I want to.

      Eric’s working again tonight and leaving the wedding at 10:00 p.m. Because he has recently been promoted, he couldn’t really ask for time off.

      I’m dreading him leaving early.

      I’m dreading being alone with Ben… dreading the magnetic pull towards the bastard.

      I don’t know who the hell he thinks he is turning up here, but I’m not falling for his shit.

      I’m brought back to the moment when Eric gently kisses me on the cheek. I smile softly. He’s a good man, and I feel guilty about the fact that Ben is even in the same country.

      My conscience tells me that that’s not a good sign.

      Why do I feel so guilty?

      I shouldn’t, but I do. Is that because my heart is traitorous?

      Does it know something I don’t?

      Eric is tall, dark, and handsome. He’s the perfect male specimen. He’s also a policeman and I met him around twelve months ago through Jesten. They have been good friends since meeting at the prison years ago. Where Ben is broody and non-verbose, Eric is the exact opposite. He’s an open book and he tells me everything, from what he ate for breakfast, to whom he locked up at work. I know his gym program, his phone calls, his bank balance, and everything in between. He is the most honest person I’ve ever met.

      He told me he loved me last week. It killed me that I couldn’t say it back.

      Why couldn’t I say it back?

      We’ve been together for three months and I care for him, I do. I know I do.

      I just need some time.

      And then I see Ben and my whole world crashes down around me, and I have to stop myself from blurting out that I love him, or begging him to stay.

      But Ben’s an asshole who doesn’t care for me at all.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      “You know… I don’t feel so well. Let’s give today a miss,” I plead.

      “Why don’t you want to go?” He frowns. “Is something wrong? That’s about the tenth excuse you’ve tried to get out of this.”

      I shrug. “I do want to go.” I wrap my arms around him and rest my head on his shoulder. “But I also just want to stay in my bubble with you.”

      Oh, God, I want to stay in Eric’s safe arms and not be tempted by the devil.

      Eric smiles cheekily and kisses me softly. “Do you love me yet?”

      I smile up at him. “You know how I feel about you.”

      He smirks. “But you can’t say it.”

      I shrug. “We just started dating, Eric.”

      He kisses me again. “I know, but I knew I loved you on our third date.”

      I smile softly. “Well, you’re stupid to give your heart away so easily.

      You should guard it more carefully.”

      “It wasn’t stupid. I gave it to you.”

      My eyes search his and tears threaten to fall. He deserves so much better than a girlfriend who has been thinking about another man all night.

      He frowns. “Hey, what’s wrong?” He brushes my hair back from my forehead as he studies my face.

      I shrug. “Nothing.” I shake my head as I try to think of an excuse. “I just have really, really bad PMS,” I whisper over the lump of guilt in my throat.

      He laughs and spins me ‘round before he pushes me back onto the bed. “I’d better get in quick then before the painters come to town.”

      He lies down on top of me and I look up at him. “Too late, the painters are already in town,” I reply flatly.

      He bites my neck, distracted. “Damn it.”

      I smile and slap him on the chest as I stand. “Few days, I’m sure you can wait.” I go over to the mirror and reapply my lip-gloss, hoping he bought that lame excuse.

      He stands and rearranges the erection in his suit pants. “I think you mean beauty before blue balls. Get it right.” He wraps his arms around me from behind and kisses my neck. As if I am having an out of body experience, I watch the two of us in the mirror.

      I close my eyes to block the vision of us out. I feel Eric’s lips on my neck, but it’s Ben’s face that I see. What’s going on here? Dear God, help me.
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        * * *

      

      The walk up to the church is painful for two reasons. One: these fucking shoes that Satan designed are decapitating my toes. Two: the feel of my impending heart attack when Ben meets Eric.

      I have no idea what he’s going to do, but knowing Ben and his inability to play nice I have every right to feel nervous.

      I remember back to when Ben and I were sneaking around when we were seeing each other. Carson made a move on me one night when we were out at a party, and Ben grabbed him by the throat so hard that Carson nearly passed out.

      Calling him the jealous type is an understatement. My nerves boil under the surface.

      The thing is, Eric is just as bad.

      They are both strong, dominant personalities, and who knows what’s going to happen…

      Maybe Ben won’t even come today. I did give it to him last night, so hopefully he got the message.

      As we turn the corner I see Joshua, Cameron, and Ben standing out the front of the church, hands in their pockets and deep in conversation. Joshua and Cameron are groomsmen, each wearing black dinner suits, while Ben is dressed in a charcoal suit.

      My heart somersaults in my chest at the sight of him… I mean them.

      Cut it out! I feel sick.

      Oh, damn it, I should have stuck my damn fingers down my throat to make myself throw up. It would have been a lot easier than dealing with this shit.

      Eric squeezes my hand and I squeeze it back. “There’s Joshua and Cameron.” I smile awkwardly.

      Eric looks up at the boys. “Where’s your sister?”

      I look around for Natasha. Where is she? “I can’t see her.”

      Shit, we have to walk right past them. Joshua is the first to spot us, and he smiles broadly then winks at Ben. Bastard.

      “Hey, Didge.” He smiles as he kisses me on the cheek.

      “Hello.” I smile. “This is Eric, and this is my brother in-law,

      Joshua.”

      Joshua smiles. “Hello.” He nods politely as he shakes Eric’s hand.

      “And this is Cameron.” I hold my breath. I swear I may pass out any moment.

      “Hello.” Cameron smiles broadly and shakes his hand. I know for sure Cameron will be nice to Eric, because he doesn’t have a mean bone in his body.

      “Hi, nice to meet you.” Eric smiles in return.

      “And… this is Ben,” I push out.

      Ben glares at Eric and holds out his hand. A frown crosses Eric’s face, but he forces himself to smile and shakes Bens hand. “Hey,” he says.

      Ben nods in acknowledgement without saying a word.

      Oh, dear Lord. There’s no need to act sick now, because I feel sick for real.

      I need a distraction. “W-where’s Tash?” I sputter as I look around, pretending not to notice Ben’s arrogance.

      Joshua smiles cheekily, standing there with his hands in his pockets. The bastard is loving this. “She’s around,” he replies calmly.

      She’s around? He knows where she is every minute of every damn day. Don’t give me she’s around.

      “Where, exactly?” I snap. Don’t mess with me today, Joshua, or I will end you.

      I grab Eric’s hand. “Doesn’t matter. Let’s go. See you later, boys.” I drag Eric through the crowd.

      “Who’s that fucking dickhead?” Eric whispers.

      My face falls. “Who?”

      “Ben.”

      The blood drains from my face. “Oh.” I look around for Natasha.

      “Just a dickhead.”

      “No shit.”

      This is bad. This is really bad.

      Tash and Mum come into view at the entrance of the church, and I find myself smiling broadly. I can’t wait for Tash to meet Eric.

      Her face lights up with excitement, and she walks over to us to kiss me on the cheek.

      “You look gorgeous,” she beams as she looks me up and down.

      “This is Eric.” I smile proudly in return.

      Tash smiles and leans forward to kiss him on the cheek. “It’s so nice to finally meet you, Eric.”

      He chuckles and looks between us. “And you. The resemblance is uncanny.”

      Tash and I smile at each other because we get told that a lot. Tash is naturally darker than me, but we do look alike.

      Joshua and Cameron walk up behind Tash, and Joshua kisses

      Tash’s cheek. “See you soon, Presh.”

      “Knock ‘em dead, boys.” She smiles.

      They then walk through and take their place at the end of the aisle next to Scott and the groom, Wilson. Their brothers.

      Eric sees Mum through the crowd and walks over to speak to her.

      He kisses her on the cheek, and they laugh as he gives her a compliment.

      Tash grabs my hand. “Oh, my God, he’s gorgeous, Didge,” she whispers.

      “I know.” I smile as I watch him with Mum.

      I feel two arms snake around my hips from behind and I flinch, startled.

      “Hey.” Adrian frowns. “Why are you so jumpy?”

      I shake my head, embarrassed. “I thought you were Ben.”

      He and Tash frown. “What happened last night?” Tash whispers. “I’ve been dying to ring you all day, but I haven’t had a moment to myself.”

      “Well, I did call you, but you wouldn’t say anything.” Adrian frowns.

      “I was with Eric, for Christ’s sake,” I snap.

      Adrian rolls his eyes. “Go on…” He sighs.

      I shrug as my eyes stay firmly fixed on Eric. “Ben says he’s come back for me, and that he wants a second chance.”

      “He what?” Adrian snaps. “Oh, he can just go to Hell on a broomstick.” He then whispers, “He’s a bit fucking late, isn’t he?” I nod. “Damn straight.” Adrian and I squeeze hands.

      Tash’s face falls. “But… it’s Ben.” She smiles hopefully. “We love Ben.”

      I roll my eyes. “Ben’s a douche,” I whisper angrily. “Don’t you dare defend him to me.”

      Tash frowns as she glances over at Eric and looks him up and down. “So, I see Mum loves him, then.”

      I nod, annoyed. “Everyone loves Eric.”

      Adrian and Tash’s eyes hold mine and Natasha raises a brow.

      “Except you?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I frown.

      Adrian purses his lips as he thinks. “I’m picking up something here. Your body language with Eric is off.”

      “Ssh, keep your voice down. You are not picking up something with my body language at all. What, are you Oprah now? I’m done with Ben. End of story,” I whisper angrily.

      “No, you’re not,” Ben snaps from behind me.

      We all turn around guiltily, and I narrow my eyes. “Stop hanging around like a creeper, Ben. You are seriously pissing me off. And get it through your thick skull… I am so done with you.”

      “I can’t stand seeing you with him,” he growls.

      “Then look away.”

      Eric walks over with Mum. “Ready to go in, babe?” Ben glares at Eric and the group withers.

      I glance at Tash and Adrian, who are both wide-eyed as they watch Ben glare at Eric. What a predicament. This is the most uncomfortable I have ever been in my life.

      “Yep!” I snap angrily. I grab his arm and Mum’s hand, and march into the church on a mission.

      Screw it. I should ask Eric to marry me right here, right now.

      Anything, to get rid of Ben and his fucking fan club. We walk into the church and I see my brother, Brock, handing out the order of service.

      That fucker. This is all his fault.

      “Take a seat and I’ll go get us a program.” I smile.

      Eric and Mum make their way to our row of seats, and I corner Brock at the side of the church.

      “Get over here,” I whisper.

      “Huh?” He frowns.

      I push him hard in the back and pull the black velvet curtain around to hide us.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” I hiss.

      Brock scowls. “What are you on about?”

      “You called Ben and told him I had a boyfriend.”

      He winces. “He told you that?”

      “Yes, he told me that.” I push him again in the chest. “How could you?”

      He shrugs. “I was helping out a mate.”

      “What the fuck, Brock? I’m your sister. Eric is a good man.”

      He cringes. “Yeah, I got nothing.”

      My eyes nearly bulge from their sockets. “Oh, you will have nothing, all right. I’m going to cut off your fucking dick, Brock. Fix this!”

      “Fix what?” He frowns.

      “Get rid of Ben.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t fucking know,” I whisper. “You started this, now you get rid of him.”

      “I’m sort of in the middle of something here.” He widens his eyes and holds up the programs that he’s supposed to be giving out right now.

      “Well, you’re doing a shit job of that, too. Go out there and tell Ben to go home.”

      “No.”

      “Yes!” I snap.

      “You belong with him, Bridget.”

      Steam feels like it’s shooting out of my ears, when the curtain suddenly opens to reveal Natasha. “I don’t know what you two are doing hiding in the curtain, but it looks fucking ridiculous,” she whispers through a fake smile.

      “Natasha, I’m losing my living shit. Help Brock get rid of Ben.”

      “Losing your shit, for sure,” Brock mutters under his breath before taking off back into the church to continue his duties.

      Tash grabs my hand sympathetically. “It’s okay, babe, calm down.

      We got this. Take a seat and I’ll handle it.” I nod. “Are you going to ask Ben to leave?”

      She fakes a smile. “Of course.”

      I nod, and my nerves begin to subside. “Good, good.” I walk back and take a seat next to Eric. He puts his arm around my shoulders and kisses my forehead. I glance over and see Ben glaring at me from the other side of the church.

      He looks like he’s about to come over and knock Eric out.

      Honestly, is this a joke? He breaks my heart, leaves me, and then I don’t hear from him in five years, only for him to turn up here, acting all jealous as if he has every right. Who the hell does he think he is?

      I begin to perspire.

      I glance up to see Joshua and Cameron smiling from ear to ear, loving every minute of this. They have a prime position from where they’re standing, and are watching the whole damn show.

      I casually look over at Ben and he’s glaring at me, not even pretending to play nice. I narrow my eyes back.

      What an asshole. He turns up here unannounced and expects me to be on my back with my legs open, waiting for him.

      Oh joy, the king has returned.

      All hail King Ben.

      Well, I’ve got fucking news for him.

      Eric starts to trace circles on my bare shoulder with his fingertips as he stares into space, and I can literally feel the beads of perspiration running down my back.

      Holy hell, I need a strong drink.

      “Bridget,” the voice snaps. I look up to see Ben towering over me.

      “Can I have a word, please?”

      I look up at him in horror as the blood drains from my face.

      “Now?” I frown.

      “Now.”

      Eric frowns, but I fake a smile. “Back in a minute, baby.” I kiss him on the cheek as I stand.

      Mum and Tash watch as I get up and leave the church, with Ben hot on my heels.

      We burst out the front door to see the bride and bridesmaids all getting their photos taken as they sit in the cars. Ben pulls me around the side of the church.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I whisper angrily as I tear my arm from his grip.

      “If he fucking touches you again, I’m knocking him out,” Ben growls.

      “What?” I whisper. “He is my boyfriend. He can touch me when he wants to.”

      “No, he can’t.”

      I shake my head in disbelief. “We’re at a wedding. You have been

      out of my life for five years. You don’t have the right to come back here, acting like a caveman.”

      He points to me. “I’m warning you. You let him touch you and he’s going down.”

      “What?” I scream before remembering where I am. I look around guiltily.

      He lifts his chin defiantly and it pushes my rage over the edge.

      “Oh, he’ll be going down, Ben, but he’ll be going down on me.” I fake a smile and tap my chin to add to the effect. “Or, maybe I’ll go down on him.”

      “That’s it,” he snaps, and grabs my arm. “Get in the car.”

      “What? Have you gone fucking mad?” I whisper.

      “We’re leaving.”

      “Fuck’s sake, Ben. I’m at a family wedding. Go home!”

      The priest comes around the corner. “We are going in.” He smiles calmly.

      I fake a smile in return. “Thank you.”

      Rage is burning on Ben’s face. I’ve never seen him so mad. “I’m warning you, Bridget. If you don’t want a scene, make sure he keeps his fucking hands off you.”

      “How dare you?”

      “Don’t push me. That is your first and last warning,” he growls.

      I force a smile through my tears. I can’t believe this. “Thank you,

      Ben. Thanks a lot.”

      “For what?” He frowns.

      “For ruining every beautiful memory I had of you.”

      His face falls.

      “Get the fuck out of my life.” I storm inside with my heart hammering hard in my chest, and I take my seat between my boyfriend and my sister.

      

  




Ben

      I sit at the table with Joshua and Brock, two of my closest friends.

      They get it. They think like me.

      We all call Joshua Stan, Joshua seems so formal.

      My eyes are following Bridget around the reception like I’m a lovesick puppy. I’ve thought about her constantly over the last five years, but being in the same room as her and seeing her not even noticing me is a whole new level of torture.

      It’s like I don’t exist to her anymore.

      Maybe I don’t.

      I’ve behaved like she asked and kept my distance all night. I’m still smarting from her last comment. Thank you for ruining every beautiful memory I had of you.

      Have I done more damage than good by coming back?

      That thought is weighing heavily on my mind.

      She’s dancing with Adrian and Natasha. She’s constantly laughing and she’s sexy as hell. No matter how hard I try, I can’t take my eyes off her.

      She’s more beautiful than ever.

      It kills me that she’s here with someone else—someone like him.

      In the real world, Eric is the kind of guy I would be friends with. Brock told me to get my ass back here because she had met someone she could actually fall for.

      Someone like us.

      Am I too late?

      I sip my scotch as I try to block my emotions. I’ve been numbing my feelings for her for five years, and now that I’m back I just can’t get a hold on them.

      I’m about to lose my living shit.

      Like a bubbling pot of fury, my blood is boiling.

      Have I only pushed her closer to him?

      “Just call her tomorrow, man.” Brock tries to calm me.

      I sit back in my chair and exhale deeply as I watch the three of them dance.

      I swallow the lump in my throat.

      “I told you years ago, mate, you should have told her then.” Stan sighs.

      I scratch my head in frustration. “You know I couldn’t.”

      “Are you going to tell her now?” Brock frowns.

      I shake my head. “I don’t want her knowing that shit about me.” They both nod, and we all stay lost in our own thoughts.

      “Ben, is it?”

      I look up to see Eric, Bridget’s boyfriend, standing over the table. I nod and raise an eyebrow in question. “Yes,” I reply dryly as I sip my drink.

      My heart is still beating hard from my memories.

      Get away from me before I fucking kill you.

      “Mind telling me what you wanted with my girl in the church?”

      My eyes flicker to Josh and Brock as they exchange looks and smirk into their drinks.

      My eyes hold his. He’s got balls, I’ll give him that. Not many people take me on by choice.

      “For the record, she’s my girl,” I sneer.

      He fakes a smile. “Fuck off, idiot.”

      I raise an eyebrow and sip my drink, our eyes locked.

      “What do you want?” he snaps.

      “Bridget,” I reply without hesitation.

      Joshua is unable to contain his grin as his eyes flicker between the two of us.

      “You can’t fucking have her.”

      I sip my drink. “Watch me.” “Outside, prick,” he growls.

      I stand abruptly, and he turns and walks out the front door with me hot on his heels.

    

  







            CHAPTER 4

          

        

      

    

    




      Bridget

      I laugh as I watch Tash try to navigate the bad song. Daggy dancing doesn’t come close to describing it. She and Adrian are doing

      the bump.

      “Houston, we have a problem.” Adrian frowns as he looks over my shoulder, across the room.

      We all turn to see Eric standing over Ben’s table, looking unimpressed.

      My eyes widen, and I see Brock and Joshua smirk. “Oh shit, what’s going on?”

      Tash frowns as she watches.

      Next minute Ben stands abruptly, and Eric and he march outside.

      My face drops in horror. “What the hell is going on?”

      The three of us all stand still on the spot as we watch Joshua and Brock smile at each other and stand to follow them outside.

      “Fuck.” I start to run with Tash and Adrian hot on my heels. “Oh, no.”

      “Damn Ben,” Adrian curses behind me. “That man is totally out of control.”

      We run out into the foyer and Tash slips over on the marble floor, knocking over a stand.

      “Oh, my God,” Adrian squeals as he helps her up. “Are you okay?

      Watch what you’re doing.”

      Max frowns as he comes out behind us. “What’s going on?”

      “I hate these shoes, Adrian. You try and wear these bastards next time,” Tash sputters from her place on the floor. “I’m wearing runners from here on in.”

      “Well, my shoes are going in the rubbish bin after tonight,” I groan as I grab Tash’s hand. I’m not joking, they are so uncomfortable.

      “Clean up here,” Max orders the two other security guards following him. They stand the signing stand back up and rearrange the floral arrangement that Tash knocked over.

      “Ben’s gone crazy,” Adrian snaps. “You need to get a hold of him.”

      Max breaks into a grin as Tash shakes her head in disgust, and we take off again.

      We burst through the front doors and look down the front steps, but we don’t see anyone.

      We look left, we look right.

      Nothing.

      Where are they?

      I look out into the darkness with my heart hammering hard in my chest.

      “Pull your fucking head in,” I hear Eric’s voice growl from around the side of the building.

      “This way!” I yell.

      We take off down the wide stone steps.

      “Natasha. Take your shoes off!” Max calls from behind. As her security guard, he cares for nothing but her safety.

      “Shut up, Max,” she cries as we run down the steps. “I’ve got bigger issues going on here.” We turn the corner to see Eric and Ben, who have a tight hold on each other’s suit lapels, as they get lost in a very heated conversation.

      Adrian stops running and his face falls. “Ben!” I yell. “Cut it out.”

      “Go inside, Bridget,” Eric orders.

      I look over and see Joshua and Brock standing up against the building. Brock has casually lit a cigarette, like he’s about to watch a damn theatre show.

      “I’ll say this one time and one time only, prick… you stay the fuck away from Bridget,” Eric growls in Ben’s face.

      “Go to Hell,” Ben sneers.

      My eyes widen in horror as I run to them.

      Joshua steps forward to grab me and I struggle to break free.

      Eric takes a swing, and punches Ben hard in the face.

      Ben hits Eric back and they begin to struggle. Natasha screams, “Stop it. Stop it now!”

      “Do something!” Adrian yells at Max.

      Max and the bodyguards all stand back.

      I break free and sprint to them as Ben seems to gain the upper hand.

      “Ben, I swear to you, if you hit him once more I will never speak to you again,” I cry.

      Ben glances over at me, and his face falls as he realises what he’s just done.

      Eric breaks free from Ben’s grip on his shirt and pushes Ben hard. “You’re fucked,” he growls.

      Eric walks over to me. “Let’s go home,” I whisper, staring at him through my tears.

      He turns to Ben. “I won’t warn you again.”

      Ben glares at him, fists clenched at his sides as if restraining himself. He’s breathing deeply as adrenaline burns through his body.

      I take Eric’s hand and we walk around the building as they all watch on in complete silence.

      “I need to get my bag,” I tell Eric quietly.

      He nods, and we walk up the steps, his hand resting gently on my waist.

      I go straight to the table and grab my things, then Eric and I leave.

      As we drive away I look up to the side of the building, and see Ben’s haunted face as he watches me leave with my boyfriend. Joshua, Tash, Brock, and Adrian are all with him.

      He looks so sad, and I know he has nobody to blame but himself, but damn, why do I feel like the guilty one? I’ve done nothing wrong. Why do I feel like shit?

      “You’re staying at my house tonight,” Eric says flatly as he turns the corner.

      Rain starts to fall in heavy drops and the windscreen wipers automatically come on.

      I stare at the windscreen through my tears. Does he think Ben will show up tonight while he’s at work? Maybe I should go home, then… I hope Ben’s okay.

      Guilt hits me hard in the stomach. I shouldn’t be caring what happens to Ben.

      God, what a mess.

      I drop my head back to the headrest and concentrate on not blubbering like a baby.

      I lie in the dark and watch the shadows from the television dance on the wall.

      It’s 4:00 a.m.

      I keep seeing Ben’s sad face when I was driving out with Eric. I know it shouldn’t bother me and I know I shouldn’t care.

      But I do.

      How do you hurt someone you care about… even when they don’t deserve for you to care anymore?

      I can’t switch it off.

      I keep going over that last night we were together, when he came to say goodbye.

      “I look at you like I want you…” He pauses and clenches his hands at his sides. “…because I do,” he whispers. “You have no idea how badly I want you, Bridget… how hard it is to stay away.”

      What did he mean when he said it was hard to stay away?

      Why did he have to stay away?

      I’ve thought about this a lot over the years, and I still don’t understand what he meant. I think back again.

      He runs his thumb over my cheekbone as he studies my face. “I have a past, Didge. One that I don’t ever want to catch up with you,” he replies sadly. “I won’t bring that into your life.”

      I shake my head. “What are you talking about? We all have a past. We can work it out together, Ben.”

      “Goodbye, Bridget,” he whispers sadly. He stands, and I grab his wrist.

      “No. Don’t go,” I beg as I lose control. “Don’t leave me. I love you.” He bends, and kisses me gently. “Remember me with love, angel.” I stare at him through my tears.

      “I love you,” he whispers.

      He has a past, one that he doesn’t want to catch up with me. What the hell did he mean by that? Did he mean his military life? Why would he think a past in the military is going to impact me?

      It just doesn’t make any sense. I go back to his words from the other night.

      “I was coming back for you sooner, but things worked out harder than I thought.”

      “What things?”

      “My work.”

      “Fuck’s sake, Ben,” I snap, exasperated as I pull from his grip. “Speak

      English.”

      “I want another chance.”

      He said he wanted another chance. Is that why he came back after all this time?

      I sit up and flick the bedside lamp on. I turn on my side and stare at the wall as I go over and over the wedding tonight, and what we said to each other.

      I pick up my phone and stare at it for a while, with my mind in overdrive.

      I wonder, did he go out tonight with Cam and Brock?

      It’s 4:30 a.m.

      I scroll through my messages between us from Friday night, and before I can stop myself I have typed out the message.

      
        
        Are you awake?

      

      

      I hit send before my brain catches up with my fingers. Oh no, what the hell am I doing?

      My phone instantly rings and the name Ben lights up the screen.

      Shit. My heart starts to race in my chest.

      I pick up. “Hello,” I whisper into the darkness.

      “Hi.”

      My eyes close at the sound of his beautiful voice.

      We both stay silent, and I twist the blankets between my fingers in the dark.

      “Are you okay?” he asks softly.

      I get a lump in my throat. “Yes,” I whisper back, although I’m really not sure.

      “Are you?” I ask.

      The line stays silent until he eventually replies, “Not really.”

      My heart drops and I frown. “Why?”

      “Because I want to be there with you,” he whispers.

      The lump in my throat gets really big, and my eyes fill with tears because, damn, if this isn’t a mess. The closeness that we always had is still there between us. It’s tangible. If he hurts, I hurt. I stay silent for a moment as I try to think of an intelligent reply.

      “Ben,” I sigh.

      “I won’t leave again. I promise.”

      The tears break the dam and roll down my face, because I want to believe him. I so desperately want to believe him.

      “Ben.” I close my eyes. “We can only be friends.”

      “Don’t. Don’t ask that of me.”

      “But—”

      He cuts me off. “I can’t watch you with someone else, Didge.”

      I scrunch up my face. “Wouldn’t you rather be friends than be nothing at all?” I whisper.

      He stays silent.

      “You can’t keep acting the way you are, Ben.” I look around the darkened room as I try to articulate what I want to say. “If you keep acting like this, we’re going to end up hating each other.”

      “I could never hate you,” he whispers.

      Tears slowly roll down my face. He sounds so sad, and I know I should go, but I want to stay on the phone. This is the closest I’ve been to him for such a long time, and I just want to stay here. Stop it.

      Hang up.

      “Are you at home?” he asks.

      I glance around at my surroundings. I’m in Eric’s bed in Eric’s room, and I’m secretly talking to another man—a man I don’t want to get off the phone from. What kind of person am I? “I’ve got to go, Ben.”

      He stays silent and I stay on the line.

      Oh, God, hang up. Please… hang up. As if neither of us wants to end the call, we both wait.

      “Goodnight, Didge,” he eventually whispers.

      I close my eyes, and the lump in my throat is so big I can hardly speak. “Goodnight, Ben,” I whisper.

      More silence.

      This is ridiculous. Just do it.

      I hang up, turn onto my back, and stare at the ceiling. Confusion and regret swirl around all me, and my tears run down into my ears. What a mess.

      I wake as the front door bangs open, and I roll over to pull the covers up. It’s nice and warm in here and, after not sleeping all night, I am finally comfortable. Eric marches into the room, having finished his shift. He opens the blinds forcefully and I frown.

      “Good morning, Bridget.” He smiles as he puts his hands on his hips.

      “Hmm,” I scowl with my eyes closed.

      “Tell me… who is this Ben?” he asks, trying his best to act casual.

      Huh? My eyes open. “What?”

      “I did a little investigating last night at work. Ben used to be Joshua Stanton’s bodyguard.”

      I frown harder. Damn it, I knew he wouldn’t let this go. “And?” I sigh.

      “How well do you know him?”

      “What?” I sit up and walk past him into the bathroom. I don’t need this crap. “Like you said, he was Joshua’s bodyguard, so I know him from that,” I call from the bathroom.

      “And you went out with him?”

      Fuck’s sake. I wash my hands and walk back into the bedroom.

      “Bridget?”

      “Kind of, yeah,” I sigh.

      “How long were you with him?”

      “Eric. Just drop it.”

      “No, I won’t drop it. How long were you with him?”

      “A couple of months. It was years ago, it doesn’t matter.” I lie back down in bed and pull the covers over myself to get away from his questioning.

      He drags the blankets back off me, and his eyes hold mine. “Who ended it?”

      I scratch my head in frustration. “Can we just leave the past in the past, please? I just woke up.”

      “I opened up his cold case.”

      “What?”

      “He was suspected of murder. I opened his case back up for reinvestigation.”

      “You did what?” I snap as I sit up in a rush. “What the fuck, Eric?”

      His eyes hold mine. Is he baiting me right now?

      “Are you that hard up for a case that you had to reopen a stupid investigation from six years ago?” I snap as I get out of bed. I don’t believe this shit.

      “Tell me about this prostitute that was murdered.”

      Shit, he really did look in to it. I begin to pull my clothes on, because it’s bloody cold.

      “Before Joshua met Natasha, he spent a few nights with a high-class prostitute. Six months later, when he was with Natasha, she started threatening to go to public with footage she had of the two of them together if he didn’t pay her millions of dollars in bribery money.”

      “Did he pay her?”

      I screw up my face. “No, but he was going to. The stupid woman was bribing all these businessmen, and she obviously pissed off the wrong one somewhere along the line. She was found dead on the docklands.”

      “What did they tell you at the time?”

      “Who?”

      “Your brother-in-law and his fucking bodyguard.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention, and I point at him. “Eric…” I say calmly. “Say all you want about Ben, but do not dare speak a bad word about Joshua. He’s my family.”

      “I don’t trust him,” he snaps.

      “Who?”

      “Joshua fucking Stanton.”

      “What?” I begin to look for my clothes in a hurry. I’m getting out of here. He is seriously pissing me off.

      I flick my shirt in a huff to get the wrinkles out of it. “For your information, Joshua is like a brother to me—and you will not say one bad thing about him. They had nothing to do with this.”

      “Bull-fucking-shit. They had everything to do with this. Ben would have knocked her off to protect his precious boss.”

      “You’ve got a fucking hide. How dare you?”

      “Oh, I dare.”

      I fling my shirt on around my shoulders.

      “Where are you going?” he growls.

      “Home!” I yell.

      “I forbid you to go anywhere near Joshua Stanton or his house.”

      I raise my eyebrows in surprise. “Excuse me?”

      “I don’t want you anywhere near Ben. He’s a fucking criminal. I don’t trust any of them.”

      “He is not a criminal,” I cry out. “And they’re my family. So, what are you saying? I’m not allowed to go to my sister’s house now?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Don’t even think about going there.”

      “Screw you.” I shake my head. “That’s it. I’m leaving. If you think you can tell me where I’m allowed to go, you’ve got another thing coming. My sister and her husband are not up for discussion.”

      “I’m bringing them in for questioning. What does your brother know about this?”

      “Leave Brock out of this.” I shake my head in disbelief. “I think this cold case promotion you’ve got has gone to your stupid head. Why don’t you spend some time on a case that actually has some truth to it?” I snap.

      “I went through all the evidence last night. He was fucking there, at her house, and I can prove it.”

      I grab my bag as my heart begins to race. “Get some sleep. You’re delusional.”

      “I’m going back to work. Don’t you dare go near your sister’s house today.”

      I shake my head and storm toward the door. “Don’t tell me what to do, Eric. You don’t get to tell me where I’m allowed to go.”

      “The hell I don’t,” he calls after me.

      I slam the door and take the stairs two at a time. Oh my God, oh my God.

      I’ve got to tell Joshua.

      I pull up outside the front of Natasha and Joshua’s house. The street is wide, with big old trees lining the road, and a huge, rendered white concrete security fence surrounds the property. In the middle of a fence is a sandstone gate. I open the door with my key and am greeted by a security guard.

      “Hello, Bridget.” Marcus smiles happily.

      “Hi, Marcus.” Marcus is one of Natasha’s security guards. I know him well. I glance at my watch—it’s 8:30 a.m.—and I know they will all be awake because the kids get up before it’s even light.

      “You’re up and about early.” He smiles.

      “Yes.” I smile as I make a beeline for the house. That’s because I’m dealing with a fucking disaster here.

      “They are around the back,” he tells me.

      “Thank you.” I walk through the house and am greeted by breathtaking floor-to-ceiling views of Sydney Harbour. Everything is white and grey timber, and the furnishings have a distinct Hamptons feel to them. They bought this place about three years ago because Natasha wanted a base in Sydney. It’s so nice to have them close. I can hear children’s laughter coming from the back yard, and I walk out onto the deck to find Jordana and Blake squealing and jumping on the trampoline. Joshua is holding Ellie and they are watching on.

      Jordana is four and a little hellcat. She’s a handful just like her dad. Ellie is three and sweet as pie, and happens to have her father wrapped around her little finger. And me, actually. I could eat her up.

      Brock is just about to turn two, and he is as wild as wild can be.

      “Hi, guys,” I call as I walk down the steps to them.

      “Look how high I can jump, Didge,” Jordana calls as she begins to show off her jumping skills. She starts to do exaggerated star jumps.

      “Wow.” I smile as she jumps higher and higher. Joshua is holding Blake as he tries to jump, too.

      “Where’s Tash?” I ask as I look around.

      “She’s in the shower,” Josh replies, concentrating on Blake. “You’re up early.” He smirks.

      “Yeah, I know,” I mutter, distracted. “Wow,” I call out to Blake as he starts to jump higher, not to be outdone by his sister. “That’s so high.”

      “I can jump higher,” Jordana says, annoyed that Blake has my attention.

      Joshua rolls his eyes. These two are so competitive with each other. “Jordana, let Blake jump high for a moment. It’s not all about you,” he reminds her.

      Jordana gets annoyed and pushes Blake mid-jump, forcing him to lose his balance. He falls and then jumps up, swinging punches at his sister. “Don’t!” he yells.

      “Hey,” Joshua calls. “Cut it out.”

      I giggle. God, they’ve got their hands full with these kids. Maniacs is an understatement.

      “I’m going to find Tash.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Joshua mutters, distracted as he pulls his son and daughter apart.

      I take off back inside and make my way upstairs to Joshua and Natasha’s bedroom. I find Tash getting dressed in her large walk-in dressing room. “Hey, babe.” She smiles as she pulls her bra on. “Did you wet the bed?”

      “No. Oh, my God, Tash, Eric reopened the cold case on Ben.”

      She frowns. “What?”

      “He told me to stay away from Ben and…” I stop myself. I don’t want to tell her that he said he doesn’t trust Joshua, either.

      “What cold case?” she mutters as she pulls on her jeans.

      “TC.”

      She frowns. “Why?”

      “Because he’s a fucking idiot, that’s why,” I whisper angrily.

      “Fucking hell.” She thinks for a moment. “Well, he won’t find anything.”

      “We kind of had a fight.”

      “I thought you might.”

      “Ben was a real dickhead last night.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “And Joshua and Brock didn’t help the situation,” I add.

      She nods, and sits on the bed to put on her shoes. “I did think that maybe Eric would be pissed with them, too.”

      “What happens if he wants to question Ben? What happens then, huh?” I whisper in panic.

      “Well, just tell Ben everything you know. That way he’ll be ready and expecting it.”

      “I don’t even know where he’s staying,” I reply.

      “He’s here.”

      “What?” I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “He’s in the guest wing, and he’s staying here until he finds an apartment.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I whisper. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “You know he would stay with us. He’s going to look at apartments this morning with Joshua. As if Josh would let him stay anywhere else but here.”

      I frown as I stare at her. “So, he’s serious about staying here in Australia?”

      “Yes.” She shrugs. “Apparently so. I don’t think he’s going anywhere anytime soon.”

      “Fuck,” I whisper. “He needs to go back to wherever the hell he came from. This is a disaster.”

      She smiles as she starts to brush her hair.

      “This isn’t funny, Natasha.”

      “Seems pretty funny to me.” She smiles sarcastically.

      “Unbelievable.” I leave the room in a rush, moving to the end of the hall and up another set of stairs. The guest wing is a self-contained guest bedroom above the four-car garage. I stand outside the closed door for a moment as I steel myself to see him. I knock quietly, but there’s no answer.

      I knock again and still no answer.

      I swallow my fear and slowly open the door.

      He’s fast asleep and spread-eagled on the bed.

      Completely naked.

      My stomach drops.

      Holy fuck. He’s beautiful.

    

  







            CHAPTER 5

          

        

      

    

    




      Bridget

      I stand at the foot of the bed and watch his chest rise and fall as he breathes. His large body is rippled with muscles, and his skin is dark against the white sheets. His legs are spread, and one arm is raised and tucked under his head. His eyes are closed.

      He has a scattering of dark hair across his chest and an eight-pack of stomach muscles. My eyes drop lower and my mouth goes dry.

      He was never a small man, but holy hell. The word ‘Adonis’ comes to mind.

      My stomach flutters and I swallow the lump in my throat.

      I glance back at the door. I shouldn’t be in here ogling him without him knowing.

      Shit. I drop down to sit on the bed, unsure of what I should do next.

      My eyes drop to between his legs. Fuck, he’s beautiful.

      He rustles, his eyes open, and he looks at me blankly for a moment before he gives me a slow, sexy smile. “Now, that’s a beautiful face to wake up to,” he whispers sleepily.

      I stare at him, unsure what to say at being caught spying. Not that he seems to mind. He always was very sexually confident. It looks like nothing has changed.

      “Good morning, angel,” he whispers.

      I frown when he calls me ‘angel’. Does he remember that he used to call me that?

      “Can you put some clothes on, please?” I whisper.

      He smiles sleepily. “What’s wrong, baby? You don’t like me naked?”

      I shake my head, unable to force the lie through my lips. He slowly strokes his dick as he wakes fully, and I have to tear my eyes away. “Ben,” I snap. “Stop it.”

      He smirks, pulls the blankets over to cover himself, and then puts both hands behind his head as he lays on his back. His eyes have a boyish charm to them, and they glow cheekily.

      “We’ve got a problem…” I murmur.

      He raises his eyebrow and smirks harder.

      “Not that.”

      “Not what?”

      “Your dick.”

      He chuckles. “My dick is not a problem for me. Is it a problem for you?”

      For God’s sake... too right it’s a problem for me. “Don’t be ridiculous,” I whisper, annoyed. “This isn’t a joke.”

      “What isn’t a joke?”

      “Eric looked into the TC case last night. He came home from work this morning, demanding that I stay away from you and telling me that he has evidence that you did it.”

      He frowns. “And yet, here you are.”

      My eyes hold his as I sit on the side of his bed. He smells good, like soap and man and sex on legs, all mixed into one hell of a cologne. “Ben, be serious,” I whisper. “This isn’t a joke.”

      He nods, and pats the bed next to him. “Lie down and tell me everything he said, exactly.”

      “Oh God, it was a disaster. He said he has evidence that you did it.

      Does he have any evidence, Ben? Did you do it?” I whisper.

      “Of course, I didn’t; you know that.”

      “He just seemed really convinced, and he said as soon as he knew who the other two fingerprints belonged to, he could make an arrest.” I sigh.

      He shakes his head, and for the first time he seems interested.

      I glance over at him. “This is really bad, Ben. I’m nervous about this.”

      Ben goes up onto his elbow, and suddenly I am aware that I am lying on my back in his bed, and he is completely naked beneath the blankets. His eyes drop to my lips, as if having the same epiphany.

      “I don’t want to talk about Eric right now,” he murmurs.

      I feel the blood start to pump through my body as I look up at him. I get an image of his lips on mine, and I swallow the lump in my throat and look away.

      “I’ve been thinking about what you said…” he continues.

      I frown.

      “Let’s try it,” he whispers.

      I glance back at him. “Try what?”

      “This friend thing.”

      “You want to be friends now?” I ask, surprised.

      “Well, I don’t want to fight with you.”

      My eyes hold his, and for some stupid reason I feel a bit let down that he has given up on me so easily. “Did you go out last night?” I ask. I wonder if he and Cameron did their usual picking-up-women thing.

      “Yeah, I did,” he whispers as the energy starts to swirl between us. He leans over, so he is right above me, and my heart starts to thump at his proximity.

      “Did you have a fun night?” I breathe, distracted. “It was okay, but it could have been a lot better.”

      “Why is that?” I whisper.

      His eyes drop to my lips and I have to physically clamp my legs together.

      He’s so big and strong and leaning over me in a bed… Hell, this is the worst kind of torture.

      “How could your night have been better?” I breathe.

      Damn, I’m asking for trouble here, I just know it, but I can’t make myself stop.

      His tongue darts out to lick his bottom lip. “Do you want the friend version or the true version?”

      I watch his tongue slide across his lip, and my sex clenches.

      I want the fuck version.

      “Give me the friend version,” I whisper.

      He smiles. “I was tired, and clubs aren’t really my scene anymore.” His eyes drop down my torso and over my legs.

      “And the true version?” I whisper. Why the hell am I playing this game with him?

      He puts his hand onto my stomach and my breath catches. “The truth is I was thinking about you all night.” Our eyes are locked.

      “What were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking about having you in this bed.” He slides his hand down lower, resting it on top of my sex before he pats it. “Naked and beneath me.”

      The air leaves my lungs.

      He leans over and I look up at him. Time seems to stop as his lips hover over mine.

      Knock, knock!

      The door bursts open and we jump back from each other.

      Joshua is standing at the end of the bed.

      “Fuck, Stanton,” Ben growls.

      Joshua’s eyes widen in shock before he holds his hands up. “Sorry to interrupt. Bad timing.” He winces.

      Ben shakes his head, annoyed. I sit up, embarrassed. God, I’m a skanky hoe. What the hell was I doing?

      “We’ve got a problem,” Joshua says.

      “You think?” Ben asks, preoccupied.

      “Eric’s here.”

      My eyes widen. “What? Here?” I jump off the bed. “Where?”

      “Downstairs with another cop. They’re here to see you, Ben.”

      I start to flap my arms around in a panic. “Oh, my God. He’ll have seen my car in front of the house, and he told me not to come near either of you.”

      “He did what?” Joshua snaps. “He told you not to come near me?” He points to Ben. “You, I understand!” he snaps. “But, why can’t you come near me?”

      “Why do you understand about me?” Ben growls in a whisper as he gets out of bed.

      Joshua gestures to him. “You’re kind of naked in bed with Bridget. I wouldn’t be too happy if she were my girlfriend.”

      “Before I was rudely interrupted…” He shakes his head at Joshua as he looks for some clothes to put on.

      I put both my hands on my head as I begin to perspire.

      “This is so bad,” I whisper. “And he was not kind of naked with me. We were just talking,” I whisper in a panic. “What does Eric want?”

      Joshua holds his hands out sarcastically. “I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure you being in Ben’s bed isn’t high up on his list.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Ben growls as he pulls his jeans up. “We’re just friends.”

      “Yeah, that’s what it looks like,” Joshua replies dryly.

      “Does he know I’m here?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. If he saw your car, he didn’t say anything.”

      “Just get back into bed, Bridget, and wait for me here,” Ben mutters as he throws on a T-shirt.

      “You would just love that, wouldn’t you? Are you going to bring him up here to catch me out?” I whisper angrily.

      Ben rolls his eyes.

      “I’ll leave you two platonic conversationalists to bicker in peace.” Joshua smirks.

      “Fuck off, Joshua. We’re just friends!” I snap.

      “Okay.” He leaves the room. “Whatever you say,” he calls from the landing.

      I pick up a T-shirt from Ben’s floor and whip him with it. “What are you going to say?”

      “Fuck off, I’m busy.” He smirks.

      My eyes widen. “You’re not going to tell him that I’m here, are you? Oh no, please don’t tell him.”

      He narrows his eyes at me and puts his hands on his hips. “You’re starting to piss me off right now, Bridget.”

      “I’m pissing you off? Well, you’re pissing me off!” I whisper angrily.

      “How so?”

      “Oh, just lying around, being all fucking sexy. I’m not falling for it, Ben.”

      “I was in fucking bed, minding my own business,” he replies.

      “And, of course, you had to be naked and pulling on your dick, didn’t you?” I whisper as I start to push him to the door. “Super convenient.”

      He chuckles, and I start to hyperventilate. “Go down there and get rid of him, but don’t tell him I’m here,” I whisper.

      “What if he wants to search my room?”

      My eyes widen. “What?” I shriek. “Oh, my fucking God.”

      “I’m joking.” He laughs.

      “Oh, my God, Ben, this is serious. Can you be serious for a moment, please?”

      He turns to face me, and this time he does fall serious. “Wait here for me… In my bed.” His voice is deep and commanding, and damn, I know if I wait here it’s go time when he gets back. With one last look, he exits the room and disappears downstairs. I close the door quietly behind him and begin to pace.

      What now?

      I sit on his bed for ten minutes as I wait for him to return, and I look around the room. I pick up his pillow and smell it.

      Damn… he smells good. I inhale deeply again and then I see his suitcase in the walk-in wardrobe. I wonder what he’s got in there. I walk in and flick on the light, closing the door behind me.

      Hmm, a toiletries bag. I feel like a criminal as my eyes flicker to the door as I slowly unzip the bag. Deodorant, toothpaste and toothbrush, cologne…

      I take the lid off and inhale. Hmm, that’s the shit.

      Condoms… fuck. A huge box of condoms. I read the packet.

      
        
        Extra Pleasure for Bigger Men

      

      

      I narrow my eyes. For fuck’s sake, he pisses me off. Why does he have to be so damn well-endowed? I notice the seal is still intact. He probably has a stash in his wallet. Actually, where is his wallet? I walk back out into the room and look around. I see his jeans on the floor in the bathroom from last night and walk over and search his pockets.

      Bingo! Wallet found.

      I open it up and my heart stops.

      An image of me sits in the photo section. I stare at it for a moment as I try to remember where it was taken. Ah, that’s it. It’s in the hospital when my grandmother was dying. I’m sitting on a hospital chair and smiling up at him. I’m wearing a white dress and the photo was taken before we were together. I still remember the day he took it. Why does he have this in his wallet?

      I look in the compartment in the back and, sure enough, there’re three condoms. Fuck… I hate men.

      I slide out his credit card and read it:

      
        
        Ben Statham

      

      

      I slide out the next one and read the name.

      
        
        Ben Statham

      

      

      I slide out the next one.

      
        
        Jake Martin

      

      

      Who is Jake Martin, and why does he have his credit card? I slide the next card out.

      
        
        Jake Martin

      

      

      Huh? Two credit cards from different banks in another name. Who is it? Is it him? Is Ben even his name?

      “What are you doing?” Ben snaps from behind me. I jump, startled at being caught.

      “Oh… Oh…” I stammer. “Who’s Jake Martin?”

      He snatches the wallet from me. “I use the name Jake Martin when

      I work undercover.”

      “When do you work undercover?” I frown.

      “I’m a private investigator, Bridget.” He widens his eyes as if I’m stupid. “All the time. Will you stop snooping?” He walks back into the bedroom.

      “Why do you have a photo of me in your wallet?” I blurt out.

      He turns to face me. “I’m pretty sure you can work that one out for yourself, Einstein.” He sits on the bed and begins to put his shoes on, clearly annoyed at my detective work.

      “What happened downstairs? Where… where are you going?” I stammer.

      “I have to go down to the police station and give a statement.”

      “What?” I put my hands on my head. “Oh, no.” I begin to pace. “Why do you have such a huge box of condoms?” I ask. God knows why I want him to answer that, but I do.

      He stops what he’s doing and looks at me, deadpan. “I blow them up and make farm animals for children at parties. What do you think?”

      I stare at him. “Smartass.”

      He ties his shoes angrily. “You shouldn’t be worried about who I sleep with, anyway. Your dipshit boyfriend is downstairs.” He sneers.

      I frown. Oh, yeah. I had forgotten about him.

      I wring my hands. “What’s going to happen at the police station?” “Nothing. I give a statement and then I come home.”

      “Will you ring me and tell me what happened?” I ask.

      “Why don’t you ask your boyfriend what happens?” he snaps as he stands.

      “I’m not talking to him. He pisses me off,” I whisper.

      “Not as much as he pisses me off, I can assure you,” he snaps. He disappears out of the room and I begin to pace, my head in my hands. This is a real fucking disaster.

      

      I wait for fifteen minutes and hide behind the drapes, watching from the window as Ben walks down the driveway with Joshua, Eric, and another policeman, and then I can’t see what happens out on the street. What car did they go in? Is Ben under arrest? Oh, my God, my poor heart can’t handle this.

      Did Eric see my car?

      The door opens and Natasha bursts in. “Oh, my fucking God!

      Joshua and Eric got into a fight downstairs.”

      “What?” I shriek.

      “Eric was being a dick and giving attitude about Joshua having money and Ben being his lacky, and then it got out of control. I

      thought Joshua was going to knock him out.”

      I drop my head into my hands. “What was Ben doing?”

      “Ben was being Ben. Not saying anything, clenching his jaw in anger.”

      “For fuck’s sake. What if he charges him with her murder? Did Ben do this?” I ask, terrified of the answer.

      “No, he didn’t.”

      “Would Joshua tell you if he did?” I ask.

      “Probably not.”

      “What are we going to do?” I stammer.

      Tash puts her arm around me and we sit on the bed. “I don’t know.” She sighs. “But I can’t say I’m a huge fan of Eric at this point.”

      I close my eyes and blow out a breath. This is a complete nightmare.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It’s 4:00 p.m. and I haven’t heard from Ben all day. So much for calling me, and I can’t even ring him to see what happened in case he’s still at the police station. Natasha is at some stupid charity lunch, so I don’t even know if the boys are back at Natasha’s or not yet.

      I think this is the most stressed out I have been in years, and I may have worn the carpet out with all my pacing.

      The door buzzer goes off and I run to the screen to see who it is.

      Eric. Fuck.

      I push the button. “Come up.” I sigh.

      I don’t want to see him. In fact, he’s the last person I want to see.

      He comes through the door and smiles when he sees me. “Hi, babe.”

      “Hi.” I fold my arms. “Where have you been?”

      “Working,” he replies as he throws his jacket over the back of the lounge.

      “You worked last night, so why did you work today as well?”

      “I had an important case.”

      “Bullshit. You were chasing Ben out of spite for last night, weren’t you?”

      His eyes hold mine. “He called you up telling tales, did he?”

      I narrow my eyes. “No, he hasn’t, actually. I spoke to Natasha and she told me how rude you were to Joshua this morning.” He lifts his chin defiantly. “Yeah, well, I don’t like him.”

      “You don’t even know him,” I snap.

      “I don’t want to, either. Rich boys don’t excite me.”

      “Get out.”

      “What?” He frowns.

      “You heard me. Get out. I don’t want anything to do with you and your prejudice.”

      “You’re sticking up for him?”

      “Of course, I’m sticking up for him. He’s my family.”

      “He’s covering up for a murderer, Bridget.”

      “Bullshit. You have your nose out of joint because Ben made it known that he wants me back and, rather than deal with the threat like a normal person, you’re dealing with it like a fucking cop,

      searching for something that isn’t even there.”

      “So, you think Ben is innocent?”

      “I know he’s innocent,” I yell.

      “I know he’s guilty, and I know that Joshua fucking Stanton is lying through his teeth.”

      “That’s it. Get out!” I scream.

      He looks at me for a moment with calculating eyes. “Did you have something to do with this? What do you know, Bridget?” he asks way too calmly.

      I frown as fear slithers over me. “What? Don’t be absurd. You’ve gone fucking crazy.”

      “I’m not leaving,” he states.

      “Well, I want nothing to do with you.”

      His face falls before he covers it up, and narrows his eyes in anger. “You’re breaking up with me over this? It’s my job, Bridget.” I stare at him as a clusterfuck of emotions swirl through my head. “I don’t like the way you’re speaking about my family. I don’t like all these accusations and threats that I can’t go near them. This isn’t your

      job. This is payback and I won’t have it.”

      He glares at me. “And I won’t stand in the way of justice.”

      I roll my eyes and shake my head.

      He grabs his jacket. “Call me and apologise when I prove that they did it.”

      “Don’t hold your breath.” I sneer.

      He walks out the door and I slam it behind him.

      I blow out a deep breath and drop to the couch. Great. What now?

      It’s Wednesday and I walk from the subway, up the main street to my work. It’s 8:00 on a beautiful, sunny morning, and I’m early, but being at home alone isn’t the easiest thing to do right now. I would rather be at work than thinking on my own.

      My thoughts aren’t making sense anymore.

      I’ve broken up with my boyfriend, yet all I can think about is Ben and why he hasn’t called me to tell me what happened at the police station with Eric.

      I know Ben’s not a talker, and I know communication doesn’t come easily to him, but he said he was going to call. I don’t want to call him because I feel like then he’ll know that I’m hanging on his every word. I don’t want to be that girl anymore. I don’t want to go back to relying on him, because the shitty reality is that I know that I can’t. I won’t go backwards, and trusting him would be doing exactly that. These last three days I’ve gone over and over Ben, our demise, how he just turned up here, and how suddenly I wanted to hear what he had to say. Well, I don’t want to know what he has to say anymore, and I don’t care what he has to say… so, I’m not calling him.

      To make matters worse, Joshua isn’t saying much to Tash, other than it went well and there’s nothing to worry about. Abbie and Tash and I have been having crisis meetings all week over it. I’m beside myself. I walk up the three stone steps into the building. It’s four levels and we all take turns being on reception on the ground floor. I work at a large travel agency in the city and arrange corporate travel for large companies and business professionals. The job is fantastic, and my work friends are awesome, but my boss is a real bitch. I don’t know if she’s going through menopause or what, but holy hell, she’s giving us all grief. The staff are leaving like flies and, to be honest, I can see the end is near for me, too, which sucks because it’s a great job. The door is already open, and I make my way up to level one. My desk is near the window and overlooks the busy street below. I have a Madonna lily on my desk in a white marble pot, alongside a photo of my nephew and nieces in a silver frame. I unpack my lunch, turn on my computer, and I sit at my desk.

      This is the last place I want to be.
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        * * *

      

      It’s 11:00 a.m. and I am on hold to an airline as I try to secure a flight deal we have going, when Bethany from reception buzzes up.

      “Bridget?”

      I push the button. “Hi, Beth”

      “Um…” She pauses. “Didge, you might want to come down here.”

      “What’s up?” I sigh as I stay on the line.

      “This holy hot guy just dropped something off for you.”

      I frown. “Huh? Who?”

      “I don’t know,” she whispers. “But he was built like a brick shithouse and had a cap on.”

      “What?” I stand and peer out the window, down onto the street.

      “Just get down here!” She hangs up.

      I stare at the phone for a second. Screw waiting on hold. I’ll just call back in a moment.

      I head downstairs and walk over to reception. “What’s going on?

      She shrugs as she passes me a coffee and a brown paper bag. I open it and peer inside.

      A chocolate éclair.

      I smile.

      Ben.

      He used to buy me a chocolate éclair every day when Gran was in hospital, because he knew how much I loved them. “Where did he go?” I ask.

      “He walked out the front and to the left.”

      “Did he ask to see me?”

      She shakes her head. “No. But please tell me you’re banging this guy.”

      I run out the front and look to the left. The street is busy and bustling, and I crane my neck to see over the crowd.

      Damn it.

      I walk up the street a little and still can’t see him.

      Shit.

      I turn back to go back to work, and there he is, leaning up against the wall, wearing a white T-shirt, blue jeans, and black cap. His eyes hold mine and I smile softly as I approach him. “Hi.”

      “Hi.” He smiles.

      My heart starts to hammer, and I swallow the lump in my throat.

      Why does he make me so nervous? “Did you bring me morning tea?”

      He nods once. “I did.”

      Our eyes are locked. “Why?”

      “I thought you might be hungry.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 6

          

        

      

    

    




      Bridget

      I stare at him for a moment and I don’t know what to say, because that’s so sweet, but I really want to be mad at him, too. Finally,

      good manners get the better of me. “Thank you.”

      He nods once and bites his bottom lip.

      “You didn’t call me,” I say.

      “I wanted to.”

      My eyes search his and then I drop them to the ground. What’s going on here?

      “I got an apartment,” he blurts out.

      I glance back up, surprised. “You did?”

      “I can show you, if you want.” He shrugs as if trying to act casual. “Tonight, maybe?” His eyes hold mine and he seems nervous. “I mean… I don’t have any furniture or anything yet, but—”

      “Sure,” I cut him off. “I’d like that.” I frown as I consider my next sentence. “As friends.”

      He nods softly. “Of course.”

      We stare at each other for a moment. Why is he so bad at talking to me?

      “I’ll pick you up at seven.” nod.

      “We can get something to eat?”

      I smile softly and I know that this is the last thing that I should be doing, but fuck it. “Okay,” I reply.

      He bites his bottom lip to stifle his smile. “So… see you then?”

      I nod as I take a step backwards, unable to drag my eyes away from his beautiful face. “Bye, Ben.”

      I don’t remember getting back to my desk. I don’t remember doing any work for the last two hours.

      I do, however, feel off the charts excited and I shouldn’t.

      But maybe tonight we’ll finally get to talk. What the hell am I going to wear?

      I’m on my third glass of wine. It’s 6:50 p.m. and I glance back at the mirror to study my reflection. I didn’t want to seem to be trying too hard by wearing a sexy dress, so I’m in a tight chocolate-coloured skirt that hangs just below my knees, and a white off-the-shoulder blouse.

      My hair is down and full, and I have minimal makeup on.

      I’m nervous as hell as I sip my wine and reapply my lip-gloss.

      God, I have literally no idea what is going to happen tonight. I may be back home within the hour. The door buzzer rings and my heart flips in my chest. Here we go.

      

  




Ben

      I push the door buzzer and wait.

      “Hello,” Bridget’s sweet voice responds.

      “Hi,” I murmur.

      “Come in.”

      I walk in and take the stairs. I don’t have the patience to wait for the lift.

      Friends. She wants to be friends. Keep it to friends, I remind myself.

      I know through Natasha that things aren’t good with her boyfriend, and Tash seems to think that they may have broken up— which is good, great actually—but I also know that she needs time if that’s the case.

      But the last five years without her have left me with no patience at all. I take the stairs two at a time.

      I get to the front door and exhale as I close my eyes. Just friends.

      The door opens and there she stands, wearing a tight skirt, with her big, beautiful lips smiling at me. My cock instantly hardens.

      I swallow the lump in my throat. Cut it out. “Hi, Didge.”

      “Hi.” She gestures to her apartment. “Come in.”

      I nod and walk into her apartment, taking a look around. Just as I thought, it’s impeccable, filled with luxurious furnishings, chandeliers, and warm, earthy tones. There’s a chocolate leather couch in the room and a big antique rug. The back wall has bi-fold doors that open onto a large deck that overlooks the ocean. A barbeque and outdoor setting are out there, with candles all over the table, furnishing the space. When Joshua told me that Natasha owns half of Bridget’s apartment with her, I knew that was his way of ensuring that Bridget lives in luxury. He’s generous like that.

      “This is nice.” I smile as I look around. “It’s very you.”

      She smiles back. “Do you want the tour?” I nod.

      “This is the main bathroom.” I peer in to find the bathroom is white marble with a grey swirl, with a large, freestanding bath and double-headed shower. The tap fittings are all trendy copper.

      “This is the guest room.” She gestures into a room. It has white walls with a thousand different shades of aqua-coloured cushions on the bed, along with mirrored bedside drawers that match the mirror over the bed.

      “Still got your cushion fetish?” I smirk.

      She smiles. “Better than your fetish.”

      Our eyes lock and the air pulses between us.

      Friends…

      I snap my eyes away as I try to rein my thoughts in. “Where is your bedroom?”

      She walks me down the hall and into a large room. The king-size bed is centred and covered in fawn velvet bedding with different shades of pink cushions strategically placed. A huge bouquet of various pink fresh flowers sits in a vase on her bedside. She always had fresh flowers in her bedroom; it’s kind of her thing. One wall is filled with windows looking out onto the balcony, and has sheer white curtains hanging in that trendy, too-long style, while the other wall is completely mirrored.

      It’s super feminine. It’s super Bridget.

      I glance in and see a luxurious bathroom, which looks the same as the other one.

      It even smells like her in here, and I feel my cock start to pump as I get an image of her on top of me, naked.

      Friends!

      “It’s very nice.” I nod as I brush past her and head back out into the living area. I can’t be in that room and not want to fuck her into next week.

      I scratch the back of my head, unsure what to say next. “Do you want to go?”

      “Sure.”

      “We’ll just go look at the apartment first. Our dinner reservation is for eight.”

      “Okay.” She smiles as she grabs her bag and a jacket. I stand still and stare at her.

      She’s so fucking beautiful.

      I just want to kiss her.

      Every single part of me needs to kiss her. My chest constricts, and I don’t know if this was such a good idea. I’m going to fucking blow it.

      “What is it?” she asks, as if reading my mind.

      I shake my head. “Nothing.” I pause for a moment. “You look beautiful.”

      Her face falls and I want to kick myself. Shit. Friends.

      Fucking stick with the program.

      “Thanks.” She smiles shyly.

      We take the lift in silence and I have to keep my hands in my pockets, so I don’t reach out to take her hand in mine.

      I need to stick to the game plan. Tonight is important.

      

  




Bridget

      My heart beats frantically in my chest and I don’t think I have taken a breath from the moment he stepped inside my apartment.

      The energy from his large body overtook the space, and sent my mind into some kind of hormone-induced stupor.

      His dark jeans, huge shoulders, and the look deep in his eyes makes me want to lick every inch of him. I close my eyes in regret.

      What am I doing?

      Ben seems nervous—maybe not as much as me, but I can definitely feel it coming from him.

      We walk out onto the street, and he walks over to a navy Audi that has tinted windows. The lights flash twice as he pushes the lock.

      “Whose car is this?” I frown. This isn’t one of Joshua’s cars, since they’re always black.

      He looks up the street and back to me as he opens my door. “I bought it today.”

      I frown as his eyes hold mine. Huh? He bought a car? “Oh.” I get into the low seat and glance around. Its interior is fawn-coloured leather with that beautiful new car scent. “It’s so nice,” I tell him as I look around.

      He walks around to the driver’s side to jump in. “I thought I should stop procrastinating and get my things sorted,” he replies matter-of-factly.

      “Your things?” I frown.

      “Yes, you know… apartment, car, and stuff,” he says as he pulls out into traffic.

      I nod as I watch him, and my mind starts to go into overdrive. So, he really is serious about staying here. What does this mean? I think for a moment as he drives. “Have you looked at this apartment, or…?” I ask.

      “I signed the lease today.”

      My eyes flicker between him and the road. “How long is your lease for?”

      “Twelve months.”

      “Where is it?”

      He pulls into a street. “Just in here.”

      My eyebrows rise in surprise. “Two streets from my house?” I ask.

      He nods and his eyes flicker to me as he smirks. “Coincidence.”

      “I bet,” I whisper under my breath. I watch his face as he reverses the car into a tight spot.

      Okay, so this is becoming a mind-fuck now. He’s bought a car and is living around the corner from me. Maybe he really isn’t going anywhere soon.

      We get out and walk into a building that looks like a warehouse. Big, wooden, double sliding gates open up into a trendy courtyard that has a large tree in the centre, with gardens around the base of it, as well as bench seats. Six doors surround the area; three to the left and three to the right. Spotlights are in the gardens, shining up into the tree.

      “Wow,” I whisper in awe. “This is nice.”

      He smiles and opens the second door to the right. We are greeted by a blue stonewall and a trendy metal staircase.

      Jeez, this really is something. “How many bedrooms does it have?

      “Three, but I’m turning one into an office.” He walks up the stairs. “I’m going to keep one of the bedrooms for friends to sleep over.”

      My eyes meet his. “Plan on having friends over a lot, do you?”

      His dark eyes hold mine. “You never know your luck in a big city like this.”

      I bite my bottom lip to stifle my stupid smile. So, if I’m technically his friend… sleepovers will never be the same again.

      I want to play with him and flirt back, but I stop myself.

      Cut it out!

      We get to the top of the stairs and I gasp when I see a huge open space. Rustic brickwork makes up one wall, with a rustic-looking kitchen in the left corner. Large copper pendant lights hang down low over a huge timber counter. Antique, wide, dark floorboards make up the flooring, and the back wall has five large arched windows. I look around in awe. “Ben, it’s beautiful. I’ve never seen an apartment like it. It’s like something out of a movie.”

      I put both hands onto the countertop as I look around. It’s so trendy yet rustic, and even the kitchen taps are like those big hoses you see in an old restaurant. “How did you find this place?” I smile.

      He throws his keys onto the counter. “Stan and I found it on Monday. We looked around all day and this was the last place we checked out.”

      I can hardly wipe the goofy grin from my face. “Show me around.”

      We walk up a hall, and he points to the bathroom lined with large, black, glossy tiles on the walls and tiny mosaic tiles on the floor. There’s a white, freestanding antique bath and pedestal sink lined against one wall, and a shower with a bench seat on the other.

      “Gorgeous,” I whisper.

      We continue up the hall, and he points into a large room that has a plush grey carpet and velvet drapes. “This is for my friends.” He smiles cheekily, and I walk in past him into the room to look around.

      “I’m sure your friends will be very happy to stay in here.”

      Our eyes lock, and chemistry starts to buzz between us. He frowns, and snaps his eyes away in a rush. “My room is down here,” he replies, changing the subject.

      We continue down the hall and get to two large, heavy timber barn doors. He begins to slide one open.

      My mouth drops open. “Holy crap.”

      The walls are made of aged brickwork, the ceiling is cathedral height, with timber beams, while the bathroom is open to the bedroom with no wall dividing the two—all covered in black gloss tiles. There are two walk-in wardrobes. “God, Ben, this is so beautiful.”

      He smiles proudly. “I like it.”

      Over in the corner of the room there’s a blow-up mattress in a box with a few pillows and blankets still in plastic wrapping. “What’s that for?” I frown.

      “Oh.” He glances over at the things on the floor. “I didn’t want to stay with Stan anymore. I don’t want to take advantage. I’ll crash here from now on.”

      I frown. “But you have no furniture yet…”

      “Yeah, I’ll get some on the weekend or something.”

      “So, you’re going to sleep on the floor tonight?” I don’t want him sleeping on the floor.

      “Yeah, it’s cool. I have a blow-up mattress. I’ve slept in much worse conditions.”

      I look around the room and then at his beautiful face as confusion swirls around me. He’s saying all the right things, doing everything that a friend would do on a dinner date, and yet all I want to do is for him to lay his heart out on the table so I can study every inch of it.

      What is he thinking?

      And, more importantly, why do I care?

      “Ben.” I look around the room. “Why are you here?” I gesture to the beautiful room. “Why…?” I pause as I try to get my wording right. “Why did you come to Australia, get an apartment, and buy a car?”

      His eyes hold mine. “I’m…” He hesitates. “You want to be friends, but I don’t think this conversation is very friend-like.”

      “Ben.” I sigh as I flick back the curtains and look down on the street below. “Friends talk about stuff openly.” I turn to face him.

      He watches me for a moment and then drops his head, remaining silent.

      “Talk to me, Ben. Why are you really here?”

      He swallows the lump in his throat, and his eyes search mine as if contemplating whether he should answer me or not. After a few moments, he finally does. “I want another chance with you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I fucked up last time and I want to make it right.” His eyes search mine.

      “When you say you want a second chance… what does that mean, exactly?”

      His eyes don’t leave mine, and he frowns as he thinks. “I want to look at you and see you looking at me the way you used to.”

      “How was that?” I whisper.

      “Like I was perfect.”

      Regret hits me hard in the pit of my stomach, and I get a lump in my throat. For a long time I did think Ben was perfect, and I would’ve given anything to have him back in my life. But… I’ve grown up and things have changed now.

      “I’m better when I’m with you, Bridget.” His eyes search mine for a tiny trace of forgiveness that I know he won’t find. “Everything just seems right with you in it,” he whispers.

      I stare at him as my brain explodes.

      “And friends aren’t supposed to say this shit,” he murmurs as he looks around to break the serious moment.

      “Ben.” I smile sadly. “You’re more than my friend, but you keep secrets like you’re an enemy.”

      He watches me as if scared that I’m about to run.

      “I just want you to talk to me,” I whisper.

      He drops his head. “I tried that, Didge, and you shut me down.”

      I screw up my face. “You didn’t talk to me, you demanded a second chance on arrival with those stupid texts. I don’t know anything about you anymore.”

      He takes my hands in his and I look down at them. My heart does a flip at his touch.

      “You know the important things,” he replies softly. My eyes rise to meet his.

      “I don’t know why you left me.” He frowns.

      “And I feel like a whining kid going on and on about it, but it’s how I feel. It’s all I think about when I think of you, about how much you hurt me, and I’m angry about it. I can’t just go back to where we were because I keep waiting for the shoe to drop. I honestly don’t know if I ever could.”

      “It won’t.”

      “You’re going to need to prove that to me, Ben.” His face fills with hope.

      God, why did I say that? I have a damn boyfriend who I should be trying to patch things up with at this very moment. You need to stop this conversation, Bridget, right now!

      Stop giving him false hope… stop giving yourself false hope.

      His eyes hold mine as he picks up my hand and kisses the back of it.

      I watch him and my stomach flutters with nerves.

      “Do friends kiss?” he whispers.

      I shake my head softly “I…” Oh, God, I wish they did. “No.”

      He widens his eyes. “Oh.” He drops my hands like a hot potato.

      “Look…” I pause because I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing here, but here goes. “Why don’t we just spend some time together as friends on the down low?”

      “On the down low…” He frowns.

      “I want to be friends, but I don’t want to be the topic of conversation. I don’t want to tell everyone that we’re spending time together.

      It’s nobody’s business but ours.”

      “You want to sneak around as friends?”

      I smile because it sounds weird when he says it out loud.

      “Kind of.”

      He smiles softly. “I can do that.”

      “Thought you could.”

      He drops his shoulders as if a weight has been lifted. “Do you want to go eat now?”

      “I do.”

      We make our way downstairs and out to the car, when he throws me the keys. “Do you want to drive?”

      “Yes, I do.” My eyes widen with excitement. I get into the driver’s seat and pull out into traffic. The car is smooth and luxurious. “Oh, wow, this is a cool car.” I slide my hands back and forth over the leather steering wheel as I look around the inside.

      His eyes dance with delight as he watches me. My phone rings in my handbag.

      “Can you get that?” I murmur, distracted.

      He shuffles around in my bag and pulls out my phone. The name ‘Tash’ lights up the screen.

      “Can you answer and put it on speaker, please?” I ask. He swipes the screen and puts it on speaker. “Hi, babe,” I call.

      “Where are you?” she snaps.

      I frown and my eyes flicker to Ben as he listens. “I’m at work,” I reply.

      “Oh, great. She’s at work,” Natasha mutters to someone. “Why, where are you?” I frown.

      “Abbie and I are at your house.”

      “Tell her to fucking come home,” I hear Abbie snap.

      “What’s up?” I ask.

      “Well… Ben’s on a date with someone,” she blurts out.

      I smile and glance at Ben, and he subtly shakes his head and pinches the bridge of his nose.

      “What?” I ask them. “How do you know?” I turn the corner.

      “He got all dressed up, and when I asked where he was going he said he was heading out to a work thing.”

      I frown as I concentrate on driving. “He might be at a work thing,” I say.

      “He’s not!” Abbie snaps in the background.

      “I called Brock…” Natasha continues. “There is no work thing tonight.”

      I bite my bottom lip to stop my giggle, and Ben rolls his eyes.

      “Where did Joshua say he was going?” I ask.

      “He said that he has no fucking clue and told me to stop snooping.”

      Ben smiles and nods in agreement.

      “Well, Ben’s a big boy. He can do whatever he wants,” I reply.

      “No, he cannot!” Natasha snaps. “Fuck, find me some wine, Abs. She’s gone mad.”

      I hear the refrigerator open. “There’s only this…” I hear Abbie mutter.

      “Why do you have such shit wine in your fridge?” Natasha snaps.

      “Because I don’t have a fucking wine cellar,” I snap back. “Will you two get out of my house?”

      “No. We’re waiting for you,” Abbie calls.

      I roll my eyes and Ben smirks.

      “Yeah, I know what car Ben is in. Let’s stalk him,” Natasha replies.

      “We can take the bitch out,” Abbie suggests.

      Ben’s mouth drops open in horror.

      I put my hand over my mouth to stop myself from laughing. Oh, God, they’re going to give away all my secrets here.

      “I’m not with Ben; he can date whoever he wants to,” I tell them.

      “You’re not with Eric, are you?” Natasha snaps. “Oh, my God, she’s with Eric,” she whispers to Abbie.

      Abbie snatches the phone from Natasha. “Don’t make me hurt you. You better not be back with that tool. He does want us all in fucking prison, remember?”

      I laugh. Oh, God… these two are idiots. “Get your busy-body noses out of my business. I’m going now.”

      Natasha gets back on the phone. “You better ring Ben.”

      “I’m not ringing Ben.” I glance over and Ben’s eyes are dancing with delight as he listens.

      “He’s come back for you, and you’re over there playing hard to get.

      It’s fucking ridiculous. You snooze, you lose.” I roll my eyes.

      “Oh, can I borrow your pink dress for tomorrow night? I have that work party,” Abbie asks.

      I frown, and Ben points to the street we’re meant to be turning onto.

      “You still have my black one.” I frown.

      “No, I brought it back.”

      “When?”

      “Just now.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, fine, just don’t wreck it.”

      “Okay then. Well, Abbie and I are going to try and find out who Ben’s with. We’re going back to my house to interrogate Joshua,” Natasha tells me.

      “Do you have good wine?” Abbie asks her in the background.

      “I have great wine,” Tash mutters. “And chips and dip.”

      “Hell, yeah,” I hear Abbie reply.

      I giggle as I imagine poor Joshua putting up with these two’s questions as they drink.

      “Bye, girls,” I call.

      “See you tomorrow. Oh…” Natasha pauses. “I’m going to invite

      Ben to Mum’s for dinner on Sunday night. You’re coming.”

      I smirk. “Don’t bother.”

      “I already asked him,” she cries, and then hangs up in a rush so I can’t say anything more.

      Ben puts my phone in my bag and smirks as he looks out through the windscreen.

      I glance over and smile. “Don’t say a word,” I mutter.

      He holds his hands up and smiles broadly. “I wouldn’t dare.”
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, we pull into park at an out-of-the-way Italian restaurant when Ben’s phone rings. He pulls it out and smirks when he sees the name and holds it up for me to see: Natasha.

      I laugh and shake my head. These two girls, honestly. What are they up to now?

      He answers and puts it on speaker. “Hey, Tash.”

      “Oh, hi, Ben,” she answers sweetly. “I just called to see if you wanted to come to dinner at Mum’s on Sunday night.”

      He smiles. “Yeah, okay, thanks. What time?”

      “Ahh... about seven. Also, will I see you tonight when you get back to our place?”

      He frowns. “Ah, no. I’m going to stay at my new place tonight.”

      “But you don’t have any furniture yet?”

      I shake my head and grin as Ben rolls his eyes. “That’s okay, I don’t need furniture, I will come over tomorrow and see you.”

      “Well, Abbie and I are just in the neighbourhood. We might call by to see your place,” she continues.

      I put my hand over my mouth to stop myself from laughing. They are trying to find out where he is. This is spying at its absolute worst.

      “I’m not at home.” He frowns as he thinks. “I’m out with an old work friend.”

      “Who’s that?” Tash asks without hesitation. Honestly, does she have no shame?

      “You don’t know him, Tash,” he replies.

      “Oh.” She stays silent for a moment, and Ben smiles broadly. He’s used to her after all these years.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow then?” he asks.

      “Hmm.” She pauses and then we can hear Abbie whisper something. “Have you seen Bridget?” she asks.

      Ben laughs, unable to help it. “No, I haven’t.”

      I scrunch my eyes shut in embarrassment. Honestly, these two are ridiculous.

      “Okay then.” She thinks for a moment again, as if distracted. “See you tomorrow night.”

      “Bye, Tash.” He hangs up. “I feel sorry for Stan tonight,” he mutters under his breath.

      “So do I.” I laugh. “So do I.”
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        * * *

      

      The restaurant is dark, almost moody, and we’re sitting in the back corner at a cosy table for two, waiting for dessert. Our conversation has been easy, fun, and it’s like a weight has been lifted from the both of us. It feels so good to talk to him, and perhaps this is what we both needed: some privacy to take the pressure off.

      “Tell me more about you.” I smile.

      Ben’s brow furrows and his back straightens.

      “Not much to tell.” He sips his wine. “Tell me about your job. How long have you been there?”

      I watch him as I sip my wine. It’s classic Ben to change the subject to be about me whenever I ask him anything about his life.

      I raise my eyebrows. “Well, my job is great.”

      He sips his beer, watching me intently. I smile into my wineglass. I had forgotten this about Ben. When I say something, he really listens. I remember the big conversations we used to have late at night about my hopes and dreams, and I wonder if I did all the talking back then, too.

      He seems to know every detail about me, but I know absolutely nothing about him. “But my boss is a complete bitch,” I add.

      He smiles cheekily and raises his eyebrow in question.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know, I think she’s going through the tunnel or something. One minute I’m the best employee she has, and the next minute I’m on her shit list.”

      He rolls his lips to stop himself from smiling. “Only you that she hates?” he questions.

      I shake my head. “Oh no, she hates everyone at one time or another, every day. We all want a dartboard in the lunchroom, with her face as the bullseye.”

      His smile does break through this time.

      I shrug. “It’s a great job and I get to travel the world, so I just have to put my head down and go to lunch at one every day.” I smile into my wineglass. “I’m hoping she gets head-hunted real soon by a large opposition company.” I sip my wine. “Or a cannibal pigmy,” I add dryly.

      He holds his beer up and we clink glasses

      My eyes hold his. “Tell me about your family,” I say.

      His face falls. “Not much to tell.” He shrugs.

      “Where do they live?” I’m so curious about his family. I’ve often wondered about them.

      His gaze drops to the table.

      I wait for a while and a frown crosses my face.

      He stays silent. I can see that he’s struggling with something internally.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” He forces a smile.

      “Ben…”

      “Can we change the subject? I don’t really like talking about my family.”

      “Why not?”

      His eyes stay fixed onto the tablecloth.

      “Ben.” I grab his hand over the table. “Didn’t we just have this conversation about you talking to me?” He nods subtly.

      “How can I get to know you if you won’t tell me anything?” I ask softly.

      “I just…” He pauses.

      “You just what?”

      “It will just change the way you see me.”

      I squeeze his hand as I wait for him to talk. What’s he on about?

      God, this man is mercurial.

      “Nothing could change the way I see you,” I whisper softly. “Why would you even think that?”

      His eyes search mine and I know he wants to believe me.

      “This is one of those times, Ben, when you need to talk to me and let me in. How can I get to know you better if you don’t tell me anything about yourself?” I smile softly, and gently squeeze his hand.

      He watches me for a moment, and I can see his internal battle with himself until, eventually, he replies. “My sister died when she was twelve.”

      My face falls.

      “She was abducted.” He gets this sad look in his eyes.

      What?

      Oh, my God.

      “Oh, Ben,” I whisper. “I’m so sorry.” I squeeze his hand. “How old were you when this happened?”

      “Twelve.”

      I frown as I do the math.

      “We were twins,” he says softly.

      Tears fill my eyes. Dear God.

      “My father took his own life twelve months later. He blamed himself, and couldn’t live with the guilt.”

      I squeeze his hand that bit tighter because I don’t know what to say.

      Ben stays silent.

      “And your mother?” I eventually whisper.

      “She enrolled me in the army when I was fifteen.”

      “So young?”

      His eyes meet mine. “She was dying of cancer and she knew the army would take care of me.”

      I blink to try and stop the tears as I picture a fifteen-year-old boy all alone in the world. The lump in my throat gets so big I can hardly hold it.

      “I’m so sorry, baby,” I whisper as tears fill my eyes.

      His gaze drops back to the table.

      We sit in silence for a moment as I try to process what he’s just told me. What I do say now?

      “Thank you for telling me,” I eventually say. I wanted to know his history, but now that I do know it I feel guilty for making him think about it.

      He nods once, his eyes downcast.

      I watch him struggle—this big, beautiful, dominant man—and now I see him so clearly… a scared fifteen-year-old boy. It breaks my heart that he hasn’t told me any of this before now. I need to change the subject, but I’m too rattled to even try.

      He watches me, as if expecting me to run, and I scramble around in my bag for a tissue.

      “Who knows about this?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “Nobody.”

      “Nobody? Like… nobody at all?”

      He shakes his head. “It’s not something I want anyone to know about.”

      I grab his hand again as my eyes search his, and I suddenly feel so close to him that I want to crawl into his lap and comfort him.

      “Well…” I pause. “Your mum must be really proud of the man you’ve become.”

      He drops his head and I quickly swipe a wayward tear from my cheek.

      Ben stays silent, and I know I need to change the subject. “Do you need help blowing up that air mattress?” His eyes meet mine and he smirks.

      “Because I am full of hot air, you know.” I wiggle my eyebrows.

      His mouth breaks into a breathtaking smile, and I feel my heart somersault in my chest.

      “Probably.”

      I point to my plate. “I’m eating this chocolate cake and then I’m blowing up your bed.”

      “You are if Natasha and Abbie haven’t broken into my apartment and done it already.” He smirks.

      I roll my eyes. “Knowing those two, it’s a strong possibility,” I reply dryly.

      He laughs out loud, and it’s like a drug to my system.

      Our eyes linger on each other and my heart hurts as regret hangs heavily between us.

      Why didn’t he tell me this before?

      I just want to hold him in my arms and tell him that everything is going to be all right, but I can’t. I can’t offer him my heart as a sacrificial lamb to heal his.

      I’m not that stupid anymore.

      Unfortunately, it’s now official…

      I know I’m still in love with Ben. Every damaged inch of him.

      And I know it’s too late for us. I know I can’t take him back, but looking at him now across the table has me feeling a closeness that has always been there between us.

      An empathy, a friendship, and a heartbreak waiting to happen.

      I internally kick myself for putting myself in this position.

      Go home, Bridget, and don’t look back.

    

  







            CHAPTER 7

          

        

      

    

    




      Bridget

      The walk up the corridor to my apartment is long. Ben wouldn’t let me help him inflate his bed, so we ended up coming straight back to my place. At this very moment I have no idea what I’m doing; I’m a hot mess. Confused doesn’t even come close to describing how I’m feeling. My mind keeps going over and over everything, and I have no idea how to decipher it.

      Should I ask him in?

      No… definitely not.

      I fumble about in my bag for my keys and dig them out. “Here they are.” I smile up at him nervously.

      Ben stands still, his hands in his pockets. I frown as I get an image of him going back to his dark and lonely apartment to blow up a bed alone.

      All this information about him tonight has left me emotionally weak.

      I can’t stand it. I can’t stand that he lost his family when he was just fifteen.

      I can’t stand that he doesn’t know how to talk to me.

      No wonder he can’t communicate. When his family was alive to show him how to talk, he was too young to understand.

      I’m sure the army didn’t teach him anything about his emotions.

      My eyes search his and I just want to ask him in.

      But I know I can’t.

      Fuck’s sake, why is he so hard to push away?

      I open my door and he stands behind me, close… too close.

      I close my eyes as I feel the heat his body is emitting. His breath on my neck sends goose bumps scattering down my arms.

      My heart starts to beat faster and faster. Stop it, stop it, stop it.

      I turn in a rush. “Thanks for dinner.”

      A frown crosses his face before he has time to mask it, and he fakes a smile and nods.

      “I’ll…” I pause because I just really want to ask him in… no! “I’ll see you at dinner at Mum’s on Sunday?” I ask hopefully.

      He nods as he takes a step back from me.

      My body screams at the distance between us. “Sure,” he replies.

      His eyes hold mine, and I know we both want the same thing.

      Stop it.

      “Bye, Ben.” I force the words from my lips.

      “Bye, Didge,” he whispers softly, and with one last lingering look he turns and walks down the hall. I watch him until he disappears.

      Half of me wants to chase him down and go with him. Half of me… who am I kidding? All of me wants to go.

      Too bad.

      Get over him, Bridget. He’s just no good for you.
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        * * *

      

      I sit at my desk and stare out the window. Ben is playing heavily on my mind. My phone dances across the table and I turn it over. The name ‘Eric’ lights up the screen. I close my eyes in regret and let it ring out. He’s called me five times today, as if he can somehow sense that I went out with Ben last night.

      I feel bad for not answering, but I have no idea what to say to him or what the hell is going on with me. The perfect guy is calling me and I’m letting it ring out, all while thinking about a man who is completely wrong for me on every level. I stare into space. Aren’t you supposed to grow out of this shit when you hit eighteen?

      I’m twenty-seven years old. I’m supposed to have my shit together by now. I’m supposed to know what’s good for me and want that in my life.

      I’ve eaten three donuts, two cupcakes, and I’ve drunk four cups of coffee. Operation Slim Down is completely out the window. I’m pretending to research locations for a customer, but really, I just can’t be fucked to work.

      Ben’s words just keep going over and over in my head. I hate thinking about them. I can’t even imagine what it must be like to feel them.

      I think back to the story he told me about his family, and sadness sweeps over me again. I feel so heartbroken for him. He was just a little boy. His beloved twin sister. I know what it feels like to lose a sister, but a twin is a special bond.

      I frown and tap my pen on the desk as I think. Uneasiness sweeps over me.

      Oh no.

      Oh, my God.

      He pulled away from me when my sister went missing. His sister went missing, too, and she died.

      I sit up in my chair as I have an epiphany. The hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention.

      He handled it so badly back then because he was dealing with his own sister’s death all over again.

      It was too close to home for him.

      I tear up as I imagine what he must have been going through at that time, all alone. Nobody knew any of this.

      He blamed himself for my sister’s disappearance. Does he blame himself for his sister’s disappearance, too?

      At the time, we were all so frantic; of course he wouldn’t have told us about his story and its outcome.

      I put my head in my hands. God, this is a breakthrough. A horrible breakthrough.

      All this time I thought he pulled away from me because he didn’t care, when maybe… he cared too much.

      My eyes fill with tears.

      Fuck’s sake, Ben, why didn’t you just talk to me?

      We could have helped each other.

      “Don’t forget about tonight.” Louisa smiles as she walks past.

      I frown. “Huh? What’s tonight?”

      “We have drinks for Marci leaving, remember?”

      I screw up my face. “Oh, that. I completely forgot.”

      She points at me. “Don’t even think about it. You’re coming. Everyone has already pulled out and now there’s only the six of us. I feel sorry for her, so you have to come. She’s excited.”

      “Ugh.” Drinks with work friends is the very last thing I feel like doing. “Fine,” I snap.

      “I’ll pick you up, so you can drink,” she offers, to sweeten the deal.

      I roll my eyes and blow out a deep breath. “Okay, great. A hangover tomorrow at work will fix everything,” I mutter under my breath. She raises a cheeky eyebrow before disappearing back to her desk.

      “Are you going to lunch?” Mary asks. “The quicker you get back, the quicker I get to go.”

      I glance at the time on my computer. Oh, jeez, the day has been a total blur. “Yes, I’ll go now,” I reply, distracted. I pack up my desk. “Back in an hour.” I grab my bag and walk downstairs with my mind in overdrive. To be honest, I’m so full of donuts that lunch isn’t appealing at all, but at least I get out of here for a while. What I really need to do is go to a bar with Adrian, Tash, and Abs, and discuss this at length with them over a very strong alcoholic beverage or ten.

      They would know what to do… maybe.

      No! Keep them out of this.

      This has nothing to do with anyone but me. And maybe Ben. And maybe Eric. And maybe my whole future. Oh fuck, what a mess. I wave at Bethany on reception and make my way through the doors and out onto the street.

      And there he stands.

      Ben is leaning against the wall next to the door, and my breath catches.

      Wearing a white T-shirt and black jeans with his black baseball cap in place, he is one hell of a fine specimen. I have to stop myself from swooning like a love-struck teenager.

      “Hello.” I smile up at him as I get that nervous, excited feeling deep in my stomach.

      He smiles softly, and I feel it all the way to my bones. “Hi, Didge.” He’s holding a brown paper bag.

      I try to think of something intelligent to say. Nope, I got nothing. “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      He bites his bottom lip, as if stopping himself from saying something, and holds out the brown paper bag. “I brought you afternoon tea.”

      I take the bag from him and peer in to find a chocolate éclair. I smile up at him. “I’m going to get fat if you keep buying me these.”

      “You would be perfect whatever size you were.” His eyes search mine and I feel the ice around my heart start to thaw.

      Don’t be sweet. Don’t you dare be sweet.

      “That’s very thoughtful, thank you.” Good manners take over and I go to give him a quick hug, but he wraps his arms around me and pulls me close. He’s warm and big and strong, and he feels so good.

      We stay like that for an extended time. My eyes close, and damn… There isn’t a better place on Earth than Ben’s arms.

      Cut it out.

      “How did you know I was having lunch now?” I ask as I pull out of his grip, but he catches my hand in his before I can think. Oh no, he’s touchy today. How the hell am I supposed to resist touchy Ben?

      “You told me last night that you have lunch at one every day.” He lifts my hand and kisses it. I watch him as I feel my heart somersault in my chest.

      Why does he have to be so fucking gorgeous?

      “Do you want to have lunch with me?” I whisper before I can stop myself.

      “I want to do everything with you.”

      Oh, boy.

      He pulls me closer to him by my hand, and I stare up at him.

      He’s going to kiss me. He’s going to kiss me. Do it, do it, do it.

      His lips take mine softly and his hands snake around my waist. He pulls back to look at me as his thumb dusts tenderly over my cheek. I can feel his erection through his jeans and I feel like I can’t breathe.

      “What do you want for lunch, angel?” he whispers.

      You… I want you. All of you, right here, right now.

      He smiles, as if reading my mind, and our lips touch again.

      Oh. This kiss is too good. Arousal starts to pump heavily through my body.

      “You fucking prick,” a voice growls.

      We both look up to see Eric, and my face falls.

      Oh, my God. I jump back. “E-Eric…” I stammer.

      He pushes Ben hard and he flies backward. “I fucking warned you!” he yells.

      “And I told you my intentions. Now, fuck off,” Ben growls.

      Eric pushes Ben again, and then, as if losing control, Ben comes forward and pushes him back.

      I glance around to realise that we are out the front of my work on the pavement. What the hell was I thinking?

      I kissed Ben… in public.

      “Stop it. Please,” I whisper as my eyes dart around guiltily.

      Eric punches Ben, and he flies back, knocking into a group of people.

      My hands fly over my mouth in horror. Oh, no. Ben recovers and steps forward. “That’s the first and last time you fucking hit me, prick,” Ben growls.

      Eric punches him again and Ben smiles sarcastically. “Is that the best you got, cunt?”

      My eyes widen in fear. Oh, no. Eric is trying to get himself killed.

      “Ben,” I whisper. “Please, don’t. Just leave it.”

      But it’s too late. He grabs Eric by the throat and punches him hard in the face, making him fall to the ground.

      “Stop it!” I yell. “Please, stop it,” I cry.

      Eric has gone psycho with rage, and he picks himself up to dive at Ben and tackle him to the ground. The sound of their bodies hitting the concrete is a loud thud.

      My hands fly to my mouth in horror. Oh, my God. My eyes fill with tears. “Stop it!” I cry as I look up into my office to see Bethany and the girls from downstairs all watching through the window, like it’s some kind of sporting match. I’m going to get fired.

      Eric’s got a death wish.

      What do I do? What do I do?

      They become really violent, as if trying to kill each other, and Eric rips Ben’s T-shirt.

      I look up and down the street and see a security guard from one of the shops three doors down from ours just inside his shop. I run down to him. “Help me. There’s a fight!” I cry.

      “Who’s fighting?” He frowns.

      “My two ex-boyfriends. Please, you have to break it up.” I grab his hand and drag him out the door and point to the two fucking idiots going blow for blow on the main street of town.

      He runs towards them, and I scrunch up my face, my eyes filling with tears as I step backwards.

      Ben has an obvious upper hand and Eric is in bad shape.

      Poor Eric. He didn’t deserve for me to treat him like this. I can’t stand that he saw us. Pain lances through my heart… he saw us kissing.

      I’m a bad person.

      I’ve hurt him, and now Ben is really hurting him.

      “Stop it,” I cry. “Ben. Stop it.” But they keep going and Eric is going crazy.

      I can’t watch this.

      I have to get away from here, from them.

      I turn and run up the street and dart into a restaurant to take a seat at the back corner. Tears are streaming down my face and I swipe them away angrily. I inhale deeply as I try to get some air into my lungs to calm myself down. I can’t believe that just happened. I pick up a menu to hide behind.

      “Have you decided what you want?” the waitress asks me a she arrives at the table.

      “Oh.” I fake a smile as I try to control my breathing. I’m in such a fluster that I don’t even know what restaurant I’m in. “Um. Can I have a Diet Coke, please? And I’ll just need a few minutes to look at the menu, if that’s okay.”

      “Sure, won’t be long.” She smiles before disappearing into the kitchen. My phone dances across the table, the name ‘Ben’ lighting up the screen.

      I put my hand over my mouth as my eyes fill with tears. I can’t do this to Eric. I’m not that person.

      I hit decline and pinch my lips as I think. It rings again, and I hit decline once more. I look out at the street and I see Ben stride past the restaurant on the phone as he looks around for me. I quickly scramble and hold the menu up to cover my face. My phone rings again, and then a text comes through from Ben.

      
        
        Where are you?: Answer your phone.

      

      

      I slide down in my chair in despair. Oh, God.

      Go away. Please, go away, you are fucking everything up.

      My phone rings again and I put my head in my hands. I can’t deal with this fucking shit.

      “Just leave me alone,” I whisper.

      For five minutes, I stare into space as I try to process the last twenty-four hours.

      Where is Eric? Is he all right? Did he even survive? He’s probably gone to fucking hospital.

      I need to check on him. I dial Eric’s number and it rings for a moment, then it goes through to message bank. He declined my call.

      I put my head in my hands.

      This is one big fucking disaster.
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        * * *

      

      It’s 5:30 p.m. and I have suffered through the longest working day of my life.

      Ben keeps calling me, and Eric won’t answer mine. Thankfully, Tash and Abs are meeting me at Oscar’s in ten minutes. I need to vent. I really wish I was going out with them tonight, but I have this damn work thing on. Coffee will have to do. I walk down the steps, out onto the curb.

      “So, I’ll pick you up at eight?” Louisa double-checks as she shovels a chocolate muffin into her mouth.

      “Yeah, I guess.” I frown. “Where are we going again?”

      “Amigos.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “At least they have good margaritas there.” I sigh as we begin to walk up the road.

      “Oh. He’s back,” Louisa whispers.

      I frown. “Who?”

      “Cap guy.” She gestures across the road, and I look up to see Ben leaning against the building opposite ours.

      I narrow my eyes in anger. “He can fucking stay there. I’m so off him. Throw your muffin at his head.” I link my arm with hers. “Come on, let’s go.” I begin to walk faster, and Ben pushes off the wall and crosses the street to join us.

      “Just walk past him,” I whisper.

      “Are you fucking crazy?” Louisa whispers. “He’s gorgeous.”

      “He’s also a fucking twat. Keep walking.”

      “Who cares if he’s a twat if you get to look at him naked. Just tape his mouth shut.”

      I drop my head to hide my smile. This isn’t the time to get the giggles. “Will you shut the hell up?” I whisper. “Keep walking.”

      “Bridget,” he snaps as I approach him.

      “Go away, Ben,” I reply as we walk past him.

      “No,” he calls from behind us.

      “Keep walking,” I whisper.

      “Do I have to?” Louisa whispers as she tries to turn her head to look at him. “He’s fucking smoking.” She tries to stop me walking, tugging on our linked arms, and I pull away and turn to face him. I don’t know if I’ve ever been so angry.

      Tears threaten to fall because I’m so mad at him… but more than that, I’m furious at myself for caring about this self-absorbed asshole. “Did you have to hit him?” I shake my head as my eyes fill with tears.

      “Did it make you feel like a big man, Ben?”

      His jaw clenches in anger. “He hit me first.”

      My eyebrows rise in surprise. “We were kissing!” I cry. “What did you expect?”

      His eyes search mine.

      Louisa looks between us. “Oh what…wait…you kissed?” she asks, wide-eyed. “You didn’t tell me that part.”

      Ben glares at her and she withers and signals up the road with her thumb. “I just might go then.” She looks between us.

      “Good idea,” Ben replies with his eyes fixed firmly on me.

      I point at him. “Don’t you dare be rude to my friends,” I snap.

      He rolls his eyes and Louisa scurries up the road. “Bye,” she calls over her shoulder. “I’m Louisa, by the way. Nice to meet you.” She waves with a smile.

      He watches her walk away for a while, and then his eyes turn to me. We stand in silence for a moment.

      “I didn’t mean to hit him,” he eventually replies.

      “But you did.”

      His jaw clenches. “You said that you broke up.”

      I shake my head. Honestly, is he emotionally disabled? “Do you have any empathy for anyone at all?” I ask.

      His brow furrows.

      “We broke up this week, Ben… because of you.” My eyes fill with tears because it hurts to say this out loud. “How do you think it felt for him to see me kissing you?” Oh, God, I just can’t stand the thought of it.

      Fury crosses his face. “Don’t give me that shit, Bridget. I know exactly how it feels to watch you kiss someone else. It fucking hurts!” he cries.

      My heart drops and I wince because this is a nightmare that keeps on giving. “Ben.” I shake my head and take a step back from him. I need some distance. “You need to leave.” I swipe my tears away angrily. “You’re too late; you had your chance and you threw me away.”

      “I did not throw you away!” he yells. “I would never throw you away.”

      I watch him for a moment as regret sits heavily in my stomach. “We’re done, Ben. It’s over. I thought we could be friends, but it’s obvious we can’t be.” I drop my head and wipe my nose with the back of my hand. “I just can’t do this with you. I can’t go through this shit again. I had a normal life two weeks ago.”

      “Bridget.” He steps towards me, and with one quick movement, I’m in his arms. “Don’t say that, baby. We can’t be over,” he whispers against my temple.

      I screw up my face. He feels so safe and warm. I want to stay here, but then I get an image of poor Eric and his broken heart, and I find myself pulling from Ben’s grip. “Don’t touch me. Please. Just… leave me alone. I can’t do this.” With one last look, I turn and storm up the street, and as I turn the corner I glance back to see him standing still on the spot, head down, hands in his pockets.

      He looks angry… and sad. That makes two of us.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, I walk into Oscar’s to see Abbie and Tash in the back corner sitting in a bench seat. I put my hand on Max’s shoulder and bend to kiss his cheek as I walk by his table. “Hi, Max.”

      “Hey, Didge.” He smiles as he puts his hand over mine on his shoulder.

      I walk over and flop onto the bench seat. “Hi.” They both smile.

      “Well, my life is a fucking disaster.” I sigh as I snatch the menu from Abbie. “Give me every damn chocolate cake on the menu,” I snap as I lie back in the seat.

      Abbie and Tash exchange looks. “What’s wrong?” Tash frowns.

      I throw my hands in the air. “Oh, where do I start? I went out to dinner with Ben last night.”

      Their eyes widen. “You did?” Tash smiles excitedly and begins to tap the palms of her hands on the table like she’s playing the drums.

      “Did you fuck him? Please tell me you fucked him,” Abbie says.

      “No, I did not fuck him, Abbie. My world doesn’t revolve around fucking because I’m not a slut!” I pinch the bridge of my nose in frustration.

      Abbie rolls her eyes. “God, you’re so dramatic today.”

      Tash laughs. “What happened then?”

      “Nothing. We went out and he dropped me home and it was all great.” I shake my head. “Better than great.”

      Their faces fall in confusion. “So, what’s the problem?” Tash asks.

      “He turns up at my work today, being all fucking sexy and bringing me éclairs, and we kiss in the street. The next minute, Eric is there and sees the whole damn thing.” They frown as they listen.

      “Oh no,” Tash whispers.

      “And then Eric called Ben a prick, Ben called Eric a cunt, and then I don’t know what happened next but then they were punching the living shit out of each other outside the front of my work.”

      Tash’s eyes widen, and she puts her hands over her mouth in horror.

      “Rolling around on the fucking concrete.” I shake my head in disbelief. “It was appalling. “

      “Is Eric all right?” Tash whispers.

      “I don’t know because he won’t answer my calls.” I put my head into my hands. “He officially hates me.”

      “Shit,” Tash whispers.

      “What’s Ben doing?” Abbie asks. “As long as he doesn’t hate you.”

      “Being a fucking jackass, that’s what he’s doing. I wish he hated me. He turns up after work today and cuddles me and he nearly got me again. He’s turning me into a queen bitch slut ho.”

      Our coffees arrive, and the girls take them while I put mine in front of me.

      I take a sip of my coffee and shake my head. “I don’t cheat.”

      “Being a queen bitch is fun, and you broke up, remember? You weren’t technically together anymore,” Abbie interjects.

      Tash points at me. “This is true.”

      “You should have seen his face.” I sigh sadly. “He was so hurt.”

      Tash’s face falls. “Poor Eric. That’s totally shit.” She shakes her head in disgust. “What the hell were you thinking?” she asks.

      “Oh, he’ll get over it. He’s probably balls-deep in some hooker right about now,” Abbie replies casually as she blows on her coffee.

      “Will you shut up?” Natasha frowns. “You are not helping one little bit.”

      Abbie sips her coffee. “You two are so fucking touchy tonight. Take a chill pill.”

      I press my head into my hands. “And now I have to go to a stupid work drinks thing and pretend I want to be there, when all I really want to do is see if Eric is all right.”

      Abbie frowns. “I’m confused. Who do you actually like?”

      Tash nods. “Me, too. Is it Eric or Ben?”

      “Oh, God.” I put my head into my hands. “I want to like Eric.” I sip my coffee sadly. “Eric is perfect for me.”

      “But you don’t?” Tash asks.

      “Ben is such an asshole,” I mutter.

      “That wasn’t what I asked,” she continues.

      “Who does it for you physically?” Abbie asks. “You know, gives you goose bumps?”

      I look at her, deadpan.

      “Well, who are you thinking about before you go to sleep?” Tash asks.

      I roll my eyes. “That’s the point. I don’t want to be thinking about him.” I sigh sadly. “And he told me last night a little about his past and it has me feeling all vulnerable and needy.”

      “What did he tell you?” Tash frowns.

      I look around guiltily. “You can’t say anything, because I don’t even think Joshua knows.”

      “Promise,” they both say as they lean over the table to listen.

      “He had a twin sister and she was murdered when they were twelve, and then his dad committed suicide twelve months later.”

      They both gasp.

      “His mother enrolled him in the army when he was just fifteen because she was dying of cancer.”

      “Oh, God,” Tash whispers.

      “Fuck’s sake,” Abbie mutters under her breath.

      “You know, I just wanted to spend some time with him, but after he hit Eric today… I honestly don’t want to be around him.”

      “Why don’t you want to be around him?” Abbie asks. “Think about it… If you didn’t have Eric on your conscience, would you want to spend time with him?”

      I shrug sadly. “But I do have Eric on my conscience.” I sip my coffee. “And however you look at it, Ben is emotionally fucked up. He will probably run in the middle of the night again. I would have to be stupid to go back to him.”

      They both nod as they listen.

      “This is true,” Abbie concedes.

      We all sit and drink our coffee in silence as we think.

      “You know, Ben has issues. Deep-rooted issues, and I don’t know if he can be fixed. He could be broken forever. Do I really want to be with someone who is broken when I’m twenty-seven years old?” I shrug. “I deserve better than a guy who shows up after five years, demanding I give him a second chance, beating up my boyfriend… regardless of his past.”

      They both nod in agreement.

      I exhale heavily and put my head into my hands. “Three weeks ago I was happy and slowly falling in love, and now…” My voice trails off.

      “You weren’t happy, Didge,” Abbie says. “Eric doesn’t make you happy, he makes you feel safe. There’s a big difference.”

      Tears fill my eyes because I know she’s right. I hate myself for letting Eric fall in love with me. I put my head into my hands.

      “I reckon you just need to stay away from both of them,” Tash suggests as she rubs my leg sympathetically under the table. “Let the dust settle for a while.”

      I nod. “Yeah, I guess.” I sip my coffee. “Why are the wrong guys so appealing?” I sigh.

      “Because bad boys are really good in bed. I mean, let’s face it, nice guys do not know how to fuck you raw. They’re too worried about hurting you,” Abbie offers as she holds her coffee cup in the air for a toast. I smile sadly and raise my coffee cup to hers and Natasha’s.

      “To bad boys with big bad dicks.” Abbie smiles.

      I laugh and shake my head as we clink coffee cups. “Only you, Abbie. Only you.”

      It’s 9:00 p.m. and we are at the bar, Amigos. I dragged myself here and I’m feeling so flat. Eric hasn’t answered my calls and Ben has stopped calling.

      Abbie’s words keep going over and over in my mind

      “Eric doesn’t make you happy, he makes you feel safe. There’s a big difference.”

      She’s right. I don’t think I would have ever fallen in love with Eric, as much as I cared for him. I’m sad about it. I’m sad about the fact that I know I’m in love with Ben.

      I think I have been since we were together five years ago, and maybe that’s the reason why I can’t move on with anyone else.

      My heart is already taken.

      And it’s shit, because he isn’t the type of person who I can bank my whole future on. Even though I desperately wish he was.

      Our kiss in the street keeps replaying through my mind.

      It was as if my body was coming alive again. I haven’t felt like that for a really, really long time. If I’m completely honest with myself, I’ve not felt like that since Ben left me.

      “Do you want to dance?” the girls ask, interrupting my thoughts.

      “No. I’m going to take a seat at the bench over there and finish my drink and I’ll meet you on the dance floor in a few minutes,” I lie.

      God, I’m way too sober to dance. I take a seat at the small circular table and sip my drink as I watch the girls. I feel my phone vibrate in my bag and I take it out to see it’s a text from Ben.

      
        
        Hi

      

      

      I smile sadly and text him back.

      
        
        Hi

      

      

      I stare at my phone and wait for his reply. It doesn’t come, so I put my phone on the table in front of me. Finally, another message comes through.

      
        
        I feel like I’m going crazy

      

      

      I text back.

      
        
        Why?

      

      

      A reply comes in.

      
        
        Because I can’t stop thinking about you.

      

      

      I smile sadly.

      
        
        That makes two of us.

      

      

      I watch my phone as I wait for his reply.

      
        
        You still belong to me, Bridget: And I still belong to you.

      

      

      My eyes fill with tears and I drop my head. That’s exactly how it feels. I reply.

      
        
        This is a mess, Ben.

      

      

      He replies.

      
        
        I know. Let me fix it

      

      

      I stare at my phone through my blurred vision until I can no longer even see it. I put my phone down on the table, and I swipe the tears away, hoping nobody can see them in the dark. God, this has been an emotional two days. Finding out about his past, realising I don’t love Eric… or have any chance with anyone else until I get over him.

      My beautiful Ben… My Heaven and my Hell.

      I scrunch up my face. I just can’t hold the tears any longer. They roll down my face and I keep wiping them away. I hope the girls don’t see me.

      A text comes through.

      
        
        Don’t cry, baby

      

      

      I text back.

      
        
        I can’t help it.

        I’m so sad, Ben.

        And I’m so mad with you.

      

      

      A text comes back.

      
        
        I know. Me, too.

      

      

      I put my phone down on the table and scramble around in my bag for a tissue. I blow my nose as I think. Hang on… how did he know I was crying? I glance around the other tables, and there at the back, hiding in the darkness… I see him. He sits alone, watching me. He smiles softly and now I really can’t help it. My face screws up again and I find myself walking over to him as he stands.

      “What are you doing here?” I whisper.

      “I’m here for my girl.”

      I stare at him as my brain misfires. “Did you follow me?”

      “Yes.” He slowly takes me into his arms and kisses me. My tears wet his cheeks, and this is just my fucking luck that he sees me being a big cry-baby. His tongue gently sweeps between my lips and his hands snake around to my behind.

      “Bridget,” he whispers as he holds me tightly in his arms.

      This is too much. The feeling between us is too much—much more than it should be. We kiss again and again, and every time his lips leave mine, I only want more. I can feel his erection up against my stomach, and he pulls my behind onto him so that I can really feel it.

      We become desperate, frantic in the dark as if we are alone, and our arousal jumps to a new level. He pulls me back to his stool at the table in the darkened corner. He sits on the stool and brings me to stand in between his legs, snug up against his hard cock. Our lips are locked and I can’t see straight, let alone think. His hands slide up my legs, underneath my skirt to rest on my behind. He squeezes my cheeks and inhales sharply. “There’s my girl,” he whispers.

      The heat from his touch is electric and my arousal starts to throb heavily between my legs. With every flick of his tongue, his hands slide up and down my behind. I need him to touch me… there.

      I lift one of my legs to rest on the stool in invitation, and he smiles against my lips. “You feel so fucking good, Bridge. I’ve waited for this, for you,” he growls in a whisper against my neck as he bites it hard.

      Oh, hell. My eyes close in pleasure.

      His hand slides up around my inner thigh and his fingers start to circle over my sex, through my panties.

      His tongue dances with mine.

      I’m wet.

      I’m losing control. I want him. I want all of him. His fingers dancing over me just isn’t enough. “Touch me,” I whisper.

      His fingers slide beneath my panties and through my dripping-wet flesh. He makes a guttural moan, and I swear, it nearly makes me orgasm.

      I clench to hold it back.

      He inhales sharply as his kiss becomes frantic. “Bridget,” he whispers with his eyes closed. He slowly slides a finger into me and we both moan.

      Oh, this is too good.

      Fuck.

      He adds another finger and I totally lose control as he slowly starts to pump me.

      His breath quivers with deep arousal.

      I clench around his fingers and he screws up his face. “We need to go home or I’m going to blow in my fucking pants,” he growls.

      I nod as I try to control my breathing, but it’s too late. I need my orgasm now. “Give it to me,” I breathe.

      His eyes flicker with arousal and he starts to pump me with his fingers in a rhythm that can only be described as oh my fucking God.

      The sound of my slick arousal hangs around us, and hell… I’m in a fucking club, riding his thick fingers.

      He bites my neck as he rubs my g-spot, and that’s it.

      I clench.

      I fall.

      Oh, fuck.

      “Ben,” I moan as a freight train of an orgasm rips through me.

      His mouth hangs slack as he watches me ride it out. My eyes have rolled back in my head.

      And then he kisses me, and it’s soft, tender, and loving, and I cling to him as if my life depends on it. Maybe it does.

      He slowly takes his fingers out of my body and puts them in his mouth to suck them as his dark eyes hold mine. Then he readjusts my panties. “Let’s go home, angel,” he whispers in my ear as he bites it.

      I nod, unable to answer, rocked to my core from the intensity of the orgasm he just gave me without hardly moving a muscle.

      He takes my hand and leads me through the club. I spot Louisa, wave, and gesture to the door. Her mouth falls open before she gives me a nerdy two thumbs up.

      The drive back to my place is made in silence. He has my hand in his on his lap and I can feel his hard dick in his pants. I’m a bit nervous, to be honest.

      It’s been a long time.

      Will it still be as hot as it used to be between us?

      His eyes flash between me and the road. “What are you thinking about?” he asks.

      My eyes hold his. “How good you felt inside of me.”

      He puts my hand on his dick. “You ain’t seen nothing.”

      Fifteen minutes later, we burst through my apartment door like a pair of maniacs. Our lips are locked and he walks me backward into my apartment, lifting my dress over my head and slipping my high heels off.

      “Naked. I need you naked,” he pants against my lips.

      I moan as his lips drop to my neck and he bites me hard. “Ah,” I cry out.

      He takes my bra off and then slides my panties down my legs. His eyes slowly drop down my body, and I feel the heat burn me from his gaze.

      “Still fucking perfect,” he whispers.

      He picks me up, throws me onto the kitchen table, and lays me back.

      “Oh, God,” I whimper.

      He takes his shirt off over his head then kicks his shoes and socks off. My eyes roam over his body and that broad chest with its scattering of dark hair. He has thick shoulders with sculptured arms, and I can see every muscle in his stomach.

      “Take it all off,” I whisper.

      His dark eyes hold mine as he slowly unzips his jeans and slides them down with his briefs.

      His thick cock hangs heavily between his legs. Pre-ejaculate is dripping from the end.

      Good God… I’m in Heaven.

      Then he dips his head and his tongue pushes through my flesh. He moans into me; my legs lift off the table and close by themselves. He grabs my thighs and slams them back against the table.

      “Let me in,” he growls.

      He begins to suck on me, harder and harder, and his stubble is beginning to burn. I put my hands on the back of his head. His eyes are closed in pleasure and I don’t know if I’ve ever seen him so aroused. He pushes up with his shoulders under my thighs, and I slam up onto the table… hard.

      Oh fuck, he’s out of control.

      “Ben…” I whimper.

      He moans into me again and I cry out. Holy fucking hell, this is what I’m talking about.

      My back arches off the table, and he pushes four fingers into me with aggression.

      “Ahh!” I cry out.

      I’d forgotten what it was like to sleep with him. It’s nearly a blood sport, he’s so rough. “Watch me,” he commands.

      I lean up onto my elbows and watch him lap me up, every last drop, and I don’t know what’s more arousing…

      The feeling of him doing this to me, or the fact that he loves doing it so much.

      Either way, I’m one lucky bitch.

      He pulls back to watch my body struggle to accept his fingers. My back is arching off the table and the sound of my arousal sucking him in is loud.

      “That’s it, baby, ride me. Get ready for this cock of mine.” He slowly takes his dick in his hand and begins to stroke it as he stares at my sex being pounded by his fingers.

      Oh fuck, this is too good.

      “Now, Ben,” I moan. “I need you now. I don’t want to come on your fingers.”

      His eyes hold mine and he licks his lips. “You’ll come on whatever I fucking give you,” he growls.

      My eyes close and my head falls back. This is how it is with Ben. I get what I’m given.

      He hisses through his arousal and I know he can’t stand it any longer, either. He climbs up onto the table until he’s over me. His lips take mine and my hips rise to meet him.

      “I need you…” I whimper.

      “I know, babe, I’ve got you,” he murmurs against my lips.

      He starts to slide his thick cock between my wet lips. Well, fuck me. Oh… damn.

      He does this for a long time as we kiss, as if he’s trying to calm himself down.

      For me, though, I’m enjoying every second our lips touch. I don’t want this to end.

      His perfect kisses. His body against mine. I don’t even need sex. Just being close to him is like a drug.

      He lifts one of my legs and holds it back with his forearm, and in one sharp movement, he slides in deep.

      Our mouths fall open.

      He’s big… and so, so deep.

      “Ben…” I whimper. Fuck, was the sex always this good between us?

      He slowly pulls out and slides back in.

      “Oh, fucking hell, Bridget,” he moans as his lips drop to my neck.

      He gives it to me slow for three more strokes and then he slams in hard—so hard he knocks the air from my lungs.

      Then he is riding me. Hard, long, deep pumps until I can’t see straight, until I think he’s going to break my dining room table. He lifts my other leg up over his shoulder and holds himself in a push-up position.

      Oh, God, if this isn’t the best night of my entire life. My body shudders and I begin to moan. I can’t hold it.

      “Wait for me,” he snaps.

      “I can’t,” I cry.

      “Fucking wait for me, Bridget.” I wince and squeeze my eyes shut.

      Then he really lets me have it at piston pace, and hard… so fucking hard.

      “Ah, Ben,” I cry.

      He puts his hand underneath my behind to lift me onto his hips and… Oh, God… that’s the spot. My eyes roll into the back of my head. I lose control.

      I clench and cry out. He closes his eyes and comes in a rush.

      Our lips touch, and suddenly he’s gentle again. We kiss, slowly and tenderly, and I smile against his lips. “Welcome home, baby. Welcome home.”
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        * * *

      

      I walk into Mum’s just after seven. I had planned on getting here earlier but, as usual, I’m running late. This is a goodbye dinner for Cameron. He’s heading back to America tomorrow after the wedding last week. “Hello,” I call out to everyone.

      Jordy and Ella run to meet me at the door and I bend and hug them both. “Hello, my favourite little people.” I laugh. Blake toddles towards me and I scoop him up. “Oh, I could eat you.” I bend and pretend to bite his tummy, watching as he squeals in delight. I’ve had the best night of my life. I spent nearly the whole night with Ben inside my body, hard, soft, anyway I could have him. We took a bath and laughed, and it felt like we hadn’t been apart at all.

      This morning we made love again and laughed a whole lot more. I knew I would be seeing him tonight and I can hardly wait. We’ve decided we’re not telling anyone about us just yet. This is between us only.

      Abbie and Tash are at the kitchen counter, sitting on stools, drinking wine, while Mum is cooking. “Hey, girls.” I smile as I walk in.

      “Hello, darling.” Mum kisses me on the cheek. “You look lovely.” She looks me up and down. I glance out at the backyard and I see Joshua, Brock, Cameron, Max, and Ben all standing around cooking on the barbeque grill with beers in their hands. I smile. Whenever we are at Mum’s, Max is always a guest and never a guard. Mum won’t have it any other way. They have become very close over the years.

      “Hi, boys,” I call from the door.

      “Hi.” They all smile. Joshua walks over and kisses my cheek.

      Ben’s eyes rise to meet mine and he gives me a sexy smirk.

      I feel my stomach flip, and I smile.

      “Did you stop and get my beer, Didge?” Brock asks.

      I roll my eyes. “Yes, I got your stupid beer. Why couldn’t you get it?”

      “I was running late and you said you were stopping for wine anyway.”

      I smirk and go back into the kitchen. Somehow Brock has got into the habit of me organising him, and he even refers to me as his PA.

      PA, my ass.

      Natasha fills my glass and I sit next to them at the counter. Mum is cooking fried rice.

      “How was your day?” I smile.

      Abbie leans in. “Ben hooked up last night,” she whispers. “He must have been furious about your fight.”

      “What?” My eyes flicker outside to where he is. Oh, that’s right, he was with me. “How do you know?” I whisper back. Ben and I talked about this; we don’t want anyone to know anything yet. I want to avoid another Eric disaster.

      Natasha glances outside guiltily. “We called around on the way over here to see his place.”

      “What’s it like?” I interrupt.

      “Fucking amazing,” Abbie replies.

      I smirk because I know it is. “And?”

      “His mattress wasn’t even blown up,” Natasha whispers.

      I frown as I try to keep a straight face. “What do you mean, blown up?” I reply as I take a quick glance outside.

      “He has a blow-up mattress,” Natasha tells me.

      “Where is his furniture?” I ask innocently.

      “He hasn’t got any yet.”

      I roll my lips as I look at Ben. His legs are wide apart, his arms folded as he stands there with his squarer than square jaw and those huge muscular shoulders and arms that scream fuck me now. Hmm. Delicious. I smirk and look back at the girls. “I don’t understand.”

      “He didn’t sleep at my house because I checked late, and I didn’t hear him come home all night,” Natasha whispers. It’s getting hard to keep a straight face.

      “Right.” I frown.

      “And he didn’t sleep at his new house,” Abbie whispers as she widens her eyes. “You don’t have to be Einstein to work this shit out.”

      “Oh…” I nod.

      Mum goes out to the boys. “Can I ask someone a favour, please?

      The light down in the cellar needs changing and I can’t reach it.” “I’ll do it,” Max offers.

      “I can help, too,” Ben adds, and the two of them disappear around the side of the house and down the steps with Mum.

      Brock comes in to put his beer in the fridge. “Did Ben pick up last night?” Natasha asks him straight out.

      “No.” He frowns.

      “How do you know?” Abbie asks.

      Brock’s eyes flicker between us. “Because I know.” He rolls his eyes.

      “How?” Natasha demands.

      “Because he’s obsessed with Didge. I know he wouldn’t pick up.”

      Natasha narrows her eyes. “Well, where did he sleep then?”

      He shrugs and opens his beer to take a big swig. “I don’t know, but, like…” He sips again and shrugs. “He hasn’t had sex in months. He wouldn’t come all the way to Australia to pick up some random chick.”

      I bite my bottom lip to stop an over the top smile from covering my face.

      Joshua walks inside and stands with us. He takes a handful of chips and throws them into his mouth.

      Hang on a minute. Did I hear that right? “What do you mean he hasn’t had sex in months?” I frown.

      Brock frowns at Joshua. “What did he say, Stan?”

      Joshua rolls his eyes, uninterested. “I don’t know, something lame.”

      “When did he say this?” I ask.

      “The other night when we were out. Said he only had one girl on his mind and nobody else could get the job done. Said it’s been months.” He widens his eyes at me.

      A stupid, goofy grin nearly splits my face.

      Brock points at Joshua. “That’s weird, but… right? It’s a job.

      Anyone can get it done.”

      Joshua smirks. “That’s what I was thinking.”

      Natasha looks at Joshua, deadpan. “Well, your jobs may never get done again.”

      He winks playfully, and she rolls her eyes in disgust.

      I giggle and turn to see Ben walking back through the backyard with Mum and Max. My heart skips a beat. I head out in time to hear Mum talking to Cameron.

      “Cameron, who was that beautiful girl you were with at the wedding?”

      “Oh, that’s April,” he tells her.

      “She was gorgeous,” Mum gushes.

      “Yeah, she’s nice.” He shrugs. “She’s not Mrs. Stanton.”

      Joshua smirks as he walks out the backyard in time to hear his brother.

      “Cameron.” I shake my head. “You’re never going to find someone good enough to be Mrs. Stanton. There’s always something wrong with them.”

      He winks cheekily. “When I meet her, I’ll know.” He slaps Ben on the shoulder. “Hey, Ben?”

      Ben shakes his head and I smile. His eyes flicker to me, and I feel a flutter deep in the pit of my stomach.

      “Excuse me.” Ben smiles before heading inside and disappearing up the hall.

      Ha, finally I can catch him alone.

      I wait a few moments and then head up the hall in search of him. The bathroom door is shut so I wait in my old bedroom up the hall. A few minutes later he walks past and I reach out to grab him by the hand and pull him into the room before I shut the door.

      He smiles as he wraps his arms around me. “Hello, my beautiful girl,” he whispers as he kisses my lips. “Playing hide and seek in here, are you?”

      I smile up at him like a lovesick groupie. I really should try and play hard to get a little. “How was your day?” I whisper as I run my hands up his back and over his muscular shoulders.

      “Well, I wasn’t with you, so it was long.” He wraps his arms around me and holds me tight before he lifts me off the floor. I giggle at his strength.

      “Can I see you tonight?” he whispers as he kisses me again.

      I smile goofily. “Yes.”

      He kisses me again and I feel a flutter in my stomach.

      “I’ll go back and pick up my things after here and then come over. I need to work early tomorrow morning.”

      “Okay.”

      We stare at each other, and I run my fingers through his two-day growth. “Ben,” I whisper.

      “Yes?” he replies as he watches me intently.

      “I’m glad you came back for me.”

      He smiles, and it’s the most magical smile I think he has ever given me. He kisses me again. “Not as glad as I am, Didge.” His hand roams down to my behind and slides up underneath my skirt, where he grabs my bare skin.

      He bends to whisper in my ear. “Now go back out there or else you’re going to get yourself fucked on your hands and knees on your mother’s floor.”

      I swipe my tongue through his open mouth as my arousal starts to thump. “Let’s go home now. You can fuck me on my floor,” I breathe. That does sound really good.

      His eyes darken. “Don’t tempt me.” He pulls from my grip and opens the door, gesturing for me to go out.

      “You go first,” I whisper.

      He points to his dick. “Small problem.”

      I look down to see his huge erection in his jeans and I giggle. “That thing is anything but small.”

      He rolls his eyes and pushes me out of the bedroom, closing the door behind me. I straighten my dress and square my shoulders. Right. Let’s get through dinner before I can start thinking about dessert.
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        * * *

      

      The buzzer rings and I go to the security system. Ben’s strong face is on the screen.

      I left Mum’s an hour ago and Ben was just going to go and grab his things then come straight over.

      He knocks on the door and I open it. “Took your time.” I tap my watch three times.

      He smiles sexily and his eyes glow in excitement. “Good things come to those who wait.”

      He has this boyish charm about him tonight and I smile broadly. “What’s that cute face for?” I ask.

      He walks in and throws his bag on the floor before he takes me in his arms. He kisses me softly. “Cute face?”

      “Yes, that’s a cute, excited face.” I reach up and cup his cheek in my hand. I’ve been itching to touch him all night.

      He smiles. “Well…” He kisses me again. “After way too long without you, I’m finally here with you.” His hand slides down to my behind. “And I find you wearing this sexy little number to greet me and drive me wild.”

      I bought this today on the way home from work. It’s a white satin nightdress with spaghetti straps, and it hugs me in all the right places. I knew he would love it, hence why I bought it. “You like?” I whisper against his lips.

      He squeezes my behind. “I love,” he breathes.

      I run my hand up over his broad chest and I feel everything inside me tingle.

      His dark eyes drop to my lips. My eyes search his and I wrap my arms around him. In return, he holds me tight. We stay in each other’s arms for an extended time. Does he feel it? Does he feel this closeness between us? It’s overbearing.

      He licks his lips as he looks down at me. “Here’s the thing: I could make small talk and pretend I want to do that. But all I really want to do is get on top of you in your bed.”

      He picks me up, throws me over his shoulder, and carries me up the hall until he’s throwing me onto the bed. I bounce high. He flicks the lamp on and turns the main light off. The ambience in the room instantly turns more sensual.

      I lie on my back, our eyes locked as he slowly begins to undress. First his shirt goes, and then he slowly slides down his jeans and briefs. My mouth goes dry.

      Holy mother of fuck.

      My eyes drop to his strong, athletic thigh muscles. I see his striking tattoo over one shoulder. I appreciate the V of muscles that run down from his hips to his groin, loving the way they grab my attention, until I see the short, well-groomed, dark pubic hair, and the most perfect fucking penis I have ever seen.

      It’s so thick, long, and mouth-wateringly good. My breath catches.

      Honestly… what the hell?

      It doesn’t get any better than this view.

      His body is perfect.

      He gets into bed and pulls me into his arms. We kiss for an extended time, and then he puts his arm under my head as if he wants to spend time with me first. I like this change of pace. This is how we used to be when we were meeting in secret. We would spend hours in bed, naked, talking to each other in between making love. I kiss his chest. “You’re different tonight.” I smile against his skin.

      “So are you,” he whispers.

      I glance up at his face in the darkness. “How so?”

      “The way you looked at me tonight at dinner.”

      “How did I look at you?” I frown.

      He gently kisses my lips. “Like you used to.”

      I roll onto my side and put my hand under my head, leaning on my elbow. “Like I used to?”

      He rolls onto his side to face me and I find myself smiling.

      “How did I used to look at you?” I ask.

      “Like you liked me.”

      My eyebrow rises, and I give him a cheeky smile. “I do like you.”

      “One hopes so.”

      I bite my bottom lip to stifle my goofy smile. “How long is it since you’ve been with someone?” I ask. I’m not sure what to make of Brock’s outlandish claim tonight. I can’t imagine Ben ever going without sex. He wouldn’t be able to do it. He’s way too sexual. Every cell of Ben’s body screams pounding hard sex.

      His eyes hold mine. “A while.”

      “How long is a while?”

      He shrugs. “Couple of months.”

      “How is that possible?”

      He reaches over and cups my breast through my nightdress.

      “Well…” He pauses. “It’s kind of like eating out, I suppose.” I smile and raise my eyebrows in question.

      “Like a buffet,” he adds.

      “A buffet?” I frown.

      “Well, when you first go to an all-you-can-eat buffet restaurant it starts out fun.”

      I smile softly as I listen.

      “You eat foods that you wouldn’t normally try.” He pauses as he dusts his thumb back and forth over my nipple with fascination.

      “You eat way too much of everything on the menu.”

      I roll my lips as I watch him.

      “The food fills you up,” he whispers as his eyes rise to my lips. “It keeps you going, but it never quite satisfies your cravings.” He pinches my nipple hard and my breath catches.

      “After a while the food becomes bland and tasteless. At least to me.”

      I study him in the dark.

      “And then one day I went to a specialty restaurant and I got to order exactly what I wanted.”

      I smile softly. “What did you order?”

      He runs his pointer down to my ribs and pokes me. “Prime rib.” I giggle.

      “But I got kicked out of that restaurant,” he continues.

      “You left the restaurant by choice,” I correct him.

      He smiles and cups my breast with his hand. “It wasn’t by choice, I can assure you.”

      I frown softly.

      “And then I had to go back to that damn all-you-can-eat buffet.” He narrows his eyes. “I was there for a really long time.”

      I hate that he was there for a really long time, but I lean over and kiss him softly anyway. “What happened then?” I whisper.

      “The food began to make me sick.”

      I run my hand up and over his broad chest. I have to touch him, I can’t help it.

      “And after a while the thought of eating something I didn’t want turned my stomach.” He kisses me softly. “I would rather starve than eat what I didn’t want anymore.” Our eyes are locked.

      “What do you want to eat, Ben?” I whisper.

      “You.” His eyes hold mine. “I only want to eat you.” He kisses me softly. “I can’t go back to that buffet, Bridget.”

      I smile against his lips, and God, if that isn’t the best restaurant story I’ve ever heard in my life. He kisses me. It’s soft and tender and everything I remembered that we once were. We kiss again and again, and slowly his body moves over mine until I am underneath him, our bodies rubbing against each other, seeking relief. My legs are wide open, and he is rocking onto me in the most perfectly hard way.

      I cup his face in my hand and gently kiss his big beautiful lips as our eyes search each other’s. How do I feel so close to him this quickly? It’s like he’s never been away. “You’re the only person I want to eat in my restaurant, Ben,” I whisper.

      He laughs and flips me over, so I’m on top of him. “Ride me home, Didge. Show me what I’ve been missing.”
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      Ben

      My phone rings and I glance at my watch. It’s Bridget, and she’s on her lunch break. I glance over at Brock as we walk down the street together. Fuck it, I’m going to answer. “Hey.”

      “Hi,” her sweet voice replies. I can tell she’s smiling.

      I have to bite my bottom lip to stop myself from smiling, too.

      “What are you up to?” I ask.

      “I’m just ringing to see what the plans are for tonight.”

      I glance over to Brock, her brother, and he pretends not to listen.

      “Well, that depends.”

      “On what?”

      I stay silent and she laughs. “Are you with Brock?” she asks.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Well, you can tell him that his sister can hardly sit down today because big bad Ben has been giving it to her hard.”

      I roll my lips as I try not to smile, and my eyes flicker over to him again. “Yeah, I’ll pass on that one.”

      Brock walks into a shop and I wait outside. “Do you want to go to the beach after work?” I ask.

      “Erm…” she hesitates.

      I narrow my eyes. She’s hesitant in case we see Eric. “We’ll go somewhere else. Maybe Bondi,” I add.

      “Okay, that sounds great. We can get some dinner there, too.”

      “I’ll pick you up from work at five,” I reply.

      “Okay, babe, see you then.” She hesitates again, as if she wants to add something, so I wait, too.

      “Just how sore are you?” I eventually ask.

      “Let’s just say that I won’t be going horse riding anytime soon.”

      “I beg to differ, you’re an excellent horse rider. Rough terrain is your specialty.”

      She laughs. “And you’re a fucking sex maniac. Goodbye, Ben.” I smirk. “Bye.” I hang up.

      “Was that Bridget?” Brock asks as he walks out of the shop.

      I frown as I put my phone back in my pocket. “What makes you say that?”

      “I saw you two sneak off last night.” I look at him, deadpan.

      “I’m a private eye. Of course I notice that shit.”

      I throw my empty coffee cup in the bin and begin to walk up the busy street. “Yeah, well, just keep your mouth shut. She wants to keep it on the down low.”

      “Why? Because of Eric?” he asks.

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, fucking pisses me off. Weak prick.”

      “Is he still calling her?”

      I shrug. “Don’t know, but we had a fight outside the front of her work.”

      “When was this?” He frowns.

      I shrug. “The other day. We were kissing, and he went ape.”

      He smirks. “Did you sort him?” I raise my eyebrow.

      “What do you think?” He smiles broadly.

      We walk for a while, and I have to ask this question. “Did she love him?”

      He screws up his face. “I don’t know, man.” He shrugs. “I doubt she would have come back to you so quick if she had.”

      I clench my jaw in anger. Hmm, not the answer I wanted.

      I feel uneasiness bubble inside of me. Stop it… get back to work.

      I wait in the car at 5:00 p.m. and I watch her high ponytail bounce as she walks toward me. She walks in front of the car and flicks the hem of her flowy dress up to show me her behind in a flirty fashion. I raise my eyebrow and smile. There she is. My hot little hellcat.

      “Going my way?” She smiles through the open window.

      I start the car and look down at her cleavage as she leans through the window…

      Fuck, she’s got good tits.

      The best.

      “Get in, bitch.” I smirk.

      “Oh, dirty talker. I will get into your car then.” She bounces into the seat and leans over to kiss me. “How is my man?” She smiles against my lips.

      Horny, I want to reply, but I hold my tongue. I need to go easy on her tonight. She just makes me so hot, I can’t see straight.

      “Better now that you’re here.” I smile. I turn back and pull out onto the street, and she slides her hand up my thigh, under my shorts leg.

      “We have to go home to get my swimmers.”

      “Back seat,” I reply.

      “Huh?” She leans over, gets the brown bag from the backseat, and opens it. “Ohh, what did you buy?” She gasps as she pulls it from the bag and holds it up to inspect it. A tiny gold string bikini and a matching sarong hang from her hands. She holds it up to herself and smiles broadly. “Oh, my God, thank you. I love it. So thoughtful.” She reaches over and pulls my face to hers, kissing my cheek as I drive. “I’m not sure it’s going to fit around my boobs, though.” She frowns as she holds the top over her chest and looks down at herself.

      “Nothing could contain those tits,” I murmur. I get a vision of them bouncing last night as she was riding my cock, and I feel myself harden. I readjust myself in my shorts.

      Cut it out.

      “You seem to do a good job wrangling them,” she replies sexily.

      My eyes flicker between her and the road, and she licks her lips for added effect. “Will you stop being so fucking hot? I’m trying not to have sex with you tonight. I’m giving you a night off.”

      Her eyes dance with delight and she drops her head to my crotch. “Don’t tell me I can’t have something, Ben. You know it will only make me want it more.”

      She blows through the fabric of my shorts, onto my dick, and the hot air feels good. “Bridget,” I whisper as I look around us. We are in peak-hour fucking traffic.

      “I just want a little taste,” she murmurs against me.

      Fuck. I change lanes.

      I put my hand on her shoulder as she pulls my shorts down.

      I wince as she takes me in her mouth and I stop at traffic lights.

      “Fuck, Bridget.”

      She giggles around me, and I glance over at the drivers of the cars all around us, going about their business.

      “I’m going to crash the fucking car,” I whisper.

      “But what a way to go.”

      I stroke her hair as she builds a rhythm. Oh, fuck. I lean my head back against the headrest. Her tongue flicks over my end. My mouth hangs open in awe.

      Holy shit… Christ…

      Christ Almighty.

      My body begins to throb as I watch her head bob up and down. The lights change, and a passing truck honks his horn and gives me the thumbs up. “Lucky bastard!” he calls out his window.

      Oh, shit.

      “Bridget. That truck just saw us. Stop…” I beg.

      She giggles again. “I’ll stop when you blow in my mouth.”

      Fucking hell. She’s hot. “What put you in this fucking mood?” I ask. “You reckon I’m a sex maniac,” I splutter.

      “This big beautiful dick,” she murmurs around me. She starts to really pump me with her hand and my legs spread without instruction. Fuck. I’ve got to pull over. I am going to crash the car for real.

      I see a sporting ground and pull into the parking lot, and she pulls my shorts down and really lets me have it. Long, deep sucks follow with her hand pumping my cock. Both my hands are on the back of her head and I can’t even see straight.

      “Give it to me,” she whispers.

      That’s it… that’s my breaking point. A man can only take so much. I put my head back, screw up my face, and come in her mouth.

      And like the fucking sex goddess that she is, she drinks it down and then licks me clean.

      I lie back in my seat, sated on so many levels I have no idea where to start.

      She sits up and licks her lips with a cheeky smile. “I’d like to go swimming now, please.”

      I laugh and bring her to me, kissing her lips as I come to the terrifying realisation of what I already knew.

      If this ends again, it’s going to fucking kill me.

      

  




Bridget

      I lie on my back at Bondi Beach. It’s just 9:00 p.m. on a hot Sydney night. It’s thirty-eight degrees, to be exact. Ben and I have been swimming and laughing all afternoon. We had fish and chips on the beach and now we’re both having a beer.

      I’m relaxed, and the happiest I can remember ever being.

      Ben is leaning up on his elbow close to me with his hand resting protectively on my stomach. He sporadically leans down and kisses me softly.

      “Have you seen Eric?” he asks.

      I frown. Oh. That’s a change of pace. “I’ve been trying to call him.”

      He glares at me and raises an eyebrow.

      “I wanted to see if he’s all right after the fight.”

      “He’s fine, I hardly fucking touched him,” he snaps as he rolls back onto his back.

      I sit up. “Are you annoyed that I tried to call him?”

      He puts the back of his forearm over his eyes, but he doesn’t answer me.

      I peel his arm back, so I can see his face. “Ben, I don’t feel the same way about Eric as I do about you.” He watches me.

      “But I care for him.”

      “Did you love him?”

      I shake my head sadly. “No.” I pause. “But he thinks he loved me.” I run my fingers through the sand as I try to articulate my feelings. “You know, I just up and left him, and then a week later he sees me kissing you.” I drop my head. “I’m ashamed of how I treated him.” I lie down and put my head on his chest. “That’s why I don’t want anyone to know about us just yet. I want it to settle down before we come out in the open. Even my mum… how do I explain moving on so quickly to her?”

      “Why did you move on so quick?” he asks.

      I pause before I speak. No… just say it. “You’re the man I never got over, Ben.”

      I reach up and kiss him softly. “I feel like we just picked up where we left off. Like we’ve never been apart.”

      He smiles softly as if mollified. “Well, you’re my girl.” Our lips touch. “You’ve been my girl all along.”

      I smile against his lips as he wraps his arms around me.

      “I don’t want you calling him again.”

      I lean back onto my elbow and frown. “You can’t tell me not to call him.”

      “Yes, I can. I just did.”

      “Ben.” I frown.

      “Don’t fight with me over this, Bridget. I mean it. He’s gone.

      For good.”

      I sip my beer and he watches me as we have a silent stand-off.

      Ben has two distinct sides. The beautiful sweet man who cares for me… and the dominant ass who has to have his own way. Unfortunately, that dominant ass happens to be so fucking sexy that I lose my mind over him.

      He changes the subject. “Let’s go home and get you naked,” he whispers as his dark eyes drop to my lips. He trails his finger down my chest and over my breast.

      I stand, annoyed, and then I flick the towel to get the sand out. Sensing my annoyance, he stands behind me, wraps his arms around me, and sucks on the back of my neck.

      “It’s time to repay the favour, angel. You belong to me now,” he whispers in my ear, causing goose bumps to scatter.

      That statement is wrong on so many levels, but fuck… I’m totally screwed. He’s got me, and he knows it.

      Belonging to Ben has always been my end game.
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        * * *

      

      I wake to the gentle dusting of kisses on my shoulder, and I smile softly.

      I know where I am and who I’m with without even opening my eyes. Ben gives the best wake up calls ever. It’s as if he can’t seem to grasp the reality that he’s here with me, so he has to touch every inch of my skin for confirmation. His hand roams from my jaw to my stomach, down to my behind, and then falls on my legs, up to my breasts and back to my hips. “Good morning.” I smile sleepily.

      “Good morning,” he whispers as his lips take mine gently. His hand lingers on my jaw and we kiss for a moment. It’s soft and slow and I can already feel his erection against my leg.

      “How did you sleep?” I ask.

      “Like a log.” He rolls onto his back and pulls my body over his. I kiss his chest and run my hand over it as his lips rest on my temple. I have this nagging thought in the back of my mind and it won’t go away. I thought about it all night and this wasn’t how it was supposed to go. In my mind, I would get the answers I needed first and then we would get to know each other all over and resolve any issues before I gave him a green light to my body.

      But somehow Ben has a way with me, and no matter how hard I try I can’t stay away.

      I frown as I try get my wording right. “Ben?”

      “Hmm.” He smiles as he kisses my forehead.

      “There was something you said to me all those years ago, and I haven’t been able to get it out of my head.”

      I feel his body stiffen beneath me and he stays silent.

      “You said that you had a past you didn’t want catching up with me.” I look up at him. “What exactly did you mean by that?”

      A frown crosses his face. “I don’t know what I meant by it, it was just something I said. Maybe I meant the army?”

      I sit up, confused. “You don’t remember saying that?”

      He pulls me back into his arms. “Stay close,” he replies as he holds me tight and kisses my forehead again.

      “You really don’t remember what you said the night you left me?” Oh, deflation fills me. How could this be? I have gone over that conversation in my head every day for five years.

      He shrugs.

      I watch him. “It’s a yes or no question, Ben.”

      “Then it’s a no.”

      I lie still in his arms as his lips roam over my forehead.

      I still feel like I need answers, and if I don’t get them now maybe I never will. I don’t want there to be any secrets between us. I can’t live my life with a man who won’t talk openly. I’m just going to come out with it.

      “Why did you leave me back then, Ben?”

      “Don’t.”

      I frown and sit up again. “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t drag up the past.”

      I watch him for a moment as my brain tries to catch up. “But I feel unsettled. I have unresolved issues that still go through my mind. I need to quiet them, and if we are to move forward I need to know that you leaving is not going to happen again.”

      “It’s not. I told you it’s not. I wouldn’t have come back otherwise.”

      “Okay, so we talk about what happened, why you said there were things I didn’t know about you, and we resolve it,” I reply.

      “Fucking leave it, Bridget,” he snaps as he gets out of bed.

      What the hell?

      “No, I won’t. I want to know.” I’m getting pissed off now. “What did you think could hurt me if I stayed with you back then?”

      “Why didn’t you bring this up before if it bothers you so much?” he snaps.

      “Well…” I shake my head, because that is a very good question.

      “You told me about your family and I completely forgot about all this.”

      “You were thinking about my fucking family while…” He connects the dots. “So, that was the last three days? Sympathy fucking?” He sneers.

      “No.”

      “What the fuck was it then, Bridget?” he growls.

      “That… It came out wrong,” I stammer as I try to backtrack. “I didn’t mean it that way. You’re putting words in my mouth.”

      He shakes his head in disgust and starts to look around for his clothes.

      “Where are you going?” I ask.

      “Home. I have to work.”

      “Bullshit. You’re avoiding this conversation.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Bridget, leave the past in the past! It doesn’t matter anymore.”

      My face falls. “Is that how you get through life, Ben?” His eyes hold mine.

      “By leaving the past in the past, never dealing with anything, but just moving onward and upward?”

      He pulls his jeans on in a hurried fashion. “It’s for the best. No good ever comes from dwelling on the past.” He zips up his fly. “All I know is that we had a perfect couple of days and now you’re ruining it with shit that happened five years ago. Why?”

      I watch him dress. “Have you ever seen someone… professional?”

      He scrunches up his face. “Now I’m a nutjob because I don’t remember a fucking conversation?” He shakes his head in disgust.

      “Can you hear yourself?”

      “Have you ever dealt with your sister’s death?”

      He points at me. “You leave my sister out of this!” he yells as he completely loses control of his emotions.

      The room falls silent and he drops his head, clearly ashamed of himself for just showing me how vulnerable he really is.

      Dear God, he has more issues than I thought.

      I stand and wrap my arms around him. “Ben, let me in.” My eyes search his.

      He puts his finger under my jaw to bring my eyes up to meet his. “I’m here, Didge,” he whispers. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I want all of you, warts and all. Not just the parts you decide to show me.”

      Our eyes are locked and I can see him thinking. “Some people’s warts are bigger than others.” He sighs sadly as he pulls out of my arms.

      “Another riddle. Really? You’re giving me another riddle? Just say what you fucking mean, Ben!” I snap, losing the last of my patience.

      He seems to shift into some kind of rehearsed roleplay. “What I meant to say is… I don’t remember what I said the night we broke up. My sister has nothing to do with any of that, and it seems like you are looking for something to fight over.” He walks out into the lounge room and I follow him, still naked. “Now I’m going to work, and if you decide you want to talk about our future instead of our past then I will see you tonight.”

      “And if not?” I snap as I put my hands on my hips.

      His cold eyes find mine. “Then I guess I’ll see you around.”

      “What? Are you kidding me, right now? I want to have a conversation, that’s not too much to ask for, Ben.” I can’t fucking believe this.

      “Stop looking for something that isn’t there, Bridget. Just leave it!” With one last look my way, he walks out the door, and it closes behind him. I stare at it with my heart beating hard in my chest.

      What the fuck was that?
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        * * *

      

      It’s 11:00 a.m. and I have taken an early lunch to ring Adrian.

      I need to talk about this and I don’t want the others to know. I emailed him, so I know he is waiting for my call. It’s just gone 6:00 p.m. yesterday for him in America. These time zones are annoying because I can’t just ring him whenever I want to. When I’m at home, he’s at work or sleeping, and when he’s at home, I’m working or sleeping. I grab my lunch, go to the park so I can talk freely, and I dial his number. He answers on the first ring. “Hey, Didge.”

      Just hearing his voice makes me weak. “Oh, Adrian, it’s good to hear your voice.”

      “What’s wrong, babe?” He’s clearly concerned.

      “Well…” I scrunch up my face because I know that he is going to lecture me. “I’ve been sneaking around with Ben.”

      “You have?”

      I nod, even though he can’t see me. “Yes. And…” I pause, because this sounds so lame.

      “What about, Eric?” he asks.

      I roll my eyes. “Long story, but we broke up.”

      “And you moved on already?”

      I shrug. “I don’t think I ever moved on from Ben, to be honest.”

      “This is true,” he replies. “We did know this already.”

      “I’ve been sleeping with him for three days.”

      “How long have you been sneaking around with him?”

      “A week.”

      The line stays silent.

      “Are you there?” I ask.

      “He ripped your heart out and stomped on it, then he comes back, and in two days you’re on your damn back. What the hell, Bridget?”

      I know.” I wince. “It sounds bad when you say it like that.”

      “Like what? The truth?”

      I roll my eyes. “Anyway… this morning—”

      He cuts me off. “How was it, by the way?”

      “Good.” I widen my eyes. “Great, as in life-changing.” I shake my head in disgust. “I asked him why he left me back then and why he said that his past would catch up with me.”

      “What did he say to that?”

      “Well, he got all defensive and told me he didn’t remember saying any of it, and then he said I was just looking for a fight.”

      He eventually answers, “Okay.” He thinks for a moment. “And you didn’t think to have this conversation before you jumped on his dick?”

      I cringe. “I did, but it didn’t happen.”

      I can almost hear him roll his eyes through the phone line. “Okay, so then what happened?”

      “Well, it’s confusing, but he has issues.”

      “Ugh, you’re making excuses for him now. Like what?”

      “His twin sister was murdered when he was twelve and his parents died not long after.”

      “Fuck,” he whispers.

      “And I think because he has never been made to talk things through with people, he just brushes everything under the carpet.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Because I asked him if he had seen anyone about the death of his sister, and he screamed at me and told me to leave her out of this.”

      “Hmm.”

      “So, it ended up him saying that if I wanted to talk about our future he would see me tonight, but if I wanted to fight about the past then he would see me around.” Adrian stays silent.

      I shake my head, because saying this out loud just cements that fact that I’m an idiot. “What do I do? Do I go along and not ask about our breakup or his past, and move forward with our future?”

      “But how will you know that it won’t happen again the next time shit goes down? Is he just going to withdraw every time things gets too hard to talk about?”

      “I… I don’t know,” I stammer. “That’s what I’m thinking.”

      “And what about your needs? You need closure on that breakup, even if you don’t work it out with him. You need closure to move on with someone else.”

      “I know I do. I tried to tell him that.”

      “And what did he say?”

      I blow out a breath as I try to remember. “I’m looking for a fight, or something lame.”

      “Fuck him,” Adrian snaps. “He’s a selfish asshole. If he can’t understand that you want closure on the last breakup before he throws you around his bed, then you’re right, he has got fucking issues.”

      I listen sadly.

      “And…” he continues. “He’s the one who came back for you and demanded a second chance, remember? Not the other way around. If he is serious about wanting a future with you, he should man up.” “Do you think he is?” I ask hopefully.

      “I do. Well, I hope. You don’t move to the other side of the world for someone just for a booty call, now, do you?”

      “I am amazing in bed. Anything is possible.” I smile.

      He chuckles. “That goes without saying. I think you need to give him some time to think about this. If he is holding out on you, as we both suspect he is, then he would know that and he will also be testing you to see if he can get away with it.”

      I listen as I think.

      “How you let him treat you now in the early stages is the standard you are setting for how he can treat you in the future. If you put up with crap now, then you will only ever get crap from him,” he continues.

      “But what if he is seriously damaged and he needs my help to overcome these obstacles?” I ask.

      “Then he tells you he needs some time. He doesn’t dismiss you as a drama queen. He has no regard for your feelings, Bridget. I think he made that clear when he came back and demanded a second chance with his sleazy texts. You want a boyfriend you can discuss your feelings with openly, Didge. This isn’t high school.”

      I exhale heavily. “You’re right.” I think for a moment. “I’m not calling him. If he wants to see me, then he can make the effort.”

      “Good. When is your trip?”

      “Two weeks.”

      “And you are gone for how long?”

      “Three weeks.”

      “Does he know that?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know.”

      “Honestly. Why did you sleep with him so soon? What the hell were you thinking?” He sighs.

      I get a lump in my throat. “Because I missed him, and I care about him. I have this affection for him that I don’t have for anyone else.” I pause. “I feel like he’s broken.”

      “Oh, Didge.” He blows out a deep breath. “In one week, you are already back to where you were five years ago, aren’t you?”

      I nod through my tears. “I just wish…” I stop myself.

      “You just wish what?’

      “I just wish that I felt about someone normal the way I feel about Ben.”

      “I know, baby. We can’t choose who our heart loves.”

      I angrily swipe the tears from my eyes. “This is ridiculous. I’m a cot case and I am not even officially back with him. Three nights and look at me.”

      “Why haven’t you told Tash and Abs?”

      I shrug. “I just wanted to work out if things were going to be okay between us before I did. We decided to stay on the down low for a while.”

      “Just tell them.”

      “Yeah, I’ll think about it. Not a word from you, though,” I remind him.

      “Promise.”

      I smile because Adrian can always make me feel better… or worse. He only ever delivers the truth.

      “Don’t call him, Didge. You want a man to fall in love with, not a child who is emotionally unavailable and unwilling to address issues.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I sigh sadly.

      “See what happens. He might turn up at your apartment tonight, declaring undying love.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, right. I wish.”

      “Well, if he doesn’t, by the time you get back he should get the picture, and if he can’t give you what you need he will hopefully be man enough to leave you alone.”

      My heart constricts at the thought.

      “If you just go with the flow you are always going to want answers, and it will always be a sticking point for the two of you. Every time you have a fight this will come up. If it bothers you now, it will bother you then.”

      “You’re right.” I smile. “You are such a wise, old owl.”

      He laughs. “For everyone else but myself.”

      “Are you okay?” I ask. “I’ve just been talking about myself this whole time.”

      “I’ll be glad when Joshua gets here this week.”

      “Oh, that’s right, he’s coming home for a week, isn’t he?”

      “Thank God.”

      I glance at my watch. “I’ve got to get back to work. Thank you. You always make sense of things for me.”

      “Stay strong, Didge. If he came back for you like he said he did, he will meet your terms eventually.”

      I nod with a new determination.

      “Yes, you’re right. Love you. Bye.”

      “Love you, too. Bye, babe.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s after 8:00 p.m. and I’ve just returned home from the gym. I ran ten kilometres on the treadmill to try and relieve my stress.

      I’m so tired; worrying is exhausting. I click on my phone.

      No missed calls.

      I click out of it in disgust. He’s not going to call me. I already know he won’t.

      Why did he come back here if he’s not going to call?

      It makes me sick that I just want to end this silence and call him.

      One week back in my life and I feel like a lovesick puppy. I hate this.

      Giving in to his terms and playing happy families really does sound a lot better than sitting here alone, going over something that happened five years ago.

      Am I being stupid?

      Am I being a drama queen. Is he right?

      I walk over to the window and look down at the street below, desperately hoping I will see his car driving down the street.

      I don’t.

      I drag myself to have a steaming hot shower, and then I make myself toast for dinner and go to bed before I cave in and call, begging him to come over.
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        * * *

      

      I stare into the darkness, searching the ceiling as my tears run down into my ears.

      I glance at the clock.

      3:00 a.m.

      Being strong hurts.

      Last week dragged. This week is just a nightmare.

      I haven’t seen Ben for almost two weeks.

      Twelve days, to be exact. Twelve days of running our last conversation over and over in my head. Twelve days of knowing I’m in the right, but teetering on the edge of forgiveness, just to hold him in my arms again.

      The thing with us is that the highs are perfect. We go so high, I never want to come down. Those three days we spent together were so happy and loving, and everything I need in a relationship. But the lows… the lows are a dark place. I wouldn’t wish the way I feel at the moment on my worst enemy. I saw Eric yesterday. I ran into him at the grocery store and I felt nothing. It was like I didn’t even know him anymore. Maybe I never did. Looking back, I never gave him a chance.

      I was in love with Ben the whole time and was just playing a charade.

      A fucked-up game of ‘I’m over the ex’. A game I’m really good at losing.
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        * * *

      

      I’m at a bar with Tash and Joshua and Abs and, once again, I’m acting—acting happy… acting normal—when all I really want to do is go to Ben’s and beg him to come home.

      I stare in the mirror of the toilets and watch the girls all around me apply their lipstick. Then I look at myself in the mirror.

      Something’s got to give.

      Because I’m so fucking over being heartbroken by this guy. I need to get over him. I need to find the strong girl I was before we met.

      I don’t even know that girl anymore. Ben killed her.

      My reflection is hollow and empty. Ding dong, the witch is dead.

      My phone dances on my desk and I scramble to pick it up. My heart drops when I see it isn’t him.

      “Hey, Didge,” Brock says down the phone.

      “Hello, my dear brother. To what do I owe this pleasure? What do you need done for you?” I smile sarcastically.

      “Hey, ease up.” He laughs. “I want to take you out for lunch, actually.”

      “You do?” I glance at my watch. “I go in half an hour.”

      “Yeah, okay. I’ll meet you at the ’café, since I’m in town already.”

      “Okay, great. Bethany isn’t on reception today, though.” I smile.

      “Ah, shit.” He sighs.

      “Is that the only reason you were coming to see me? So you can perve on Bethany?”

      “Totally, but I suppose you’ll do.”

      I hang up and smile. Too bad Bethany has a boyfriend. Oh, well. Lunch.

      A welcome distraction.

      The waitress brings our drinks.

      She places them down on the table in front of us. “Thank you.”

      Brock picks up his drink. “So, what have you done to Ben?”

      My face falls. “W-what?”

      “You heard me. What have you done to Ben?”

      “What’s wrong with Ben?” I frown.

      “Well, for a week he was in the best mood ever, and then—” He shakes his head as he thinks. “Then something happened, and he went all quiet, but now it’s getting unbearable because yesterday I thought he was going to kill someone. Today, I’m sure of it.”

      I stare at him and I know I can’t lie for shit. I blow out a breath. “Why do you think it has anything to do with me?”

      “Because you are the only one who gets to him like this.” He watches me closely. “And I know about you two; he told me a few weeks ago.”

      With my elbows resting on the table, I drop my face to my hands.

      “It’s just a big mess, Brock.”

      “What happened?” He sighs.

      I exhale. “I’m not telling you because you will just tell him.”

      “I won’t.” He watches me for a moment. “I promise.”

      I sip my drink. “Well…” I roll my eyes. “We spent a few days together. And I want some answers, you know? I just want to be able to talk about things without being growled at.”

      “Like what?’

      I shrug. “How we ended last time.”

      “That’s in the past.”

      “That is such a guy thing to say. It’s not in the fucking past. I want some reassurance that it’s not going to happen again.”

      He rolls his eyes. “What do you want, a fucking engagement ring?

      Is that what you’re saying?”

      “No,” I snap. “You’re an idiot. That’s the last thing I want.” He watches me.

      “Ben’s…” I shake my head as I try to articulate my thoughts. “He’s different, Brock. He doesn’t tell me anything about himself. I have to pry for information, like it’s a hassle for him to tell me anything at all.”

      His brows furrow. “He’s just guarded.”

      “I get that, and everybody says that that’s just who Ben is, but I don’t want to go out with someone, at the age of twenty-seven, if he can’t even talk to me. This isn’t fucking high school.”

      “He doesn’t confide in anyone.”

      “Well, that’s not good enough for me this time,” I say calmly. “I’m not settling. I gave him time to open up last time we went out, and all that happened was that I fell in love with him and then he left me without a word of explanation.”

      “Have you told him this?”

      “Yes. He shuts me down and tells me I’m being dramatic.”

      “Are you?”

      I shrug. “Maybe?”

      Our lunch arrives, and we eat in silence for a while. “What’s going on with him at work, anyway?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “He’s just quiet. Angry. Furious, actually.”

      My heart drops. “Did you ask him what was wrong?”

      He nods. “Yeah.”

      “And?”

      He looks at me and smirks. “What do you think he said?”

      “See what I mean?” I roll my eyes. “He’s so annoying.”

      Brock’s eyes hold mine. “He’s a good man, Didge—one of the best

      I know.”

      My eyes hold his.

      “He loves you.”

      I drop my fork and it hits my plate with a clang. “Did he tell you that? Because he doesn’t tell me that.”

      “It’s obvious.”

      I roll my eyes. “It’s not obvious to me.” I think for a moment. “You know who would be a perfect match for Ben?”

      “Who?”

      “A clairvoyant. A batshit crazy clairvoyant who could read his mind.”

      He chuckles.

      “I go away tomorrow night for three weeks,” I add.

      Brock narrows his eyes. “Does he know this?”

      I shrug. “I doubt it. I don’t even think he listens to anything I say.”

      Brock rolls his eyes. “Now you are being fucking dramatic. He listens to everything you say.”

      I fake a smile. “Thanks.”

      “He doesn’t technically start work for another month. He’s just here early helping me out. I go to the Maldives in the morning, remember?”

      “That’s right. That’ll be fun.” I smile.

      “I would be a lot happier if you two sorted your shit before I went.”

      I blow out a breath and take a mouthful of food. “I’m not giving in this time, Brock.” I sip my drink. “I’m standing my ground. He knows where to find me.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s just gone 9:00 p.m. and I have my suitcase on the dining table as I pack the last of my things for my trip. I’m freshly showered and wearing my robe. I don’t fly out until tomorrow night but, thankfully, I have the day off tomorrow to get everything sorted.

      I have that anxious, sick feeling in my stomach, and I can’t stop thinking about Ben. Is he alone in his apartment?

      I hate it.

      I see him all alone and scared when he was just fifteen, being shipped off to the army, and my heart bleeds. At a time of his life when he was vulnerable, sad, and impressionable, he was put into the hardest of hard environments. It’s no wonder he’s the way he is.

      Just go around there.

      If I go around and give in, then I am effectively surrendering my needs for his. However, the way I feel at the moment, I don’t really care about my needs anymore. But I know Adrian was right, and if we are to ever have a real future—one where I trust him—I need to think with my head and not with my stupid heart. That bitch only ever gets me in trouble where Ben is concerned. I’ve been feeling super fragile for most of the night. I even got teary when I watched the news.

      Three weeks ago, my life was in order and I was in control. This week… not so much.

      I feel like I have been put in a blender and have absolutely no focus on what emotion I’m feeling the most. I want him, I’m scared of him, I fear for him… I just want to look after him. I’m terrified that I might never get over him. I have no idea what the fuck is going on with me.

      And I’m mad.

      I’m mad at him for making me feel this way, but I’m furious at myself for letting him.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      Who’s that?

      Must be one of the neighbours because the downstairs security door didn’t buzz. I peer through the peephole and see it’s Ben. I find myself opening the door in a rush.

      His eyes search mine and he swallows the lump in his throat.

      “Ben?” I ask.

      He stares at me for a moment, as if trying to force words beyond his lips. “I can try,” he whispers. His face is tortured, and he looks so sad I grab him into an embrace and hold him tight.

      “That’s all I’m asking for, baby.” I squeeze him tighter. “That’s all I’m asking for.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 9

          

        

      

    

    




      Bridget

      I wrap my arms around his broad shoulders and he holds me tight, dropping his face into the curve of my neck.

      We cling to each other as if our lives depend on it, and then he moves to kiss me softly.

      We kiss again and again as he walks me back into the apartment, kicking the door shut behind him.

      “Don’t leave me fighting,” I whisper against his lips. “I don’t like it.”

      He nods, but doesn’t answer. His lips are still locked with mine, and his hands are roaming up and over my behind as he pulls me closer to him.

      Our kiss turns desperate.

      I know he loves me.

      I can feel it. Does he really think I can’t feel it?

      I pull back to look at him. “If you can’t talk to me, Ben, then show me.”

      His eyes search mine and he knows that this is his olive branch. I’m reaching out.

      I want to meet him halfway; I want him to be able to talk to me.

      Damn, I want to believe that this is going to be even more than what we both ever imagined.

      He kisses me again before he flicks the lock on the front door, and leads me into the bedroom.

      We stand at the end of the bed and he holds me in his arms. “I missed you,” he whispers as his eyes search mine.

      My eyes fill with tears. “I missed you, too, baby.”

      Our lips touch and, oh, God… it’s the most perfect kiss. We kiss again and again. I can’t get close enough.

      He slowly undoes the tie on my gown and opens it. His hungry eyes drop down my body and he licks his lips.

      “Bridget,” he whispers as his hand cups my breast. His accent is stronger when he’s aroused, as if he goes back to his true self and forgets everything else he’s learned over time.

      My breath quivers as I try to hide the effects he has on me. He’s hardly touched me, and I feel like I could combust.

      “My beautiful Bridget,” he breathes as he slides my gown down over my shoulders until it pools on the floor. I stand before him, naked and vulnerable.

      He steps back and circles me as his eyes memorise every inch of my skin.

      “Where will I start?” he murmurs.

      My eyes close as I hold my breath. I want to start, I can’t help myself.

      Without a word, I drop to my knees in front of him and his eyes flicker with arousal. “Good girl,” he breathes as he strokes my hair. I kiss his groin through his jeans, and he flexes his penis. I smile against him. He slowly undoes his jeans and slides the zipper down.

      I lean forward to kiss him and he pulls away from me. “Wait,” he commands.

      I close my eyes and try to control my erratic heartbeat.

      Ben’s in control in the bedroom. Since the very first time, he’s always been in control.

      I never knew I needed to be dominated, but he saw that in me. He brings out another side to my personality that no other man ever has.

      Sex has always just been sex, and it was always good. I didn’t know that there was more to it, though. Sex with Ben is life-changing.

      He completely owns me.

      He slowly slides his jeans off and kicks them to the side, then lifts his shirt slowly over his head. My body starts to thrum with arousal.

      His body is so strong and beautiful.

      Made for me and my pleasure.

      He slowly gives himself three long strokes and I watch on, waiting for my turn. He’s done this before and brought himself to orgasm without letting me lay a finger on him. It’s as if he likes to torture me a little before I get to touch him. He slowly feeds himself into my mouth, and I close my eyes as I taste him.

      I inhale deeply. Ben has his own scent. It’s masculine, fucking hot, and drives me wild.

      I swear, if I could make this into a cologne, I would make a fortune. I lick his tip and he smiles sexily as he watches me. He tenderly takes my hair and holds it back as I take him deep. He hisses in approval. “Oh, yeah, angel.” I take him deeper. “That’s it, baby.” He smiles darkly.

      He grabs my hair with both hands, and as his arousal builds, so does his grip on me. With two handfuls of my hair he begins to ride my mouth with deep, hard strokes.

      It took me a while to learn how to take him like this. I had to learn how to control my gag reflex.

      With other men, you just mess around with the tip of their penis and they are mollified, happy with any attention. But Ben wants his whole cock down your throat, and he won’t have it any other way. With every thrust his stomach muscles clench, and I see his eight-pack glisten with a faint sheen of perspiration.

      Holy fucking hot.

      My hands roam up and down his athletic thigh muscles, around to his behind.

      His breathing picks up and I feel him swell as he tips his head back to the ceiling. “Fucking hell,” he whispers before he pulls out of my mouth and throws me onto the bed. He drops to his knees beside the bed and drags my body over to him. He puts my legs over his shoulders and drops his head.

      My heart stops, and I hold my breath. He kisses me so softly that I can hardly feel it.

      My mouth hangs open as I wait. He kisses me again and again, so soft that it’s just a promise. Oh, God, I can’t breathe.

      Then he kisses me with an open mouth, and my whole body shudders.

      I feel him smile into me. “You like that, baby?” he whispers against me.

      I nod and put my hands on the back of his head, unable to answer. He licks deeper and deeper, and then he bites my clitoris and stretches it out. I nearly jump off the bed.

      He chuckles, and I feel the vibrations deep inside me.

      Oh, God. He brings up his hand, pulls me apart, and slides two of his fingers inside me. My legs start to close, and he pushes them back open.

      He adds another finger, and another, and then he starts to ride me so hard that the bed is hitting the wall.

      “Ah…” I cry out.

      The sound of my slick arousal echoes through the room.

      He bends to lick me again and his eyes close in pleasure. “You’re going to have to ride me, angel. I’m too wound up. It’s been too long.

      I’ll hurt you.”

      I push him back. “Now,” I cry. “Now, Ben.”

      He laughs and falls to the bed, and I rise and swing my leg over him as he holds my hand. He holds himself up, and with his hand he slowly guides my hip to ease me down onto him. I rock to the side as I try to loosen myself up. We struggle for a moment. He circles my clitoris with his thumb and I open for him to slide home.

      We both moan.

      Oh, this is good—too good.

      He’s huge.

      He reaches up and, as his dark eyes hold mine he cups my breast, I slowly rise to my knees and slide back down. He hisses in approval.

      I build a rhythm, and I know he said he will hurt me, but hell, I’m going to hurt myself at this rate. I can’t get close enough. I can’t get him deep enough.

      “Fuck, Didge,” he pushes out as he closes his eyes, and I know he’s trying to stop himself from coming.

      “Give it to me,” I whimper.

      The next moment, he has flipped me onto my back and my legs are over his shoulders.

      He hits me with hard, deep, punishing drives and, unable to stand it, my body shudders as an orgasm rips through me like a freight train.

      I cry out.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

      He growls as he pumps me fast and hard, and I don’t think I can stand it. I close my eyes, and then he holds himself still and shudders, releasing a guttural moan.

      We pant as we gasp for air.

      My sex throbs from the beating.

      Then he kisses me, soft and tender, and I smile as my hands go to his jaw. He lets go of my legs and they drop to his sides, so he can lie between them.

      We kiss softly, again and again, and it’s like we have a lifetime of kissing to make up for. He smiles against my lips and rolls us so that I am on top of him. I try to hop off, but he holds me still. “I’m staying inside of you for a lot longer than that, angel,” he whispers against my lips.

      My eyes search his. “You’ve been inside me all along, Ben.”

      We lie on our sides, facing each other.

      The room is lit only by my lamp, and our bodies are deeply sated. We’ve been making love for hours. Ben’s hand roams over my hip and around to my breast. The blanket pools around me on the bed.

      “I don’t want to talk about why we broke up,” I say.

      A frown crosses his face.

      “Yet…” I add.

      He smirks, adding in an eye roll. He knew I wouldn’t give up that easily, but I do want to get to know him a lot better. “Tell me about your first girlfriend,” I whisper.

      His face cups my breast, and he smiles as he shakes his head.

      I frown. “No?”

      “I mean no girlfriend.”

      “What?” I lean up onto my elbow to see him better. “You’ve never had a girlfriend?”

      He shakes his head softly as his hand roams over my body.

      “But…” I hesitate. “How the hell are you so sexually experienced if you’ve never… Oh.” I frown. “Don’t answer that,” I murmur.

      He smirks. “Probably best I don’t.” He leans in and kisses me softly. “I was young when I went into the army, and…” He pauses as he thinks back. “I was never in the position to do the dating thing. I mean,” He raises his eyebrows. “You don’t exactly invite a girl back to the barracks for dinner.”

      I run my hand down the stubble on his face as I listen to him. Any piece of information is like winning the lottery.

      “And then when I started travelling with the army, so I was never in the one place for a long time.” He frowns as his voice trails off. “I guess I never—”

      I cut him off with a kiss. “Ben,” I whisper. “Will you go out with me?”

      He frowns. “What?”

      I run my fingers through the hair on his chest. “Will you go out with me?” I smile, and kiss him again. “Will you be my boyfriend, Ben?” I ask playfully.

      He bites his bottom lip to hide his goofy smile. “If you behave.”

      I roll him onto his back and lean over him. His eyes glow with affection and I know that that just meant a lot to him. “What does a boyfriend have to do, exactly?” he asks as he narrows his eyes. “Dirty jobs.”

      His eyes hold mine.

      “Jobs that nobody else gets to do,” I whisper.

      He kisses me, and I feel his erection grow against my hip once more.

      “I am more than happy to do your dirty jobs.” His eyes dance with mischief.

      “That’s great. My washing is in the laundry. Three loads.” I smile against his lips.

      He laughs out loud and flips me so that I am under him again. He lifts my legs around his waist, and my eyes close as he slides home. “Let me finish this dirty job first before I start another.” He pumps me hard. “It might take a while.”
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        * * *

      

      We sit at the café and have just finished breakfast. It’s 8:30 and we are across the road from my office. I needed to duck in and pick up a few things before I leave for my overseas trip this afternoon. I was so distracted yesterday, I left my laptop and my phone charger at work. I’m going to need those both.

      I watch Ben eat the last of his pancakes, and I have to stop myself from smiling so hard that it shatters my cheeks.

      We made progress last night—a big leap of progress.

      I didn’t get any information, but I did get a commitment, even if I did have to do it in a light-hearted way.

      I’ve decided I’m going to let him tell me things in his own time. It’s crazy. He is so experienced sexually, but emotionally he’s so green. He doesn’t know how to trust or do this relationship thing. I’m the one who is going to teach him, and I’m not going anywhere. He has all the time in the world to feel safe enough to open up.

      At this point I just want to drink him in… every perfect inch of him.

      Ben makes me feel things that I didn’t know existed, and I’m all in.

      Whatever it takes, I’m going to do it.

      He’s the only one I want. I know that for sure now.

      “Come with me.” I smile.

      He frowns. “What?”

      “Get on the plane with me today. I will can the tour and we can go do our own three-week holiday.”

      He smiles, as if he’s actually considering it.

      I grab his hand over the table. “We can go to Scotland and Wales and…” I frown mid sentence as I remember his and Cam’s little Loch Ness Monster story.

      “What?” He smirks.

      “Your Loch Ness Monster story is ruining it.” I roll my eyes.

      He chuckles into his coffee cup. “That’s Cameron’s story; you know he can’t be serious for a single moment.”

      “That’s completely true.” I sip my coffee. “Will you come?”

      He frowns. “I might come for the last week, but I want to get my apartment sorted. I have this girl I’m trying to impress.” He winks sexily.

      “Do you, now?” I smile.

      He nods, and I watch his tongue dart out to lick his bottom lip. I get a vision of what he did with that tongue last night and my sex clenches.

      “What’s she like?” I ask.

      I like this game.

      His eyes hold mine. “Special.”

      “Special?” I raise my brows. “How so?”

      He drops his eyes to the table and then I see him force them back to meet mine. “I don’t know.” He shrugs. “She kind of feels like home.”

      My heart somersaults in my chest and our eyes lock. I smile softly.

      “Home is a nice place to be,” I whisper.

      He nods once, as if embarrassed that he just said that out loud.

      “Well, you sort your apartment out for your home girl and then come and meet me in Scotland in ten days.”

      He smiles. “Deal.”

      Two men come to the table, and Ben’s face falls as he sees them. “Hello.” They nod.

      Ben’s eyes flicker to me. “These are my friends, John and Sam,” he introduces.

      “Hello.” I smile.

      “This is Didge.”

      “Hello.” They both smile.

      This is a good chance to get my things from work. “I was just leaving, anyway, so please… take a seat.” I smile as I stand and glance at

      Ben. “See you in half an hour or so?”

      He nods, distracted.

      I smile at his two friends. “Nice to meet you both.” I float out the door on a high.

      I’m Ben’s home girl. Things are looking up.
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        * * *

      

      Five hours later,  I cling to him as people rush past us.

      “Are you sure you can’t come now?” I ask. We are at the airport and Ben is dropping me off .

      “I can’t yet, babe, I’ve got some shit I need to sort.” He kisses me.

      “I’ll see you in a week or so.” He looks down at me as he brushes the hair back from my forehead.

      I nod…for God’s sake, play it a bit cool, will you?

      “Will you be okay here by yourself?” I ask.

      He chuckles, and shakes his head. “I can look after myself, Bridget. I’ve been doing it a long time.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I roll my eyes. “You just have no furniture and…” I pause mid sentence. Yes, that’s a great idea. I dig around in my bag and fish out my apartment keys, passing them to him. “Stay at my house until you get your apartment sorted.”

      He looks at the keys in his hand and smirks. “That’s an incentive not to get my apartment sorted.”

      I bite my bottom lip to stop myself from blurting out, Don’t then!

      Move in with me instead.

      What’s wrong with me? God, I do need some distance. I’ve totally lost my mind over this guy.

      The final boarding call sounds and I stare up at him.

      “Miss me?” he whispers.

      My eyes hold his. “To be honest, I can’t really stand the thought of being away from you for one more night,” I whisper.

      He smiles softly as our lips meet. “I might go back to America this week and pack up a few things.”

      “Okay. But promise you’ll meet me so we get a week together?”

      “Yes.” He widens his eyes in exasperation.

      I smile, embarrassed that he has told me that at least ten times in the last hour.

      I’m like a little kid here. We kiss again. “Bye, Ben.” We kiss again, and I run my fingers through his stubble one last time.

      My eyes linger on his, and I have this overwhelming urge to tell him I love him. He knows it, too, because it feels like he wants to say it back.

      “Bye, angel.” He holds me tight in his strong arms until, eventually, I have to go. With one last, lingering look, I go through the doors, into the departure lounge.

      I take a seat as I wait. That’s it then. No more Ben for ten days.

      I feel like crying.
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        * * *

      

      I’m  three hours into my flight. I have an elderly lady on one side of me, and a stinky man on the other. I hate commercial flights. Damn Joshua and his private jet has spoiled me forever. There is a lady a few seats back from us with two small children, and they are talking really loud and whining. I play some music on my headphones to try and drown them out. I take out my phone and scroll through to read my emails and click onto spotify. Hang on. What’s that number on my recording button again?

      This stupid fucking phone is pissing me off .

      I click on it and listen to the recording. It’s probably me talking crap with someone like normal.

      I hear muffled voices

      Huh? What is this? I continue to listen to try and work out

      the voice. Ben. When was this? I think for a moment as I listen. It’s the conversation we had in the café. I accidentally left my phone on the table this morning behind the napkins and, thankfully, it was still  there half an hour later when I remembered. I concentrate on his words.

      “Hello.”

      Oh, it’s his friends who showed up.

      “These are my two friends, John and Sam.”

      “Hello. See you in half an hour or so? Nice to meet you both,”  I hear myself say.

      Silence for a few seconds as I leave, and then I listen on.

      “What the fuck are you two doing here?” Ben growls.

      Huh? What the hell? I thought they were his friends. I sit up in my seat as I concentrate, trying to hear what they’re talking about.

      “We have a job for you,” the other man says.

      “I’m out, my six years are up, you know my contract is over,” Ben snaps.

      My eyes widen. What is he talking about? Six-year contract? I’m confused. I glance around guiltily to make sure nobody else can hear this. “We had to come all the way to Australia to talk to you, Buzz?” one man says.

      “Fuck you. Leave. I’m done.” There’s a pause. “How dare you come here near my family? I should gut you on the spot.”

      What the hell is going on here? Buzz… who’s Buzz?

      “Ah, yes, the Marx girl?” one of the men replies.

      My eyes widen in horror. Is that me? How do they know about me, and why is he calling me ‘Marx girl’? I bite my thumbnail as I listen.

      “Don’t you dare fucking speak her name or I’ll kill you,” Ben warns.

      What the fuck?

      “You have one job left to do, and then you can settle down with your Marx girl,” the man replies.

      “I’m settling down now with my girl, so leave me the fuck alone.”

      What?

      “You have one more job. Head office sent us here especially. Jason Steele, a U.S. Diplomat, is selling the names and addresses of special-forces soldiers to a terrorist cell. A Marine’s wife was killed last week in front of his children,” the man goes on.

      My heart starts to pump, and my hand goes over my mouth in horror.

      “Fucking hell,” Ben whispers.

      I hear paper rustle.

      “You are in room 278 at Park Hyatt in Prague.” Silence, and eventually Ben answers. “When?”

      “The 28th . He will be in a meeting at city hall across the road and leaving at 8:00 p.m. Sitting duck, easy job.”

      “That’s in three days’ time,” Ben snaps.

      “The weapon will be in the bag in the room waiting, and you are booked in under the name Taylor. Keys to the hire car will be in the room.”

      Ben exhales.

      My eyes nearly pop from their sockets and I glance at the people around me.

      “Do this and you can start your new life after service.”

      “I’ve waited long enough to start my new fucking life.” Ben growls.

      I hear a rustle and it sounds like Ben is standing.  “Fine. I’ll leave tonight. Stay the fuck away from my girl.”

      I sit still, shocked. What the fuck did I just hear?

      What the hell is Ben’s job?

      My heart is thumping, and I can’t believe this. I’m brought back to the present with the sound of the men’s voices as they talk together.

      Huh? The recording is still going.

      “The car is organised?” one man asks.

      “Yes, all fixed; the steering column and brakes are fixed. It’s already sitting in the car park there.”

      My eyes widen.

      “Buzz Lightyear will be meeting his maker, and nobody will be the wiser. A problem erased.”

      “A tragic accident,” the other man adds.

      The men both laugh, and my hand flies over my mouth.

      Perspiration burns my armpits as fear fills my every cell.

      Holy fuck, they’re going to kill him.

    

  







            CHAPTER 10

          

        

      

    

    




      Bridget

      What do you do with information if you don’t understand it?

      I’ve been sitting here in the same position for four hours. I don’t know if this is real or a hoax, or some kind of crazy movie plot.

      This is…

      I shake my head in disbelief.

      Stupid.

      I press play and listen to the recording for the tenth time, and with every new listen more fear arises.

      Now, I’m just about out of damn battery and I can’t recharge until I land.

      I stare out the window as I think, and I honestly don’t know what’s worse to hear: what Ben apparently does for a living, or the fact that he was right, and he did have a good reason to leave me all those years ago.

      Actually, no, it’s the fact that he may be dead in a few days’ time. I put my head in my hands. This can’t be happening.

      Oh, God, I feel sick.

      Is this what he meant by him not wanting his past to catch up with me?

      Who are those men?

      What does he fucking do for work?

      I think I already know the answer, but I don’t want to let my mind go there.

      Not Ben. Not my Ben.

      No, baby, don’t let it be true.

      Please, please, please. Dear God, don’t let this be true, I silently pray.

      I knew that he was into some heavy military shit before, but this is a whole other level.

      I wish I hadn’t heard this. I wish I could go back six hours and just be worried about him being lonely while I was gone.

      Now I’m worried about his life, and I don’t even know if this shit is real. I begin to look around in a panic. I feel claustrophobic, like the plane’s closing in on me.

      I need to get off this plane. I need to get off this fucking plane now. I can’t do anything. I can’t call him. I glance at my watch, frustrated that there’s another twenty hours of flying left, with another stopover in between.

      Fuck’s sake.

      Is this really happening?

      It does seem bizarre. I click play again.

      “You are in room 278 at Park Hyatt in Prague.”

      Silence, and eventually Ben answers.

      “When?”

      “The 28th. He will be in a meeting at city hall across the road and leaving without guards at 8:00 p.m. Sitting duck, easy job.”

      “That’s in three days’ time,” Ben snaps.

      “The weapon will be in the bag in the room waiting, and you are booked in under the name Taylor. Keys to the hire car will be in the room.” Ben exhales.

      “Do this and you can start your new life after service.”

      “I’ve waited long enough to start my new fucking life,” Ben growls.

      “Fine. I’ll leave tonight. Stay the fuck away from my girl.”

      His girl. An unexpected thrill runs through me. That statement shouldn’t mean as much to me as it does. I throw my phone into my bag in disgust.

      I’ve officially lost the fucking plot. What the hell is wrong with me?

      After the worst stopovers ever, and thirty sleepless hours later, I shuffle up the line toward the desk at Heathrow International Airport. After thinking all flight, and I mean all flight, I’m more confused than ever. In fact, I’m a total mess. If I call Ben to warn him of their plans, his phone might be tapped and then I will bring myself into danger because I saw who they are. Whoever they are. I frown as I think. Perhaps I could identify them if I needed to. I need to write down what they look like before I forget.

      Yes, that’s what a smart spy would do. I’ll buy a notepad and pen when I get near some shops.

      My mind jumps to Ben. I can’t call him.

      The only two people who I think would know what to do are Joshua and Brock. Brock is the Maldives and Joshua is flying to L.A.— neither of any use at all. They can’t do anything from where they are.

      I stare into space as my mind races a million miles per minute.

      If I can’t call him then I can’t warn him of the car that they have tampered with.

      What if he does go to Prague?

      What if he dies?

      Oh, God…

      He told them he was going. Is that what he meant when he told me he was going to the U.S. for a few days? Was that a lie to cover for this job?

      Fuck!

      What if he dies, and I know that I possibly could have stopped it or warned him? My stomach drops, and nausea fills me.

      He can’t die on me. I can’t let him die. He only just came home.

      But do I even want him home, knowing this about him? I’m so fucking confused.

      I run my hand through my hair as my stomach churns.

      What if it’s all a big hoax and they are just having some fun with me?

      Who am I kidding? They didn’t know that my damn phone was going to record them. I don’t even know why it does it. I wonder how I could find out if the booking is real?

      I think for a moment, and then I Google ‘Park Hyatt, Prague’ and the number comes up.

      Hmm, I tap my foot double-time as I think. Use your brain, Bridget, think of a plan.

      I look up and glance over the crowd. I know! I click on the number. It rings and the receptionist answers.

      “Good evening, Park Hyatt, Desiree speaking,” she answers in a heavy accent.

      Shit.

      My eyes widen. “Hello. I was wondering if you could tell me if my husband has checked in yet, please? Our flights have been on different schedules and I don’t want to wake him. He said he might check in early.” I screw up my face. What the hell am I doing? “Room 278… in the name of Taylor?” I add.

      “Sure, just a minute.” I hear her keyboard clicking and she returns. “Yes, that’s right, the booking is here, but he doesn’t check in until later today. I’m sorry.”

      My stomach drops and my eyes close. Damn it, Ben. I put my hand over my mouth as my heart hammers in my chest. I get a vision of him checking into the hotel, oblivious to what’s about to happen. What do I do? Quick, think!

      “He forgot to get a second key. Can you leave one at reception for me or him to pick up, please?” I ask hopefully.

      “Yes, of course.” I hear her typing.

      “Next, please,” the airline check-in girl calls, and I glance up at the line in front of me that has somehow disappeared.

      Shit.

      “Thank you,” I reply to the girl on the phone and hang up, and then I move up to my place at the check in desk.

      She’s blonde, cute, and I hope she’s feeling helpful. “How are you today?” She smiles.

      “I’m good.” I smile back as I hand over my passport. “There’s been a change of plans, though.”

      She glances up from her computer. “Why is that?” “I need to change my flight,” I say hopefully.

      “Of course. Where to?”

      “Prague.”

      

  




Seven Hours Later

      “Can you drive faster, please?”

      The cab driver frowns at me in the rearview mirror.

      “Hurry,” I mouth as I point toward the road to symbolise going faster.

      He nods and picks up his speed. It’s 7:00 on the night that Ben is supposed to be doing whatever it is he is doing. I’m not sure if I am even going to make it.

      But I am very sure that there are three things that you never ever should do in your life.

      One: change your flight at the last minute and fly from Sydney, Australia to Prague. Because there is no direct route. I have had two stopovers in Bangkok and Vienna. I have not been in a bed for thirty-two hours. Delirious doesn’t come close to how I feel, and my temper is next level high.

      Two: be seated next to someone on said flight who has the intense body odour of a troll. And this is after you have not slept for twenty-four hours and have had to have three drinks to try and block out the smell, only to end up being rude and asking him to go and put some deodorant on. He now hates me and I’m okay with that. My conscience is clear, you dirty, smelly man.

      Three: have a phone that randomly records shit.

      Shit that shouldn’t be heard by unsuspecting eavesdroppers.

      I was just happily minding my own business.

      I’ve overheard a conversation that I don’t even know is real, and if I have flown on this hell trip over here for nothing, Ben’s life is in real danger from me. Forget about faulty cars. I’m just going for a king hit straight to his skull.

      We drive through the streets of Prague and my heart is beating fast. It’s dark and I can’t see anything, not that I can focus, anyway.

      What if I get to the room and he’s not there? What if the two men are there waiting?

      My eyes widen.

      What if Ben’s already dead?

      Nobody knows I’m here.

      I’m a travel agent and I know not to do this. Any of this.

      The car slows, and he pulls into the circular driveway. “Here you are, miss.” The driver smiles over his seat.

      “Ah, thank you,” I whisper as the blood drains from my face. I peer out the window at the hotel in front of me. It looks safe enough. Too bad it isn’t.

      What the hell am I doing? I nervously hand over my credit card and he swipes it and retrieves my bags from the trunk. The concierge greets me. “Can I take your bags, ma’am?”

      “Um.” I don’t want the bags to arrive at the room before me. “No, that’s okay, thank you.”

      I grip them a little tighter and make my way to the reception desk.

      Act calm. Act calm. Act totally fucking calm.

      I smile at the two ladies behind reception. “Hello, can I pick up the second key for my room, please? My husband called down and arranged this earlier,” I ask as my heart hammers hard in my chest.

      “What room, madam?”

      “Room 278, under the name of Taylor.”

      She types it into her computer and waits for the notes to come up. She smiles as she reads them and prints off the second key. Relief fills me.

      “Level six, to the right.” She smiles as she hands over the key.

      “Thank you.” I make my way through the lobby and over to the lift, glancing around as I wait.

      Are they here? Are they watching me now?

      Oh, dear God, please let this go well. I don’t particularly want to die tonight.

      I’m so nervous that I’m perspiring profusely.

      I make my way up to the room, and I stop out the front and retrieve my earphones before I plug them into my phone and set the recording ready to play.

      I’ve been watching too many NCIS episodes because I have the plan all worked out in my head. I’ve been going over it for hours.

      I grab my key, blow out a steady breath, and swipe the door. It opens in a rush.

      Ben is standing by the window, and I quickly put my finger up to my mouth in a shush signal.

      “What are you doing?” he snaps.

      “Room service,” I reply loudly in an accent in case the room is bugged.

      He scrunches up his angry face, and I run to him with my finger up to my lips, quickly placing the ear bud into his ear and pressing play.

      He goes to rip it out and I shake my head frantically.

      “Listen,” I mouth.

      He listens and then frowns. He shakes his head and presses play again as he listens once more.

      “What?” he mouths.

      I shake my head nervously and shrug my shoulders.

      He stands still on the spot and listens again.

      “Can you come with me and get some towels from the cart?” I ask.

      “Yes, of course,” he replies clearly.

      We walk out into the hallway, and he grabs my arm and pulls me down the corridor.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” he growls in a whisper.

      I tear my arm from his grip. “Saving your life. You’re most welcome, by the way.”

      “Don’t give me that fucking shit.” He pulls me into the bathroom near the lifts and locks the door behind us. “How did you get this?”

      “My… my phone is randomly recording stuff, remember?” I stammer. “And I didn’t know what to do. I was so scared. They’re going to kill you.”

      He listens to it again and shakes his head, and then he dials a number on his phone. It is answered on the first ring.

      “This is Buzz, 11046,” he says, monotone.

      I stand silently listening as my heart nearly goes into cardiac arrest. I put my hand over my heart to try and somehow will it to slow down.

      “How can I help you?” the deep male voice answers. I can hear what the man on the other end is saying as clear as day. “We have a security breach.”

      “Who?” the other voice snaps.

      “1702 and 9067.”

      “Proof?”

      Ben narrows his eyes at me and shakes his head in disgust. “Recording on…” he snaps.

      Oh, God, he’s furious,

      “Recording on…” the voice answers.

      He holds up the phone and plays them the recording, and the other man stays silent as he listens.

      I hold my breath as I listen, too. Is this the cops? Is he on the phone to the cops?

      Who is on the other end?

      Are they coming to save us now? Are we in danger?

      Shit, this is hectic. I put my hand over my heart to try and slow it down.

      I may need an ambulance any moment.

      “Hang on a minute,” the voice says. “Locating the said agents’ whereabouts now.” My eyes widen.

      We both stay silent as we listen to keyboard typing.

      He finally comes back. “They are both in Prague.” Ben’s jaw ticks in anger.

      “Permission to eradicate threat?” Oh. My. Fucking. God.

    

  







            CHAPTER 11

          

        

      

    

    




      Bridget

      “Denied,” the voice snaps back. “Secure your location until we track their whereabouts. I need to get higher authority.”

      Ben tips his head back to the ceiling in frustration. “How long will that be?”

      “We will have an exact location and answer within ninety minutes,” the voice replies.

      Ninety minutes. Ninety minutes? That’s an hour and a half. I put both of my hands over my mouth in horror as I try to control my breathing.

      “Find them or I will,” Ben snaps before hanging up.

      I look up at him. “What now?” I whisper.

      He doesn’t answer, and a heavy frown is etched on his face.

      “What now, Ben?”

      “I’m thinking,” he snarls.

      I run my hands through my hair in a panic. “Oh, God,” I whisper to myself.

      “Why did you fucking come here, Bridget?” he whispers angrily.

      I shake my head, because all logic has escaped me. I’m wondering that myself.

      “This is serious,” he snaps.

      “They were going to kill you, Ben,” I whisper. “What the fuck did you want me to do?”

      “Call me. Fucking call me. Don’t put yourself in danger like this.”

      “I thought they were going to bug your phone, and then I would have been in danger anyway,” I sputter in a panic.

      He shakes his head as he thinks for a moment. “At this point they are watching me, not you. They don’t know you are here… yet.” He frowns, deep in thought. “Unless they saw us just then.” He glances at his watch. “It’s 7:35 p.m., so they don’t know that the plan is interrupted yet. They won’t know until after 8:00 p.m.” He brushes his fingers back and forth over his two-day growth as he thinks. “We go back to the room.”

      “What?” I frown.

      “We go back to the room and you get your things and go to this hotel.” He flicks through his phone and brings up a hotel on the screen. “Go to Mayfair on Ridge—I have a booking in the name of Jones.” He retrieves his wallet and a credit card, and I read the name on it.

      
        
        Marcus Jones

      

      

      I frown. “You’re staying there?” I take out my phone and snap an image of the hotel.

      “No, I always book a second hotel in case of an emergency. You’ll need this card to check in.”

      The blood drains from my face. “Is this an emergency?”

      He looks at me, deadpan. “Could say that.”

      I nod frantically. “Yes, okay, okay. So, what then?”

      “You wait there.”

      My eyes widen. “Why? What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to stay here as a decoy.”

      “What?”

      He opens the door in a rush and walks out.

      I run to catch up to him. “No. I don’t want you staying here,” I whisper as we powerwalk in the direction of the room. “Come with me.” I grab his arm. “Ben, you have to come with me.”

      He stops on the spot. “You do as you’re told and you get back to that hotel safely now,” he whispers.

      “What will happen to you?”

      “Nothing. I can handle myself. I will get there when I can.”

      “How long will that be?” I frown.

      “I’m not sure. If you see someone following your taxi, ask the driver to take you to the police station and run in the front doors and spit in an officer’s face.”

      “What?”

      “You’ll be arrested and safe until tomorrow. I can come get you from there.”

      “Oh, my fucking God,” I whisper as my fingers go to my temples.

      This is insane.

      We arrive at the hotel room, and he reaches down to grab my hand. He squeezes it in a silent goodbye and I have literally no idea what the hell is going to happen.

      He opens the door in a rush. “And the minibar is out, too. Can you restock it, please?” he asserts loudly.

      “Of course, sir,” I reply in a fake accent.

      He opens the fridge and starts to clang the bottles loudly as a distraction then walks into the bathroom and turns the shower on, soon returning to the bedroom.

      I grab my suitcases as quietly as I can, and with one last look at each other I exit the room and gently close the door behind me. I start to powerwalk up the hallway toward the lifts while dragging my suitcase.

      Holy fucking hell. What if they are up here? What would I do?

      Kick them in the nuts. Okay, I can do that.

      I get to the lift and hit the button three times as I look around guiltily. It takes forever to arrive.

      Please, please. Come on, come on.

      I look around at the empty hallway. I can taste bile in my mouth from my stomach churning so hard.

      God, I don’t want to leave him here.

      The stupid fuck. How in the hell did he get messed up in this shit?

      I’m going to kill him myself when he gets to the hotel.

      The lift arrives with a ding and the door opens slowly. I’m relieved to find it filled with people. Oh, thank God. Normal-looking people.

      My heart is hammering hard in my chest as we ride to the ground floor in silence. Once to the bottom, I cross the foyer and head out onto the circular entrance way.

      The concierge smiles. “Taxi?” he asks.

      “Yes, please.”

      He goes out onto the road and raises his arm. A taxi pulls in immediately. The taxi driver gets out of his car and opens the trunk to put my luggage in while I slink into the backseat.

      He jumps into the front seat. “Where to?” he asks.

      “Oh.” I quickly scramble through my phone and bring up the image. “Mayfair on Ridge.”

      He nods, turns, and pulls out onto the road.

      I sit in the dark in the backseat. I don’t know if I’m going to survive this trip. My heart is beating so damn hard. I turn in the seat and peer through the back window, and watch the hotel disappear.

      Tears fill my eyes. Is that the last time I’m going to see him?

      My leg bounces as I try to control my nerves.

      I look around again in a panic and cars are everywhere. How the hell am I supposed to know if someone is following me?

      Oh, man.

      Ben’s words run through my head. Spit in the policeman’s face to get yourself arrested. I feel faint. I don’t even know if I could physically spit on someone. It’s not like it’s something that I have ever practiced. I shake my head in disbelief. Honestly, I couldn’t make this shit up if I tried. I turn and look out through the back window again and just see different cars this time. No single car is standing out, not that I can really see much. I put my hands in a praying position in front of my lips as I think. When we get to the hotel I’ll be able to see if anyone is following us. What do I do if there is? Do I jump back in the car and demand to go to the police station?

      Yes.

      I nod, as if psyching myself up.

      Spit in a face, that’s all you have to do.

      Jail is safe. I frown as I realise what a ridiculous notion that is.

      What the fuck? Jail isn’t safe; someone else could murder me in there.

      Holy crap, this is a fucking disaster.

      The cab pulls into the large, circular driveway of a fancy hotel, and I sit in the backseat, peering through the window while the driver retrieves my bags.

      I look around and can’t see anyone suspicious.

      Shit. Do I get out?

      I look left, and then look right. No cars pulled in behind us, and the main road is too busy to stop. I think the coast is clear.

      I get out and pay the driver, then make my way into the foyer and up to reception. My eyes are darting around like a crazy person, searching for anything out of the ordinary. I glance at my watch. It’s 7:50 p.m.

      Oh no, ten minutes before they know their plan isn’t going to go to plan.

      “Good evening.” The receptionist smiles.

      “Hello.” I retrieve the credit card Ben has given me and slide it over the desk. “I have a booking in the name of Jones.”

      “Sure.” She smiles and starts to type in her computer, and I glance around at the swanky surroundings. How much does this place cost per night?

      She prints off a key and hands it to me. “You are in room 246 on level four.”

      “Thank you, my husband will be picking up another key later tonight when he arrives.”

      “Okay, thank you. I will note that down.”

      I make my way over to the lift and up to level four, then down the wide corridor. It’s so luxurious; this place is something else.

      I get to my room, swipe the card, and close the door behind me, locking it swiftly.

      Thank God, I made it.

      For a few moments I stand with my back to the door, so relieved that I made it here. I try to catch my breath. It feels like I have been holding it in for hours. I pull myself together and look around.

      The room is big, white, and classy. Navy velvet drapes hang to the floor and they match the bedspread, along with two high wing chairs and ottomans that sit near the fireplace.

      I walk around to find the bathroom is completely white with brass fittings, and a triple showerhead in the walk-in shower. The left wall has a floor-to-ceiling mirror.

      There is a large, fresh flower arrangement that sits on the round mahogany table.

      Wow. This is swanky.

      I walk over to the window and pull back the drapes to stare down at the bustling traffic. Darkness is all I see.

      What’s going on at the other hotel?

      I get an image of Ben fighting with the two men, and I shake my head to chase away the vision.

      Stop it. He’ll be fine.

      I walk over and recheck the lock on the door, and then I go into the bathroom. I need a shower so badly. In fact, I need sleep more than anything at the moment, but I can already tell that’s not in my immediate future. A hot shower, a hot meal, and I’ll be as good as new.

      

  




Ben

      I stand at the window at exactly 8:00 p.m. and look down at the street as I wait for Jason Steele to surface.

      Why do they want you dead?

      They want to kill me to cover up that they had anything to do with it.

      This was not an approved hit. Who is he and why do they want him dead?

      I take out my phone and Google Jason Steele, U.S. Diplomat, and I wait for the page to load.

      An image comes up and I study it. Dark hair, in his mid-thirties, good-looking as far as dudes go.

      I click on Wikipedia.

      Jason Steele, age 37, is an American diplomat, speaking five languages. Educated at Harvard where he graduated with an Engineering, Science, and Bio Chemistry degree.

      I frown as I read through. A diplomat is a scientist? Weird qualifications. They usually major in politics. My detective work is interrupted as he walks out, flanked by security guards. I watch from my window position above.

      Why does he have such tight security around him?

      He gets into a black limo with a security car behind and in front, and I watch them slowly drive away.

      I look at the surrounding buildings and my blood begins to boil.

      If Bridget hadn’t stopped me, I would have played right into their hands. I had no reason to doubt their intentions or my orders.

      They now know their plan didn’t work. I glance at my watch and see it’s 8:20 p.m.

      Didge should be safe. Fuck, I can’t stand that she’s here mixed up with my shit. This is my worst fucking nightmare. I text them, acting innocent.

      
        
        I couldn’t get a shot: Secure the next location so that I can finish my mission.

      

      

      I’ve got to get out of here.

      I put my handgun under my suit jacket and pick up the bag with the hit gun inside it.

      First, I need to get rid of this. I walk out into the hallway and put it into the laundry shoot. I then go in and retrieve my suitcases and walk down to reception. My eyes are darting around as I look for my deceivers. I walk to reception and out to a taxi, placing my bags in the trunk.

      “Can you take my bags to Mayfair on Ridge and ask them to keep them in reception for me until I check in later?” I ask quietly.

      “Yes, of course.”

      I hand him one hundred euros. “Don’t tell anyone what I just told you, and don’t return here tonight.”

      He smiles broadly at his substantial tip. “Yes, sir.” He drives off in a hurry before I change my mind.

      I turn back to the hotel as I struggle to contain my anger.

      I could be dead now. Those motherfuckers are going to pay.

      I get into the lift and head down to the parking lot. They’ll be down there waiting for me to get in and drive away. I wonder… are they planning on following the car and finishing me off at the crash scene?

      My fury bubbles. Let’s just see who gets finished off.

      I catch the lift to two levels below the car, and I walk out into the semi-lit parking lot. I put my hand under my jacket and on my gun as I walk along the back row between the parked cars. I walk up the ramp toward where the hired car is parked.

      My eyes roam over the parking lot as I look for the traitors.

      I hear the double beep of a car unlocking in the distance, and I push myself up against a column in the darkness, my heart beating hard.

      A young couple walks hand-in-hand, laughing, deep in conversation as they get in and slowly drive away.

      I squeeze my gun and make my way over to the next ramp going up. I’m not sure where the car is parked, but I do know it’s on this level. I’m assuming it will be near the lifts if it has been here for some time. I sink into the darkness along the back wall as I search the parking lot.

      There it is. Black SUV. Our standard hire car of choice. Number plates.

      
        
        Hc 6000

      

      

      I get behind a column in the darkness and wait. For ten minutes I wait, until finally a car pulls up and they both get out. I ready my gun as I watch.

      They glance around at the parking lot in search of me, and I’m so damn tempted to step out and shoot the fuckers right now.

      You don’t have permission yet, I remind myself.

      I squeeze the gun in my hand, itching to pull the trigger.

      One of them takes out a large knife and slashes the tyres.

      What?

      I frown.

      What’s he doing?

      I watch on as he slashes all four tyres so that the car is unusable.

      They both get into the car and exit the parking lot.

      What the hell is going on? I stare into the darkness as I think.

      It’s not me they want dead. It’s Jason Steele.

      They want me alive until I can finish the job. Who the fuck is Jason Steele?

      

  




Bridget

      I wring my hands as I pace back and forth. It’s been three hours since I arrived here, and Ben still hasn’t shown up.

      Where the frigging hell is he?

      I hear a police car siren in the distance. I run to the window and tear back the curtains to look out.

      What’s happened? Is that him? Has something happened down there?

      Oh, dear God, my heart can’t take much more of this.

      My phone rings and I jump in fright. I scramble to get it.

      The name ‘Eric’ lights up the screen.

      Shit. Of all the times he chooses to call me back, it’s now, for fuck’s sake.

      I can’t deal with him right now. But then I picture him on the other end, trying to call me, and guilt takes over. I quickly pick up.

      “Hello,” I answer.

      “Hi, Bridge.”

      Silence hangs down the line.

      I stare at the carpet under my feet because I have no idea what to say to him. I’m in a different country, waiting for another man who is probably a criminal and dead in a hotel room under a fake name.

      This is as far from his world as it possibly gets.

      Who am I kidding? This is nobody’s world, least of all mine.

      “I miss you,” he whispers.

      I close my eyes in regret. When I saw him the other day, we just played nice and didn’t talk about anything at all, but now it needs to be said.

      “Look, Eric…” I pause as I try to get the wording right. “I’m sorry about the fight the other day and the way things turned out.” He stays silent.

      “I never meant for any of this to happen.” Sadness fills me, because I put him through this. He deserves so much better than the shitty girlfriend I was. I haven’t even thought of him since we broke up, because I have been so focused on Ben.

      Ben bursts through the door, furious.

      My eyes widen. Shit. What’s happened? I need to get off this call.

      “I’ve got to go.”

      “Who is that?” Ben growls.

      I cover the phone with my hand and shake my head. “Goodbye.” I hang up.

      “Are you for real?” I yell at Ben. “Where the hell have you been?

      I’ve been worried sick.”

      He storms into the bathroom and slams the door.

      What?

      I don’t believe this. I charge in behind him. “What the fuck is going on, Ben?”

      “Nothing. Get out.”

      My eyes nearly bulge from their sockets. “I will not get out until you tell me exactly what’s going on.”

      He leans in and turns on the shower. “You’re an idiot. That’s what’s going on.”

      My mouth drops open. “Who the hell do you think you are? I just saved your life, and this is the thanks I get?”

      He steps toward me. “No, you just put your life in danger without any thought of the consequences—the very life I have been trying to protect for five fucking years!” he screams.

      “Cut the dramatics. You kill people? Is that what your…” I put my fingers up to accentuate the quotation marks, “job is?”

      “Get out!” he yells.

      “No. I will not get out. What the hell is your fucking job, Ben?” My phone starts ringing again.

      “Who the fuck were you on the phone with?” he growls as he gets under the shower and washes himself with soap, completely ignoring my question.

      “Are you washing blood off your hands?” I sneer.

      His cold eyes turn to mine and I wither a little, but I tilt my chin up defiantly. “I’m not scared of you, Ben.”

      “Get. Out,” he mouths.

      My eyes fill with tears. I can’t believe this. “So, this is it?” I blurt as I hold my arms out. “This is the reason you left me?” I whisper. I screw up my face in pain. “You would rather kill people than be loved by me?” His face falls, and he drops his head in shame.

      That hurt him, but I don’t care. Tears run down my face.

      “Don’t cry,” he whispers. “Please… don’t cry.”

      “Don’t cry?” I scream, losing all control. “I can’t be with you, Ben. I can’t be with someone who does this.”

      He shakes his head and the room is filling with steam. “No… Bridget. Don’t go.” He shakes his head, suddenly panicked. “Don’t leave me. I love you.”

      I step back from him and I shake my head. This is too much. I need to get out of here.

      Am I even safe here with him?

      “You said you loved me,” he murmurs as his eyes search mine.

      The water trickling down the drain is the only sound I can hear.

      I stare at him for a moment before I whisper the depressing truth.

      “I don’t even know you.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 12

          

        

      

    

    




      Bridget

      I turn and storm back into the bedroom, and begin to get my suitcases and things together.

      Fuck this. I don’t know where I’m going, but I do know I’m getting away from him.

      I can’t fucking believe it. Nobody else could hurt me the way he does.

      I hear the shower turn off and become suddenly panicked. He won’t let me leave. I need to get out of here. Quick!

      I glance around the room and do a hurried check to make sure I’ve collected everything I need, and then I open the door and run out into the hall. I start to make my way to the elevator.

      The door opens behind me. “Bridget!” he barks.

      I scrunch my face tight and run harder. I can hardly see through my tears. Oh, God, please let this nightmare be over. Ben chases me, but I keep running until I get to the elevator. He grabs me and holds me in his arms tightly.

      “Let me go,” I cry as I pound at his chest.

      “I can’t,” he whispers into my hair, holding me tight. “I love you. Let me explain, please. Just come back inside and let me explain.”

      “Get away from me!” I sob against his chest, howling-to-the-moon-type sobs wracking my body. How can he be this person? How can I be in love with this person? “You can’t explain this, Ben,” I whisper. “There is nothing you can say to me that will make this better.”

      His eyes hold mine, and he brushes the hair back from my face as he tries to think of the right thing to say. “Give me one hour. Neither of us has slept in over twenty-four hours. You’re not safe here alone tonight.”

      What? It’s not safe?

      Fucking hell, this is one messed-up situation.

      I glance back up the hall, towards our room. I do want an explanation, although I know it won’t change anything. But if I don’t get answers now then I may never get them, and I know I will regret not hearing him out at some point in the future. I’ll go back for my safety only. Screw him. There is no excuse he could possibly ever give me. I pull out of his arms. “Fine. You have one hour, then I leave.” I walk back to our room and he follows, falling in line beside me. It’s only then that I notice he’s wearing nothing but a white towel around his waist and he’s still dripping wet.

      “Where are your clothes?” I snap.

      “On the bathroom floor.”

      I roll my eyes and my tired, bitchy streak is starting to take over.

      We get to the door and he scratches his head.

      “Open the door,” I tell him.

      “I don’t have a key.” He tries the door handle, but it’s locked.

      I look at him, deadpan. “You closed the door without getting the damn key?”

      He raises his eyebrows, his face serious. “I was preoccupied.” “What kind of spy are you? Maxwell fucking Smart?” A trace of a smile twitches on his face.

      I point at him. “Don’t you dare think this is funny, or you will find yourself at the bottom of the stairwell with a broken neck,” I growl. “I’m not even joking, Ben.”

      He holds both hands up in surrender. “I’ll find a key, and then I suggest you eat and sleep, because you need to calm down.” He looks up the hall as he thinks.

      I narrow my eyes. “No. What I need is to be in love with someone fucking normal.”

      He bites his bottom lip as he tries not to smile.

      Shit. I just admitted I was in love with him. Shut up, shut up, shut up. “I’m leaving in an hour, so while you stand there doing your fucking

      cutesy towel routine the clock still ticks, asshole.”

      This time he can’t hold it, and a broad smile crosses his face.

      I drag the suitcase up to the door and sit down on top of it. “Hurry up. Go and find the damn key,” I huff as I fold my arms over my chest.

      “If you’re more than ten minutes, I’m leaving.”

      “Fine.” He exhales as he looks down at himself.

      I have to bite the inside of my cheek to hide my smirk. If I were a decent person, I would go find the key. Too bad I’m not.

      “What are you waiting for? Go!” I snap.

      I watch him walk down the hall with a white towel around his waist, and I glare at the floor.

      Stupid prick.

      He comes back moments later with a key. He unlocks the door and I walk in, while he brings my suitcase in and closes the door behind us.

      I sit on the bed and fold my arms again. My anger is bubbling inside of me.

      “So, Ben…” I fake a smile. “Please explain to me what the hell happened here tonight.”

      He exhales before he begins to pace at the end of the bed. I wait as he pulls himself together, and finally, he replies.

      “I work for UNI.”

      I stare at him for a moment

      Huh? Wait…what? I can hardly focus on what he’s saying because I’m just so tired. “The… what?” I frown.

      “United Nations Intelligence.”

      I frown. “You work for the government?”

      He nods carefully. “I work in the Special Forces Elite Squad.”

      “What? ” I screw up my face. “Squad? How many people are in this squad?”

      “Twenty-four.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. Unfuckingbelievable.

      “What you do for UNI?”

      His eyes hold mine, and he lifts his chin, as if steeling himself for my reaction. “I take care of national security risks.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “And that’s code for killing people?”

      “Yes.”

      I glare at him. “Wow.”

      “I signed a contract three months before I met you.”

      I frown again, not understanding. “A contract?”

      “You sign on for a five-year contract, just like you do with the army.” He shakes his head. “It was an honour to be offered this position.”

      “An honour…” I gasp. “Killing people is not an honour, Ben.”

      “Protecting civilians is an honour!” he snaps, losing control. “I’m a soldier first, Bridget. Not all wars are fought on the front line,” he yells.

      Tears fill my eyes. “And this is what soldiers do?” I whisper, shocked at his detachment.

      He drops his head. “I do what needs to be done. All soldiers do.”

      I stare at the carpet as a clusterfuck of emotions run through my head, but somehow I stay silent.

      I have no words. What do you even say to this?

      My blood starts to run cold, as if someone has me on an intravenous ice drip. All the warmth and love I felt for him is being slowly frozen in time.

      I can feel it as it happens.

      It’s fucking breaking my heart. My nostrils flare as I try to control my tears.

      “I left you before because I didn’t want to involve you,” he continues. “I didn’t want to have to lie to you every time I got a new assignment.” He drops to the bed beside me. “I didn’t want you to be at home waiting for me, in case I never made it home.” He gently tucks a piece of my hair behind my ear.

      My vision blurs, and the lump in my throat begins to really hurt.

      “I did what I had to do, Bridget. I owed the army—they looked after me.”

      What the fuck!

      I stand up, filled with outrage. “Bullshit. You owe them nothing!” I cry. “What about what you owe me?” I shake my head, as words fail to explain my feelings. “You absolutely broke my heart five years ago—”

      “I broke my own, too,” he interrupts as he stands, sensing that he is losing control.

      I push him hard in the chest. “You lied to me in the Sydney airport. Just yesterday, you told me you were going home to tie up loose ends, yet you knew you were coming to Prague to kill someone. What would have happened if you’d gotten yourself killed? I wouldn’t even know about it.”

      “Yes, you would. You would be the first to know,” he fires back.

      “How the hell would I?” I scream.

      “You’re listed as my next of kin.”

      I drop to the bed and shake my head. Dear God.

      He watches me.

      I look up at him. “How deep is your deception, Ben? How can I trust anything that you have ever told me?” I frown as a painful thought runs through my mind. “Is your name even Ben?” I whisper.

      “Yes, of course it is,” he says softly as he takes my hand in his. “I just want to start my life with you.” His eyes search mine. “I just want to be a normal person in Sydney with you. I left all this behind.”

      My eyes fill with tears because I want to believe him. I so desperately want to believe him.

      He shakes his head. “I’ve taken indefinite leave.”

      “Why?” I whisper. “Why didn’t you just leave completely?”

      “Because if things don’t work out with us…” His voice trails off.

      “What?”

      “If things don’t work out with us, then the army is the only home I’ll ever know.”

      My heart sinks and my eyes fill with tears. God, what a mess. He thinks the army is his only home.

      I drop my head and stare at the carpet again as I swipe my tears away angrily.

      This is fucked up.

      Suddenly, my exhaustion kicks in. I’ve been worrying myself sick for thirty hours straight. I can’t take any more. I feel overwhelmed and fragile.

      I can’t deal with this. I have no idea what to make of any of it.

      I want to leave, but I have nowhere to stay and it’s late at night.

      I tear back the blankets on the bed and I climb in. “I haven’t slept in thirty-eight hours. I’m hungry and I’m furious with you. I’m leaving in the morning,” I tell him.

      “Let me get you some food,” he says softly.

      “I don’t want fucking food.”

      He stays silent, afraid to speak.

      “I’m going to sleep,” I announce.

      He smiles softly, as if relieved, and he nods. “Okay, angel.” He comes over to kiss me, but I turn my head.

      “Don’t,” I snap.

      He grabs my hand and squeezes it, and I close my eyes. “I don’t like you.” I sigh sadly.

      “That’s okay, Didge.” He brushes the hair back from my face. “As long as you still love me.”

      I move my head away from his hand. “Don’t push your luck, Ben. Those men aren’t the only ones who want to kill you tonight.”

      He smirks as he gets up, walks over, and flicks the lock on the door. His eyes find mine across the room. “I’d die happy in your arms.”

      I shake my head into my pillow. “Cut it out. If you say one more sweet thing, I will end you.”

      He goes to get in the other side of the bed.

      “Don’t you dare get into this bed with me,” I growl.

      Honestly, I don’t want him anywhere near me at the moment.

      His face falls, and I pull the covers up around my shoulders and close my eyes.

      I’ve had enough of today.

      That’s it. I’m out.

      I wake in the dimly-lit room to the sound of a trolley outside in the corridor. What time is it?

      I frown and sit up to look around the room. Huh? Where’s Ben.

      Oh there, I see him.

      Curled up on the floor.

      His head is resting on a cushion from the chair and he has no blanket. He’s fast asleep on the carpet, lying across the doorway.

      Why is he asleep there? It’s an odd place to sleep. Then it comes to me.

      Oh, no.

      He’s asleep across the doorway so I can’t leave without waking him up.

      I get up, go to the bathroom, and come back and sit in bed and watch him in the darkness.

      I notice an extra blanket on my bed, and I screw up my face as my sadness takes over.

      He got the spare blanket and put it on me, while he slept on the floor without one for himself.

      Damn you, Ben. Put yourself first, for once.

      I hop up, grab the blanket, and put it over him. He stirs but doesn’t wake.

      I get back into bed and take out my phone to text Mum and Tash.

      
        
        Arrived safely: Call you later. Jetlagged.

      

      

      I sit and watch Ben as my mind starts to tick over. I’m his next of kin.

      I’m the person he cares about the most. I didn’t realise it, but for all these years he’s been just as connected as me.

      I lie back in bed and stare at the ceiling for half an hour as my tears run down into my ears.

      I’m beyond devastated. We could have been so good together.

      Next of kin stand by their family, but I can’t stand by this. I can’t stand what he does—I can’t stand what the army has done to him.

      They’ve brainwashed him into hero-worshiping their institute.

      “I’m a soldier first, Bridget.”

      The army has been his family up until now, and I get that, I really do… but just when he comes back to me, I find out about this?

      Why didn’t he just tell me? I put my head in my hands.

      Because he knew how you would react, I tell myself.

      He knew that I would leave him.

      Sadness fills me. He’s missed out on so much and sacrificed so much for his country.

      Am I really going to leave him now?

      I take out my headphones, plug them into my phone, and go to search through my playlists. I need to think.

      I put on some background music to drown out my thoughts.

      
        
        Baby, I am right here,

        Baby, I am right here,

        I'll hold you when things go wrong.

        I'll be with you from dusk till dawn.

      

      

      I listen to the lyrics. Who sings this song? I’ve never heard it before.

      I look it up and find it’s by Zayn and Sia, and it’s called ‘Dusk till Dawn’.

      I smile sadly. It’s fitting that I should listen to it now.

      For half an hour, I sit and stare at Ben on the floor all alone. For half an hour, I search my soul for an answer as to what I should do.

      For half an hour, I listen to this song on repeat.

      Things have gone wrong—really wrong—all along for Ben.

      He left me because he was trying to protect me.

      He does what he does because his country asks it of him.

      He didn’t know that they were going to come back.

      He didn’t know that I would get dragged into this.

      If I’m his next of kin, then I should start acting like it.

      I walk over and watch him for a moment. Without a thought, I drop down and lie beside him on the cold, hard floor. I get underneath the blanket and wrap my arms around his broad chest.

      I’ll be with you from dusk till dawn, baby.

      You’ll never be alone.

      “I’m here, baby,” I whisper. “I’m here.”

      

  




Ben

      I stir, and feel warm arms around me from behind. I turn in a rush to see my girl on the floor asleep with me. My heart sinks. I take her into my arms and hold her tight. I kiss her hair and close my eyes. Everything with Bridget just feels so right.

      Last night I had to keep her here at all costs. She shouted and cried, and I could do nothing but watch her, petrified that she was going to rush out the door and leave me.

      I couldn’t ensure her safety last night, but I need to now.

      I exhale as I try to steel myself for what I’m about to do. I’ve walked away from her once before, and I’ll do it again if that’s what it takes to ensure that she’s safe.

      I stare at the ceiling above us and listen to her breathing peacefully as she sleeps. Who knew such a simple sound could be my medicine?

      The Holy Grail of happiness is having Bridget asleep in my arms.

      It’s back.

      That dreaded feeling.

      I think back to last night and what could have happened if they were, in fact, after me instead of the target. Would they have killed her if she got in their way?

      I’ve never dealt with rogue agents before. I have no idea what to expect here, but I know it isn’t good, whatever all of this is.

      I owe Bridget my life… in more ways than one.

      I need to get back to Washington and find out what the fuck is going on.

      She rustles in my arms, and I know it’s time—time to let her go.

      I close my eyes and hold her for one minute more, and then I stand and walk into the bathroom, closing the door behind me. I take a shower and dress. I then lift her into my arms and place her back on the bed, gently covering her body with the blankets.

      She’s exhausted. “Sleep, angel,” I whisper as I kiss her forehead and lie down beside her. I watch her as I lean up on my elbow.

      Her honey-brown hair is splayed across the pillow. She’s still wearing her clothes from last night, too tired to have changed into her pyjamas. Her dark eyelashes fan out across her perfect olive skin. My eyes roam down to her chest and her small hands. Unable to help it, I take her hand in mine.

      “I can’t be with someone who does this, Ben.” That’s what she said.

      I close my eyes, filled with regret.

      This is why I didn’t tell you. I never wanted you to find out this shit about me.

      She’s not going to accept it. She never will.

      Why would she?

      She stirs and her eyes slowly open. I smile softly. “Morning,” I whisper.

      She looks at me, her brow furrowing before she glances around the room. “Ben?” she whispers.

      “I’m here.” I squeeze her hand.

      “Please tell me that I had a really bad case of jetlag and that was all a nightmare.”

      I smile sadly. “I wish.” I swallow the lump in my throat.

      She cups my cheek in her hand as her eyes search mine. “What’s going on?” she whispers.

      I drag my eyes away from hers. I can’t stand that she can sense how I feel.

      “Nothing.”

      Get up. Get up and do it.

      I inhale as I try to make myself get up off the bed. Finally, my body concedes and I stand.

      “Talk to me,” she pleads.

      “We should go out for breakfast, angel.” I fake a smile.

      She frowns. “I want to talk about last night.”

      “And we will. But you have to eat first. You’ve hardly eaten for days.”

      She lies still for a moment, as if contemplating my offer, until she finally stands and disappears into the bathroom.

      I zip up my bag and pull it close to the door. It will save time later.

      This time will hurt more than the last—I know it already. This time it’s goodbye… forever.

    

  







            CHAPTER 13

          

        

      

    

    




      Ben

      I watch Bridget eat her poached eggs on toast. “You’re really not eating?” she asks.

      “I’m not hungry,” I reply as I sip my coffee.

      We are in a small restaurant that sits a few blocks away from our hotel.

      “So, this is the job you’ve been so secretive about?”

      “Yes.” I sip my coffee again and put my hand up for another cup.

      “How long have you been doing this?” she asks.

      “Six years.”

      “How many people have you killed?”

      My eyes hold hers. “Too many to count,” I reply, monotone.

      Her face falls and she drops her head.

      “It’s okay, Bridget.” I roll my lips as I force the words from my mouth.

      She frowns as her eyes rise to meet mine. “What’s okay?”

      I shrug and sip my coffee. “I understand that you don’t understand.”

      “Do you?” She frowns.

      “I don’t expect you to.”

      She narrows her eyes as she watches me. “You said you loved me last night.”

      I bite my bottom lip and drop my eyes to the table.

      “Look at me,” she demands.

      I drag my eyes to hers.

      “Well?”

      “I do love you,” I murmur.

      “Why do you only tell me that you love me when something bad is happening?” I frown.

      “The first time you told me you loved me was when you were leaving me.”

      I swallow the sand-like feeling in my throat.

      “Last night, you told me because you thought I was leaving you.” I sip my coffee.

      “Ben?”

      I exhale. “What do you want me to say, Didge? Meet me in the Mickey Mouse Clubhouse for board games?” I shake my head in disgust. “I’ve told you before… I’m not wired the way you are.”

      Her eyes hold mine. “That wasn’t what I asked. Although, while you continue to act like Goofy, I will meet you in the Mickey Mouse

      Clubhouse to strangle you.” I sip my coffee again.

      “Why don’t you tell me you love me when you make love to me, or when we have happy times?” she asks.

      I scowl. “What the fuck are you on about? Who cares when I tell you I love you?”

      “I do, Ben.”

      I roll my eyes. “It doesn’t matter anymore, anyway,” I mutter under my breath.

      “Why doesn’t it?”

      I shrug. “You know why. Last night was the beginning of the end for us.”

      She shakes her head subtly. “Was it?” She flicks her hair angrily over her shoulder. “Why do you say that?”

      “You can’t live with someone like me.” I raise an eyebrow sarcastically. “Your words, not mine,” I add.

      “I was in shock, Ben.”

      I sit forward in my seat. “Fucking bullshit. You knew what I did. You pretended that you didn’t know, and whether you did it unconsciously or not, all the facts were there. I told you that I had a past and that I didn’t want you involved in it.”

      She folds her arms in front of her. “Oh. So all this is my fault now?” she sneers. “You’ve got a fucking hide. You told me you were a soldier.”

      “I am a fucking soldier,” I growl.

      She leans in. “You are a glorified assassin.”

      I sit back, smile, and with a shake of my head, I hold my hand out.

      “And there it is.”

      Her face falls.

      “That’s what you’re going to be throwing in my face for the rest of my life,” I reply.

      Her eyes hold mine.

      I sit forward in my chair. “You listen here, Bridget, and you listen good. I have no regrets for what I’ve done. None. I work for the United Nations Intelligence and I look after national security, and if you can’t live with what I am—with what I have done—then you should leave now.”

      She chews her bottom lip as she considers what I have just said. “You said you left the army.”

      “I did. You know I did. The last thing I would ever do would be to put you in danger like you were last night.”

      “You… you could have died,” she stammers.

      “So, I die. That is my job. You don’t interfere.”

      Her face falls. “Your life is more valuable to me than national security, Ben. I don’t give a fuck about national security if it takes you away from me,” she whispers angrily.

      I drop my head and frown. “Bridget…” I sigh. “I’m wired differently. My personal needs don’t come into this. Any serviceman who defends his country doesn’t get to have personal needs. We band together for the greater good. Nobody ever wants to leave their families to go defend and fight, but we do what we have to do.”

      Her eyes fill with tears. She frowns as she grabs my hand over the table. “I want you to fight for me.”

      I pull my hand from her grip. “Do you? Do you really? Think long and hard about that, Didge.”

      She watches me, as if not understanding.

      “I have a specialised skill set, Bridget. I’m a sniper. If needed again I may have to go back, and I would need to know that you would be with me on this. I’d need to know I could kiss you goodbye and know you were proud of me and of what I’m doing. Could you honestly do that?”

      She stares at me blankly.

      I smile sadly. And there is my painful answer. I exhale heavily. “I don’t expect you to understand. Not everyone can be with a serviceman.”

      “Why are you turning this back on me now?” she asks.

      “Because I want you safe. Because I don’t know what the fuck is going on in Washington at the moment, and I have to go back there and find out.”

      “What are you saying? You want me to leave you so that I’m safe?”

      My eyes hold hers. “Yes. That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      She shakes her head. “You may be brave on the battlefield, Ben, but you’re a goddamn coward when it comes to me.” I glare at her.

      “You said you left and that you wanted a normal life,” she snaps.

      “Did you or did you not?”

      “Did,” I snap.

      “Was this in your plan?”

      I narrow my eyes. “You know it wasn’t.”

      “Do you love me or not?”

      I shake my head. “That’s a stupid fucking question.”

      “This is black and white. You either go back and find out what the hell is going on and then come home to me, or you leave and go back permanently,” she snaps.

      I narrow my eyes. “That’s not black and white. This is the black and white facts of it, Didge,” I snap as I begin to lose my patience. “You are either an army wife who fully supports the UNI, or you’re not.”

      She sits back and folds her arms in front of her. “And if I am?”

      “Then you come to Washington with me, so I can sort out this mess.”

      She narrows her eyes. “And if I’m not?”

      “Then you go home and forget all about me, because I can’t live a life with someone who’s not on the same page as me. I am who I am. I can’t change my past. I don’t want to.”

      “But if you’re leaving the army anyway…” she murmurs.

      I cut her off. “If you’re not with me on this, you’re going to bring this shit up every time we fight. You know you will.”

      She rolls her eyes.

      “I’m going back to the room,” I tell her.

      Her face falls.

      “I’m leaving for Washington in four hours. You take your time and think what you really want from a man.” My eyes search hers. “If it’s a wholesome jock, then you’re with the wrong guy. I’m not him.” I shrug my shoulders sadly.

      She rolls her eyes.

      “It’s all or nothing, Bridget. Take all of me or none of me. I’m not ashamed of who I am.”

      I push out my chair and throw my napkin onto the table.

      She looks around the restaurant. “Am I even safe to be here alone?”

      “The men from last night are on a plane to America. Do you really think I would have brought you out if I knew you weren’t safe?”

      She puts her head into her hands. “I have no fucking idea what’s going on here, Ben. I didn’t expect to wake up on the movie set of American fucking Sniper. This shit’s only meant to be on cable.”

      A smile spreads across my face. There she is. My snarky wench. I watch her for a moment and then I bend to kiss her lips. “I do love you, Bridget,” I whisper. “More than anything, and I know I don’t say it often enough.” My eyes search hers. “I’m working on it. I’m working on being the person you deserve.”

      She puts her arms around my neck. “Tell me this is going to be all right.”

      I bury my face into her neck as I hold her in my arms. “I don’t know that it will be, babe.”

      “Ben.” She sighs sadly. “Don’t say that.”

      “Take your time and think about it, Didge. I won’t hold any hard feelings against you if you walk away. I’ll completely understand, but this is a decision that only you can make.”

      “What if I hadn’t found out about this?” she whispers.

      I shake my head. “Then I would have always had a secret from you. I’m glad it happened, to be honest. Now you know. This is me. This is all of me.”

      She drops her head into her hands.

      “See you in a few hours.” I sigh. “Or not.” My heart constricts and I just want to drop to my knees and beg. I drop my head, squeezing her shoulder as I brush past her and walk out of the restaurant. I won’t look back. Don’t look back.
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        * * *

      

      I stare at the clock in the silence of the room.

      Four hours have passed. Four long, silent hours.

      Bridget hasn’t come back.

      I stand and stare through the window, looking down at the street below.

      I blow out a deflated breath. Of course it was too much for her to handle.

      It’s okay, it will be okay. I try to calm myself. I’ve been through worse times than this.

      It’s just a relationship breakdown, I remind myself. Millions of people deal with this shit every day.

      So, then, why does it feel like the world is about to end?

      My chest constricts as the walls begin to close in around me.

      I close my eyes as I try to regain some composure. I don’t know why I let myself fall in love with her. On some level, I always knew it was going to end badly. I get a vision of her laughing and smiling up at me from bed, and then I get a sick, empty feeling deep inside. I’ll never see her like that again.

      Fuck…

      I need to get out of here before I lose my shit.

      I exhale heavily as I pick up my suitcase. Should I just stay and beg?

      No.

      She will never accept what I’ve done.

      Move on.

      I fold her clothes that were on the chair, and then, unable to help it, I lift her shirt and inhale deeply.

      Bridget’s smell.

      I close my eyes, in pain.

      Fucking snap out of it. I fold her clothes neatly and place them in her bag. With one last look around the room, I make my way out into the corridor and ride the elevator to the lobby. I look around sadly.

      She’s not here. Stop looking for her.

      With renewed determination I walk out the front, hail a cab, and get into the back of it.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t remember much about the trip, but it only seems like five seconds later when I arrive at the airport and make my way to the desk.

      “One one-way ticket to Washington, please,” I say.

      The check-in/ticket assistant does a double take and smiles sympathetically. Do I look as sad as I feel?

      “Sure,” she replies. “I only have a seat on a flight in two hours; it’s in business class. You will fly into Heathrow and get a connecting flight from there tonight. Will that be all right, sir?”

      “Whatever.” I sigh, uninterested. They can strap me to the fucking wing for all I care.

      I pay for my ticket, pass through security, make my way to the lounge, and take a seat at the bar.

      “Hello.” The friendly bartender smiles.

      “I’ll have a scotch, please.” I sigh. “Keep them coming.”
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        * * *

      

      The cab pulls up in front of my apartment block in Washington, and I look out onto the street. It feels like it took forever to get home, and now that I’m finally here I don’t want to be.

      Actually, I don’t want to be anywhere but in Australia with Bridget, starting a new life with her… for her.

      The driver retrieves my suitcase from the trunk, and I frown as I run the backs of my fingers over my two-day growth. I need to get a hold of myself.

      Just get out of the car.

      I watch him drive away slowly.

      One step in front of the other… do it.

      I take the elevator. My mind is a jumbled mess, and foggy.

      I unlock the door and look around the sparse apartment before I walk in and throw my bag down, exhaling heavily.

      I look back out into the corridor and consider going straight to a bar… or doing anything that doesn’t involve being here alone. I feel claustrophobic and I know I need to calm myself down, so I go to the bar and pour myself a scotch.

      I walk into my kitchen and rustle around for some sleeping pills.

      I just can’t deal with this fucking day any longer.

      I’m gutted, weak, and I’m fucking furious beyond anything I’ve ever felt before. Whoever set this up had better fucking run because when I get a hold of them, they will beg me to kill them.

      I get an image of her face as she told me she could never love someone who does what I do, and regret hits me hard in the gut. She didn’t need to know any of this, and even though I wanted to tell her, I knew she wouldn’t feel the same about me once she did.

      It’s been days since I’ve slept, even though I tried to on the plane. But how do you get yourself into a relaxed state when it feels like you can’t breathe? I pop three sleeping tablets out of the bottle, throw them into my mouth, and drain the scotch in my glass in one gulp as I prepare myself for my next phone call. The one to Brock.

      I dial his number and he answers on the first ring. “Hey, man.”

      I put my hand on my hip. “Have you spoken to Bridget?” I ask.

      “No. Why?”

      “Can you check on her?” I clench my jaw as I imagine her being sad and alone.

      “Why?” he asks way too quickly.

      “She knows…” I pause. “She knows everything.” He stays silent.

      “She left me.”

      “Fuck, man.” He pauses. “I’m sorry.”

      I drop my head as I frown. “Not as sorry as I am.”

      He exhales heavily down the phone.

      I walk over and pull back the curtains to peer out onto the street below. “Just make sure she’s safe. She was in Prague. I’m not sure if she’s gone on her tour of Scotland, or where she’s heading,” I continue.

      “Okay, I’ll let you know.”

      I frown as I force the next words from my lips. “Yeah… don’t. I’m cutting all ties. That’s it this time.”

      “Mate, you know she’s just angry.”

      I clench my jaw as pain lances through my chest. I hesitate. “She’s too good for me, she’s always been too good for me. We both know that. Just…” I sigh. “Just look after her for me, please.” I have to get off the phone. I can’t fucking stand it.

      “You okay, mate?” he asks softly.

      I don’t answer because, in all honesty, I just don’t know.

      “See you later,” I reply. “I’ll call you tomorrow, man.” I hang up and type out a text.

      
        
        Don’t accept any jobs at all: We have a defector in camp.

        Nobody can be trusted.

        I’ll fill you in when I get back.

      

      

      I type in the names of my closest friends and hit send. A text bounces back from Brock.

      
        
        Didge is on her flight home now: Mum and Tash are picking her up from the airport. Get some sleep.

      

      

      I frown as I imagine her arriving at the airport alone, and my chest constricts. I get in the shower and stand under the hot water as I inhale deeply to try and calm myself down.

      I haven’t been this low since the night my mother died. This is a dark day.
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        * * *

      

      “GO!” he yells.

      I hit hard and fast, and the sound of my boxing gloves connecting with the pads echoes all around.

      I’m dripping wet with perspiration, the gym my only solace.

      For two minutes I hit as hard as I can until I can punch no more.

      “Well, look what the cat dragged in.”

      I glance up, panting heavily, and then smirk. It’s Thomo, one of my closest friends.

      “Where the fuck have you been?” he asks.

      I shake my head and nod to my trainer, signalling for a break.

      “That’s enough for today, Buzz; you’ll fucking kill me if I have to block your hits any longer,” the trainer replies as he removes his pads.

      “Thanks—see you tomorrow,” I pant. Poor bastard. I’ve been kicking his ass all week.

      “See you.” He walks away.

      I pick up my water bottle and drink.

      “Where have you been?” Thomo asks. “You send us that fucking text and then you go offline for ten days.”

      “I just got back last night,” I lie. The truth is that I wasn’t in the mood for any company.

      I take a seat on a weight bench as I try to catch my breath.

      “What happened?” he asks.

      “I don’t know.” I shrug. “Hey, I got a visit in Australia from two agents saying I had one last job to do in Prague.” He frowns as he listens.

      “So, I went, but unbeknownst to me, it wasn’t a scheduled job.” I’m still struggling to catch my breath as I speak. “They were working alone and had tampered with the hired car. They wanted me dead after I did their instructed hit.”

      He frowns as he goes over what I’ve just told him. “Does head office know this?”

      I nod. “They’re trying to track them, but they haven’t been seen since. I’ve no fucking idea what’s going on or who hired the hit.”

      “Fucking hell.” He bites his thumbnail as he thinks. “We need to get the guys together.”

      I drain my water bottle and nod. “Yeah.”

      “I fly out tonight for a wedding tomorrow but I’m back on Sunday.

      Let’s meet at Jack’s Bar at five.”

      I nod and glance at my watch. “Yeah, okay. See you then.”

      He starts his training session and I shower. I’m walking to my car when my phone rings. It’s Brock.

      “Hey.” I smile. I’ve missed this stupid fuck.

      “Hey, mate. You called? Sorry I couldn’t answer, I had a mouth full of muff.”

      I chuckle as I get a vision of him going down on some chick. “Yeah, that’s way too much information.” I wince.

      He laughs. “Tasted too good to answer the phone, that’s for sure.”

      I laugh. Fucking hell. “Can you do me a favour?” I ask.

      “Sure.”

      “My car is in the long stay parking at Sydney Airport. Can you get someone to go and get it?”

      “Ah, okay.” He thinks for a moment. “Do you just want it back at your place?”

      I frown as I think. “Um—”

      “When are you coming home?” he interrupts.

      “I’m not,” I reply as I walk through the parking lot and hold the keys up, unlocking my car as it comes into view.

      He stays silent for a moment. “Bridget’s struggling, mate.”

      I stop, mid-step.

      “She hasn’t left the house. She’s over there, crying and shit. The girls are all fussing over her and trying to fix her.”

      I stare at the concrete under my feet and clench my jaw.

      I should never have gone back for her. I stay silent as I listen.

      “Did you hear me? She’s fucking devo over here. What are you going to do about it?” he growls, annoyed.

      “Tell her to go back to Eric,” I reply flatly. “He’s the kind of man she needs.”

      “What?” he snaps. “Are you fucking for real? You’re just giving up on her? You’re going to walk away just like that?”

      I roll my eyes as my anger starts to throb. Does he think I want this?

      “She left me. She gave up on me,” I sneer.

      “She loves you—”

      “Not enough,” I cut him off. “I’ve got to go. Sort the car and bill me.”

      “You’re fucked,” he snaps.

      I shake my head in disgust and end the call before I say something

      I’ll regret.

      I’m fucked? I’m fucked? My blood boils. He’s got no fucking idea. I would have done anything for her. I can’t change my past… If I could, I would.

      In a heartbeat, I would do anything to hold her.

      I open my car door and throw my bag into the back seat with force. I sit in the car and grip the steering wheel as I imagine my beautiful Bridget crying with a broken heart because of me. I close my eyes as the pain takes over.

      He’s right.

      I am fucked.

      The ugly taste of guilt begins to seep into my bloodstream like poison. I can physically taste it.

      I turn the car on and fly out of the parking lot, heading onto the highway at speed.

      Maybe if I drive fast enough I can escape this feeling.

      If only.

    

  







            CHAPTER 14

          

        

      

    

    




      Bridget

      It’s just gone 7:00 p.m. on a Tuesday, and I lie on the lounge and stare at the news on the television.

      They’re talking, but I’m not listening. In fact, I’m not sure I’ve heard a sound other than Ben’s voice since I left him ten days ago in Prague. I love you…

      I need you…

      I kill people.

      Everything seems like a hazy blur, and even though I’ve been through this before with Ben this time it’s worse.

      This time I know it’s final.

      Last time I had questions. I needed answers and closure.

      This time I know all the facts, and closure is the only option.

      As much as we love each other, love isn’t enough.

      He can’t change who he is and I can’t accept what he is.

      It’s one hell of a situation to be in; one where there is no winner, and the worst part about it is that I know he’ll be suffering, too.

      Only he’ll be suffering alone, because I know he won’t have told anyone what happened between us. I smile sadly as I realise that I know him better than anyone.

      He’ll be at the gym, or in a bar.

      My mind takes me to a dark place, and I have to wonder… has he sought solace in another woman’s arms yet?

      I get a visual of him making love to another woman and I scrunch my eyes shut to block it out. My poor heart hurts.

      “Ben,” I whisper as my eyes fill with tears.

      I’ve cried so many tears that I don’t know how I have any body fluids left.

      I know we just got back together, but seeing as I’ve loved Ben for five years the heartache doesn’t seem to equal the time we spent together.

      It’s official… this is the worst kind of breakup. It would have been much easier if he played up on me, or told me he didn’t want me anymore.

      At least then I could be angry. I could be furious that he treated me so badly, and I could go out and drink and have fun as payback. Hell has no fury like a woman scorned and all that.

      But I know he’s alone in his apartment. Even if he is with another woman, he would still be alone because she won’t know him. She won’t know anything about him.

      She won’t know how to make his pancakes just right, or that when he goes silent it’s because something is bothering him. She won’t know the way he looks at you when he loves you, even though he can’t tell you with words. I know for sure that she won’t know how to love him as much as I do… because it’s impossible. Nobody will ever know that.

      The tears run down into my ears, and my companion is back. That painful lump in my throat comes and stays when I cry. I’m so rundown I got tonsillitis. It was so bad that I’ve had to go on a course of antibiotics to clear the infection. This whole month has been a disaster.

      “Oh, Ben,” I whisper sadly. I know more than anyone how hard he’s had it, and yet… I just can’t get past this.

      How can I? How could anyone?

      Knock, knock, knock.

      I blow out a breath and put my head back onto the lounge.

      Just leave me alone already.

      Tash and Abbie are hovering way too much. Joshua even told them to leave me alone this morning. He can see that I just want to be left alone. I know they mean well, but honestly.

      I drag myself up and open the door, to find Brock standing there. “You look like shit,” he mutters dryly.

      I look at him, deadpan. “You came all the way over here to state the obvious?”

      He holds up a bottle of Bailey’s Irish Cream and smiles cheekily. “I brought supplies.”

      “Yeah, because a hangover is just what I need.” I gesture for him to come in. He walks to the kitchen, grabs two glasses, and fills them with ice and the mocha fluid.

      I sit back down on the lounge and he passes me my drink. I take a sip as he falls into place beside me.

      “Hmm, yum.” I frown as I stare at the glass. “I haven’t had this for ages.”

      “I thought I would repay the favour.”

      “How so?”

      “Don’t you remember? Bailey’s heart healer, you called it.” I frown, not understanding.

      “Alison Landers?”

      I put my hand over my chest and chuckle. “Oh, my God. I haven’t heard that name in years.”

      “Yeah, that bitch slayed me.” Brock sighs with a shake of his head.

      He holds his glass up and I clink mine with his, and I laugh. “You dodged a bullet—she was a total bitch.”

      “Hot bitch with a smoking vagina, though.”

      I giggle. “True.” I sip my drink. “Hey, thanks.” I bump his shoulder with mine. “This is thoughtful of you.”

      “Anything for my favourite PA.”

      “Like you had so many other applicants for the position.”

      He smiles, and we watch the television in silence for a moment.

      “I’m glad you left him,” he states as his eyes stay fixed on the television.

      I glance over to him and sip my drink. “What brought on this change of heart?”

      He shrugs. “He’s a weak prick.”

      I feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention. “He is not. Don’t speak about him like that,” I snap.

      I can talk bad about him, but nobody else had dare say a bad word.

      “Well, if you were my girl, I would be back here fighting for you.”

      “I’m not your girl, and it’s not that simple.” I sip my drink, annoyed that he dared call him weak. Ben is anything but weak.

      “I spoke to him today.”

      My eyes flicker to him. “Is he all right?”

      He shrugs. “Like he would tell me if he wasn’t.”

      I nod sadly, because that’s true.

      “Why did you come home without him?” he asks.

      “You know why,” I mutter as I stare at the television.

      “Yeah, no, I want the truth, not the fucking bullshit you told the girls. You didn’t have a fight at all.”

      I continue to stare straight ahead. “I’m not having this conversation with you.”

      “Did you find out what he does?”

      I glare at him. “You already know the fucking answer to that,

      Brock. Don’t act dumb.”

      He clenches his jaw as he contemplates his next line of firing.

      “Tell me, Bridget… what do you think I do in the Navy?”

      I frown. “You’re a SEAL.”

      “And being a SEAL is an honourable job?”

      I bite my bottom lip. “Yeah, it is, actually.”

      “And being a Delta Soldier isn’t?”

      “This is different, Brock, and you know it is.”

      “How?”

      “Because he kills people!” I snap.

      “So do I.”

      I scrunch up my face. “Fuck off. Don’t turn this around. I can’t deal with what he’s done. I will never be able to deal with what he’s done.”

      He stares at me for a moment. “Wow,” he mutters dryly.

      “And yet your own brother does the same kind of job and you worship him.”

      I roll my eyes. “Oh, please. When do I worship you? I’m proud of you; there’s a big difference.”

      “Freedom isn’t free, Bridget. It comes at a price.”

      “Go home. You’re pissing me off.”

      He drains his glass and stands. “He told me to tell you to go back to Eric.”

      “What?”

      Oh, no.

      “W-what else did he say?” I stammer.

      “That Eric is the kind of guy you want.”

      My face falls.

      “And for me to make sure you’re okay.” He pauses. “I picked his car up from the airport and dropped it back at his apartment for him.”

      “Is he coming home to sort it?” I ask hopefully.

      “No. And this time it was different.”

      I frown as I watch him. “What do you mean?”

      “He said he was cutting all ties.” I fall back, defeated.

      “I told him you loved him.”

      My eyes flash up to his. “What did he say to that?”

      “He said not enough. He said you didn’t love him enough to stay.

      He said you gave up on him.”

      Not enough?

      He walks toward the door. “So, anyway, go back to Eric and live your safe little Stepford wife gig. I’m sure you’ll be real happy with a law-abiding Ned Flanders husband.”

      It hurts to have Brock speak to me like this. He has always been on my side, and my eyes fill with tears.

      “Fuck you,” I whisper.

      He walks out the door and then turns back. “But do me a favour, hey?”

      I stare at him.

      “Don’t pretend to support my job in the Forces, because your double standards are fucking pathetic. You constantly tell me how proud you are of me, but when the man you claim to love does the

      same job, he’s a criminal. You need a fucking reality-check.”

      “Get out,” I sneer.

      “Do you want me to call Eric?” he asks sarcastically. “I can get him around here in half an hour. He’s probably at home scrapbooking.” I slam the door in his face. Go fuck yourself.

      I stare at the ceiling in the darkness. It’s 3:00 a.m.

      The witching hour.

      The time when I feel like I’m going to explode with emotion if I don’t find a way to hold him in my arms again.

      What’s he doing now?
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        * * *

      

      It’s 10:00 in the morning over there. Has he gone back to work? I get a crystal-clear image of him in the gym working out, and I smile into the darkness.

      There he is…

      I’ve had an off feeling since Brock left tonight. He hit a nerve— something I don’t know if I want to address.

      I do appreciate our armed forces, and I am super proud of Brock and his job as a SEAL.

      So, why can’t I feel that way about Ben?

      Is it shock? Is it the way I found out? I mean, if I found out that he was a sniper as he went off to war, would I have had the same reaction?

      No. I know I wouldn’t.

      A sniper in a war is different to a sniper in society.

      But is it?

      I roll over, disgusted where my thought process is leading me.

      A sniper during war does what he is told by his leaders, and he takes care of the enemy threats.

      Isn’t that what Ben does? Is there really a difference?

      Stop it! Stop right there.

      I get out of bed in a rush and go to get a drink of water. I stand at the sink as I drink it. Of course there is a difference. Ben looks them in the eyes before he kills them. He’s a murderer. A cold-blooded killer. I close my eyes because, although those are the facts, I know it’s not true.

      Brock’s words roll over me again.

      But do me a favour, hey? Don’t pretend to support my job in the Forces, because your double standards are fucking pathetic. You constantly tell me how proud you are of me, but when the man you claim to love does the same job, he’s a criminal. You need a fucking reality-check.”

      “GET OUT.”

      The man I claim to love.

      I frown as I process those words. The man I claim to love.

      Maybe I don’t love him. Maybe I’m in love with the idea of being in love with him. Maybe he was just this guy from my past who I hero-worshipped as an excuse to push other men away.

      I stare into space as I think. It’s possible.

      I take my water back to my room, knowing I need to think on this. I lie down in the darkness and search my soul for the answers.

      Elizabeth reads the typed letter I have passed her. Her glasses are on the end of her nose as she sits behind her big fancy desk. I feel my stomach churn with nerves.

      She looks up at me. “You’re resigning?”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m moving to America and I’m not sure when I will be returning.”

      “When do you want to finish?”

      “Effectively. I fly out tonight.”

      She frowns. “Your contract clearly states that I need four-weeks’ notice.”

      “I’m on holidays,” I reply flatly. “I didn’t need to even come back but I thought it was the right thing to do.” I drop my head. “This is something that is out of my control and I couldn’t have foreseen it. I’m sorry to put you out, but I know there are one too many staff members in my area anyway,” I stammer.

      She watches me calmly.

      “This way, you won’t have to offer a redundancy to anyone later in the year.”

      She leans forward and links her hands on top of her desk. “Tell me,

      Bridget, are you moving for a man?”

      My eyes hold hers. “Yes.”

      “Is he worth it?”

      I smile softly. “Yes, he is.”

      She stands and shakes my hand. “Good luck.”

      

  




Ben

      I walk down the three steps into Jack’s Bar and look around with a smile on my face. My friends are at a bench table positioned towards the back, and I make my way over to them.

      “Hey!” they all call, and we slap hands in greeting. It’s 10:00 p.m. on a Sunday, and the place is just heating up.

      I feel a sense of calm sweep over me. I’ve missed my friends. Jed, Rick, Ethan, and Matt are all in the same job and all living in Washington, the same as me.

      Not many people understand what we do, but these are my people. We’ve been in the service together from a really young age.

      We depend on each other. Rick’s the only one who’s married. His wife, Ally, looks after all of us, the poor bitch. She’s pregnant and has to deal with the five of us fussing over her now. Their baby is due in four months. I’m excited for it.

      Ethan and Matt are having a fuckfest at the all-you-can-eat buffet, and Jed has a regular girl who is annoying as fuck. Well, she is to me, anyway.

      “How was Australia?” Jed asks as he hands me my beer.

      I take it and sit down at the table. “Good.” I sip my beer. “What have you guys been up to?” I turn my attention to Rick. “How’s Ally?”

      He smiles broadly. “She’s good! Fucking hot. I’m telling you… pregnant sex is ridiculously good. I can’t get enough of her.”

      We all laugh and Ethan frowns. “Why is it so good? I don’t get it.

      I’ve heard guys say this before.”

      Rick shrugs. “I don’t know, it just is.”

      “Does it feel different?” Ethan frowns, needing more information. “Like, is it tighter or something?”

      Rick frowns as he tries to articulate his thoughts. “It does. She’s all heightened in her senses, but maybe it’s better because I feel different about her. It’s deeper because my baby is growing inside her.” We all listen intently.

      Matt screws up his face. “Yeah, the thought doesn’t do it for me, hey?” He thinks on it. “Like, a baby in bed with me.” He purses his lips. “I may not be able to get it up when my wife is pregnant.” He raises his eyebrows in thought. “I’ll have to buy her a vibrator for the baby shower.”

      “You won’t have to worry, since nobody will ever marry you,” I reply dryly into my beer.

      “Yeah, and a vibrator would be better than your dick anyway. She’d be excited to finally get off,” Jed adds.

      We all chuckle and Matt holds his beer up in a cheers gesture with a cheeky wink.

      “How’s your girl? Did she come home with you?” Rick asks, and the table’s attention turns to me.

      I pause for a moment. “Yeah, it didn’t work out.” I sip my beer again and they all fall silent. “She’s still in Australia.”

      “What happened?” Matt frowns.

      I shrug. “Nothing.” I look around the bar to evade their questioning eyes. “Change the subject,” I snap.

      They all exchange looks and I drink my beer, pretending not to notice.

      “What happened on this hit?” Eric frowns.

      “I was in a café in Australia with Bridget, and John and Ross came in.”

      “Wait. They came to Australia and approached you in front of Bridget?” Rick frowns.

      I nod.

      “What the fuck?” Ethan whispers.

      “They told me I had one more job to do before my discharge papers would be signed.” They all listen intently. “So, I went to Prague and prepared to do the hit.”

      “Hi, Ben,” a sexy voice says through an obvious smile, and I feel a hand run up my thigh. I turn to see Belinda, a girl I used to know.

      She smiles and leans over to kiss my cheek. “I haven’t seen you in years.” Her hand runs up over my thigh under the table, and my eyes hold hers. Belinda and I used to fuck. We met at the gym. We fucked a lot.

      “Boys, this is Belinda,” I introduce her.

      The boys all stare. Belinda is one of the hottest women you will ever see. Long blonde hair, huge tits, and one hell of a body. She’s wearing a skin-tight black dress with a plunging neckline. Nothing has been left to the imagination.

      “Hi.”

      They all clamber to shake her hand.

      She puts her arm around my shoulders as I sit on the stool. “God, you look good, Ben.” She readjusts my neckline on my shirt. “We need to catch up.”

      I roll my lips and my eyes flicker to hers. “Yeah, maybe later. I’m just in the middle of something,” I say, effectively dismissing her.

      She laughs, and her tits wobble right in front of my face. “I’m holding you to that.” She leans in and whispers in my ear, “You’re coming home with me tonight.” She bends and kisses my cheek, and I feel her breath on my neck. An unwelcome twinge makes an appearance. I inhale sharply.

      “Later,” I reply.

      She turns and gives the boys a cute wave with her fingertips before she sashays through the crowd. We all watch her ass in that dress disappear.

      Ethan releases a low whistle. “Fucking hell, Buzz, you get the hottest chicks.”

      I sip my drink, void of emotion. All except the one I want.

      “Anyway, where were we?” Rick asks.

      I shake my head, rattled by that blast from the past. “Oh, yes. I was in a café with Bridget and they approached us.”

      “So, you did get her back?” Jed frowns.

      “Briefly.” I sigh. “Anyway, she left, and they told me I had one more job to do.”

      They all drink their beer while they listen.

      “I went to Prague, checked in, and followed normal procedure.” I sip my beer quickly. “And then Bridget turned up.” Their faces fall in horror.

      “She busts into the room, pretending to be room service, and makes me listen to a recording on her phone.”

      Ethan frowns. “Wait, I’m confused. What was Bridget doing in Prague?”

      “Will you let me finish?” I reply.

      He holds up his beer in apology.

      “The day we were in the café, back when the hit was ordered, Bridget left her phone on the table.” I glance over and see Belinda dancing sexily with three girlfriends. I snap my eyes away. Fucking hell, she’s distracting. “Um.” I pause as I try to concentrate. “Her phone had

      been fucking up and was recording shit.”

      They all frown. “How does that happen?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know.” I rub my hand through my hair. “She heard the whole thing, the hit, me accepting the job. The whole fucking thing.”

      Their eyes widen. “Fuck,” Ethan whispers.

      “That’s not the worst of it,” I continue. “The phone kept recording after I left.”

      “Where was it?” Matt asks.

      “Under a napkin, nobody saw it. It recorded them saying that after the hit was carried out, the car they’d hired for me had been tampered with and I would meet my maker and nobody would be the wiser. They planned on killing me.”

      “Fuck,” Rick whispers as he sits back in shock. “What did you do?”

      “I called it in.”

      “What did they say?”

      “That they would trace them and get back to me, so I sent Bridget to a hotel to be safe and pretended I missed the shot.”

      Ethan frowns. “They would have known. You never miss a shot.”

      I shrug. “I don’t think they did.”

      “Why do you say that?” Ethan asks.

      “Because I went down to the parking lot and saw them slashing the tyres so I couldn’t drive it.”

      “I don’t get it,” Jed whispers. “Why would they go rogue and then want you dead?”

      “Because if I was dead, nobody would know they’ve gone rogue.”

      “Hmm.” They all think on it. “What’s happened since?”

      “I had to go in and make a formal statement, and the two agents haven’t been seen since, so they’re either dead or in hiding. I just have to wait for their command. And if they’re not dead, they soon will be.”

      Their eyes widen again.

      “So, Bridget knows everything?” Jed asks.

      I nod. “She left me in Prague.” The table falls silent.

      “Sorry, man.” Rick sighs, and they all nod in shared sympathy, and we sit in silence for a moment.

      “She’s gone for good this time,” I reply.

      Belinda catches my eye out on the dance floor, dancing sexily, and she curls her finger up at me in a ‘come here’ signal.

      I smirk and shake my head.

      “Well, I hope you’re going to take Goldilocks home and fuck Bridget out of your system,” Ethan offers as his eyes stay glued to her. “It would be a dame shame to waste that body tonight.”

      I drink my beer and my eyes fall back to her as she writhes sexily to the rhythmic beat.

      Maybe that’s what I need.
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        * * *

      

      It’s 1:00 a.m. and I’m scrolling through my Instagram feed. A couple of the boys have picked up women and I sit at the table with Rick.

      “I’m going to go home soon, man,” he tells me.

      “Yeah, me, too.” I sigh.

      I’m closest to Rick. He is in a similar position to me and we have been together in the army since we were seventeen. I talk to him more than anyone.

      “You going to call her?”

      I shake my head. “No point.”

      He looks out over the club. “That fucking sucks, man.”

      I nod. “It does.”

      “Hey, you want to come back and stay at our house? Ally would love to see you in the morning.”

      I smile. “No, mate, but thanks anyway. I’m going to head home after I drink this beer.”

      He stands. “Gym tomorrow?” I shake his hand and his eyes linger on my face a little longer than usual.

      “Yeah.” I smile sadly.

      With a pat on the shoulder, he leaves me alone.

      I scroll back through my feed and see that Bridget has posted a picture. I click on it. She hasn’t posted anything since I last saw her. It’s a picture of a bird flying over a canyon and the caption is:

      
        
        Fly free and high

      

      

      My stomach tightens. That’s her message to me.

      That’s her goodbye message.

      I drop my head and stare at the carpet for an extended time.

      This is fucked.

      I hate this feeling.

      I need to get out of here. I stand to make my way to the bathroom, when Belinda steps in front of me, effectively blocking my way. “Hi, Ben.” Her hands drop to my behind as we jostle in the crowd. “Did you forget about coming and finding me?”

      A trace of a smile crosses my face. “I did.”

      She runs her two hands over my chest. “God, it’s been forever since we’ve been together.”

      I watch her as a million thoughts run through my mind. “It has,” I say on autopilot.

      “Nobody fucks me like you do,” she whispers sexily.

      My eyes drop to her lips.

      “I need a real man to give it to me hard and good.” My hand drops to her hip. “Is that so?” I whisper.

      

  




Bridget

      I sit on the front steps of Ben’s building on top of my suitcase. It’s 1:00 a.m. and he isn’t answering his phone. Fuck’s sake. I wanted to surprise him but now it’s all turning to shit. The plane was delayed and I got in late, and now he’s not answering. I’m going to wait another half hour and then I will have to go find a hotel or something.

      Where is he?

      What if he’s not even in the States?

      No, I know he is. Joshua spoke to him just today… no, yesterday.

      Wait, what day is it?

      I glance up at the building; he’s probably just asleep in bed.

      Bloody hell, this is a real fuck-up.

      Luckily I’m not tired, because it’s early morning back home.

      The big, heavy door opens and a security guard comes out. “Oh, can I help you?”

      “I’m waiting for Ben Statham. Apartment 201?” I ask hopefully.

      “Is he expecting you?”

      “No, I wanted to surprise him but he’s not answering his phone.”

      “Let me call up to his apartment for you.”

      I smile broadly. “Okay, thanks.” I go to follow him in, but he turns.

      “I’m sorry, Miss, you can’t come into the building without a resident.”

      “Oh.” I roll my eyes. That’s a bit extreme, isn’t it? “Okay, I’ll wait out here.”

      I take my suitcase and sit on the top of it. This indestructible, hard suitcase is the best thing I have ever bought.

      He comes back out a few moments later. “He’s not answering his intercom or his phone. I’m sorry—there’s nothing I can do.”

      I nod. “That’s okay.” I stare back out onto the road. “I’ll wait a few moments and then I’ll leave.”

      “Can I call you a cab?”

      “No, that’s okay. I’ll call one when I’m ready.” I stare back up the road, into the darkness.

      “I’m just in here if you need me,” he tells me before disappearing inside.

      A set of car headlights turns into the street and I sit up on my suitcase.

      It’s a cab and my stomach flips. It pulls up out the front and the door opens.

      They stay in the car for a moment, as if discussing something.

      Ben hops out and I smile hopefully. Oh, wait… there’s someone with him.

    

  







            CHAPTER 15

          

        

      

    

    




      Bridget

      Ben looks up, and for a brief moment I see hope in his eyes before his shutters come down and he nods my way.

      My heart starts to thump.

      Who’s in the cab with him?

      He stands to the side, and a man hops out and he laughs out loud.

      “Bridget!” the man calls.

      I smile. I just want to run to Ben, but I don’t want to embarrass myself. I stay standing on the spot by the door.

      The man rushes up the steps to greet me. “Hello, I’m Rick.” He grabs me in an embrace. “So nice to meet you.” He holds me at arm’s length to study me, and then turns around and punches Ben hard in the arm. “Fucking told you.” He laughs.

      He runs back down the steps, back to the cab, and turns. “Whenever you two are finished doing whatever the hell you are going to do, try and fit Ally and me in for a dinner.”

      Ben puts his hands into his jeans pockets and watches the cab drive away.

      His eyes come back to me and I wither. He doesn’t seem too happy to see me. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.

      Fuck.

      In my mind we were going to have a storybook reunion, where he would run to me and we would kiss. He would declare his undying love and tell me how much he’s missed me. I should have known better, because nothing is ever storybook when it comes to Ben.

      “Hi,” I whisper.

      “Hello, Bridget,” he replies calmly, clearly standing his ground.

      My face falls. “You don’t seem too happy to see me.”

      “Why are you here?” he asks.

      “Because…” I swallow the lump in my throat. “Because I love you.”

      His eyes search mine, but he doesn’t reply.

      I take his hands in mine. “I’ve missed you, Ben,” I whisper. “I’ve worked it out now, and it’s going to be okay.” His eyes drop to our entwined hands.

      “Do I get a kiss hello?” I murmur.

      His cold eyes rise to meet mine. “Let’s go inside.” He turns and walks up to my suitcase to wheel it inside, and I follow with my heart freefalling from my chest.

      He’s angry.

      We ride the elevator in silence and I can smell alcohol on him.

      “You went out tonight?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      The elevator door opens and he strides out into the corridor. I have to nearly run to keep up with him. I stand behind him nervously as he unlocks the door to his apartment.

      For years I’ve wondered what Ben’s home would look like. Now I’m here, it doesn’t seem real. These were definitely not the circumstances I thought I would be seeing his place in.

      “How long have you lived here?” I ask.

      “About ten years.”

      “In this apartment for ten years?” I ask, trying to make small talk.

      “No, I lived somewhere else in Washington. I moved here about six or seven years ago.”

      “You moved here when you worked for Joshua?”

      ‘’Yes, I bought this place when I was with Joshua.” He rolls his lips as he thinks for a moment. “He’s the one who found it, actually. We came home one weekend and bought it.”

      “Joshua has been here?” I ask, surprised.

      “Many times.” He unlocks the final lock with the key.

      “Oh.” This is news. Interesting.

      “It’s probably a mess,” he says as we walk in slowly. “I didn’t expect company when I left.”

      The foyer is large with a trendy, huge abstract painting on the wall filled with beautiful greens. A small, thin hallstand sits along the wall.

      “Wow,” I whisper.

      We go through an archway and my mouth falls open. It has a Moroccan feel to it. The walls are white, and tall archways connect the rooms. It’s huge—another warehouse kind of setup. The kitchen is along the left wall, all black and metal with a huge stone bench placed in the middle of it. The lounge room has a large, black leather lounge. The floors are made from dark timber, but different shades of green antique rugs are scattered everywhere. “This is beautiful,” I murmur as I look around.

      The furniture is matching, made from chunky wood, and is super masculine, while somehow having a trendy vibe to it.

      He shrugs and holds his hands out. “It’s home.”

      He pushes my suitcase up against the wall and his eyes come back to me. He puts his hands on his hips defensively.

      “You’re angry,” I whisper.

      He glares at me and his jaw clenches.

      “Ben…” I pause. “I just needed to work through this. I needed some time.”

      His cold eyes hold mine. “I don’t want you to work through anything to settle for me,” he sneers.

      “Ben.” I go to grab him and he pulls out of my reach.

      “Don’t touch me,” he snaps. “The spare room is on the left; make yourself comfortable.” He storms up the hall and slams the door behind him.

      I stand in the lounge room in shock. What the hell was that?

      Fuck’s sake. I shouldn’t have come. I lock the front door and walk into the kitchen to find a glass and pour myself a drink of water as I look around the apartment. I grab my suitcase and drag it up to my room.

      Of course he’s got the shits…fucking asshole. Well, now I’m getting the shits.

      Surely he should understand that I needed some time.

      I now realise just how different Eric is to Ben. Eric panders to me and treats me like a queen. He fusses over me and takes all of my nonsense…while I take Ben’s shit. Have I totally ruined my chances?

      I hear the shower turn on in Ben’s room, and my anger begins to rise.

      I’ve travelled all this way to see him, and I pictured this big, happy reunion, only to get ignored.

      Well, screw him.

      I walk into the bathroom and look around. What is this colour scheme? “Your bathroom needs remodelling,” I yell.

      He doesn’t answer.

      I turn the shower on and get in. With every passing minute a new anger rises until I’m quite sure the whites of my eyes are blazing red.

      He’s the fucking hitman. He’s the one who sort of lied about it, and yet he’s the one who’s angry with me?

      My hot water pressure fades. Grr. I turn my hot water on full so that he has no water pressure in his bathroom.

      Take that, asshole.

      The water pressure disappears again. Oh, don’t you dare take my water. I stand to the side and turn the hot water on full charge so that he’ll have none again.

      Don’t mess with me.

      I hear his shower turn off and I smile, and then I hear his bedroom door snap open.

      Oh shit.

      He barges into the bathroom, wearing nothing but a white towel.

      “What do you think you’re playing at?” he growls.

      I narrow my eyes. “Using all your hot water, what does it look like?”

      “You know, I am fucking pissed off with you. I wouldn’t push me tonight if I were you.”

      “Well, I’m pissed off at you,” I yell.

      He points at me and raises his eyebrows. “You’re pissed off with me?”

      “Yes, you!” I shout. “You should have told me where you worked. Of course I would be shocked.”

      He huffs. “Shocked is an argument. Shocked is the silent treatment. You fucking left me!” he growls. “That’s a little more than shocked, Bridget.”

      “Don’t you scream at me,” I snap.

      “I’ll do whatever I like with you!” he yells.

      We glare at each other, both furious.

      It’s then I notice that he’s just in a towel, and as if he’s having the same epiphany I am, his eyes drop down my naked body.

      The room is hot and steamy, filled with tension.

      His eyes darken and then rise to mine. “Get on the bed.”

      My eyes widen. Huh? “What?”

      “You heard me. Get on the bed, on your hands and knees.”

      Oh jeez… that’s probably not a good idea at this very moment. “Wwhat do you want to do to me?”

      “Whatever I fucking well like.” He throws his towel to the floor, and he’s rock-hard and ready.

      My eyes drop to his dick and, unable to help it, I lick my lips. It’s been a long two weeks without him.

      With his eyes locked with mine, he steps into the shower and under the water. He grabs a handful of my hair and drags my head back so that my face comes up to his. He kisses me, all suction and domination. I feel my feet lift off the floor.

      “Ben…” I whimper into his mouth.

      “Get on the bed. We need to work this out.” He grabs my hand and puts it on his dick. I grab a handful of him.

      My insides begin to melt.

      “We need to talk,” I whisper, half-scared of the animalistic look in his eye.

      He bites my bottom lip and I yelp. “No. We need to fuck. Hard.”

      Then he’s on me and I’m pinned against the wall, his hard cock sliding up and over my stomach. His lips are everywhere, on my neck, sucking on my nipples, biting me, kissing me. Then he lifts me against the wall and wraps my legs around his waist before he slams into me.

      “Ahh. You’re going to hurt me!” I cry.

      He slams forward again and he tears my head back by my hair to bring my face mere inches from his. “I’m repaying the favour.” He pumps me hard up against the wall and I cry out.

      Oh, fuck… this is so wrong, but so good.

      “The favour of what? Of hurting you?” I whisper as he grabs my legs over his forearms to get deeper. Oh, hell, he’s like an animal. Our bodies slap together hard.

      “Stop fucking talking,” he growls. He pulls me off the wall and walks out of the shower, still inside me, until we get to his bed and he kisses me as he drops my feet to the floor.

      There it is… the hint of tenderness.

      I grab it with both hands and kiss him again. He melts momentarily into it as I grab his face.

      “I love you,” I whisper against his lips.

      He stiffens and then regains his composure. He turns me away from him and pushes me down on the bed, on my hands and knees, and then spreads my legs wider apart.

      “Drop to your elbows,” he commands.

      I shuffle my legs apart and wiggle my behind as a tease. He slaps it hard.

      “Ouch,” I yelp. Fucking hell, this is not a good idea.

      I watch him through my legs. His cock hangs heavily, and pre-ejaculate is dripping from his end. I’m just itching to lick it off.

      He begins to pace behind me, back and forth, back and forth, and I know he’s trying to calm himself down so he doesn’t hurt me. This is how he works. He can’t verbalise his thoughts so he needs the physical contact.

      He’s fighting his instincts to hurt me.

      I turn my head and our eyes lock. “Give it to me, baby. Hurt me for hurting you.”

      He glares at me, his jaw clenches, and I drop my head to prepare myself for his onslaught.

      Then his lips are tenderly pressing on the dip of my lower back. He gifts me with deep, long licks, and I lift off the bed to meet him. His hands are on my breasts as they hang beneath me, kneading them as if he can’t get enough. He kisses all the way up my back until his teeth graze my neck, and I feel his hard length on my behind. I can feel the trail of pre-ejaculate that he leaves behind.

      Then his tongue drops to my behind and he licks my back entrance.

      My eyes roll back in my head.

      Holy fucking fuck. Ben is the anal master. He taught me how to fuck that way, and I’ve never done it with anyone else since.

      That’s his and his only.

      I watch him through my legs, watch the pleasure on his face as his hard cock hangs between his legs. I watch myself writhe onto his face.

      “Ben,” I moan. Perspiration sheens across my skin and my hair is still wet from our shower.

      I feel his lips curl into a smile and I smile against my pillow. God, this is too good.

      He is just way too fucking good at this. It should be illegal to be this rude.

      I rock back onto his face. Oh, fuck, I need it hard.

      He stands and takes one of my hipbones in his hand and then bends and kisses my lower back tenderly. I smile against my pillow and then he slides his thumb into my behind.

      I moan when he slowly begins to pump it in and out.

      “So tight,” he whispers to himself.

      “That’s your ass only, Ben. Nobody has been there but you,” I murmur into the pillow.

      He stills and then makes a guttural moan, his pumps getting harder.

      Then he stops and leans over me. He gently kisses my shoulder blade. “I can’t fuck you there tonight, angel. I’ll hurt you,” he whispers.

      “No…” I whimper. “I want it.” I remember how intimate it is and I need that tonight. “Ben, give it to me,” I pant as I slowly ride his thumb. “Please, Ben, I need all of you.” God, I want that connection.

      “You have all of me,” he growls. “And you fucking know you do.” He slams into me hard and sends me flying onto the mattress.

      Oh, God.

      With one thumb in my ass and his other hand on my hipbone, he starts to ride me hard. Deep, punishing hits, and I can’t even catch a breath.

      I can do nothing but hang on.

      He starts to pump his thumb, and oh, God… oh, God… oh, fucking God.

      I cry out as I’m rocked with the strongest orgasm I’ve ever had.

      My body goes limp and he rides it hard and fast. The loud slapping from our bodies hitting together echoes throughout the apartment. I close my eyes to try and deal with him but, God, he’s so worked up. Finally, he makes a deep guttural groan as he comes deep inside of me. His body glides in and out of mine as he empties himself slowly. He pulls out and then lays me down onto my back, spreading my legs.

      I hold my breath as I watch him slowly slide his fingers in and out of my sex, as if in awe from what his body just did in there.

      “Ben,” I whisper.

      His eyes stay fixed on my sex as he watches his fingers.

      “Look at me, please.”

      He drags his eyes to meet mine.

      “I love you. I’m not leaving again,” I whisper.

      He stares at me flatly.

      “I promise.” I sit up to kiss him, and after a moment I feel his walls come down. He throws his arms around me and holds me tight.

      We kiss again and he scrunches his face up against mine.

      “You hurt me,” he whispers.

      My eyes fill with tears. “I know, baby, I know. You hurt me first.”

      He lays me down and slowly, tenderly slides back into my body, and we become one.

      And now, finally, my storybook greeting begins.

      I wake groggily to the sound of Ben breathing next to me. He’s fast asleep and lying on his back. I roll onto my side and smile as I watch him. He’s such a complex man. He’s this alpha male who is so strong in every way, and yet it’s the vulnerability in him that I love the most. I bend and softly kiss his chest, allowing my eyes to roam down his body. He’s broad and muscular, and his dick is soft. I smile. I should take a photo. His dick is never soft.

      God, I love him—everything about him—and I love that I know him well enough to read him now. He was hurt last night, and the old me would have fought back and then left.

      But the new me stayed and fought.

      I trail my finger down the centre of his chest, down over his rippled abdomen, and down the trail of dark hair that leads to his pubic hair. My lips dust his shoulder. He inhales deeply and his arm comes around my shoulder to pull me closer to him.

      “Hey, babe,” he murmurs groggily as he kisses my temple.

      “Hey.” I smile as I reach up and kiss his lips. “Are you okay?” I whisper softly.

      He stares at the ceiling and frowns, trying to refocus his eyes.

      “I nearly went home with someone last night,” he finally murmurs.

      My face falls. “What?” I hesitate for a moment. “Why didn’t you?”

      He shakes his head softly. “Didge, I can’t go on like this. I can’t love you and not be with you. I couldn’t be with someone who isn’t you. I can’t do that anymore. The thought of being with another

      woman turns my fucking stomach.”

      I smile and kiss his lips. “Oh, Ben,” I whisper sadly.

      “We have to get our shit together because this last two weeks have been a total misery,” he murmurs.

      I rub my fingers through his two-day growth and I smile. “I left my job.”

      He frowns.

      “I’m here to live with you, and when we get this stuff sorted we will move back to Australia, and you are moving in with me. This is it, Ben. No more games. No more bullshit.” I kiss him softly. “And if we have a fight, I promise not to leave, but you have to promise to talk to me.”

      He watches me carefully. “There’s a problem with that plan.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m not moving in with you.” I frown.

      “You’re moving in with me.”

      I smirk. “And what’s wrong with my house?”

      “You’ve been with other men in that house and I can’t stand the thought of it. My apartment means a fresh start.”

      I smile broadly. “Okay. I guess we can do that.” We kiss softly. “Now, tell me about this girl you nearly went home with.” I raise my eyebrow sarcastically.

      He smirks. “Blonde, hot, big tits.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Be very careful.” “And dumb as an ox,” he adds.

      I giggle.

      “It wouldn’t matter what she looked like anyway. She didn’t stand a chance,” he murmurs. He rolls onto his side to face me, and he cups my breast in his hand. His thumb dusts over my nipple as he thinks.

      “Why is that?” I whisper.

      His eyes rise to meet mine. “Because she’s not you.” He leans in and kisses me tenderly.

      I smile as I roll over on top of him. “Ben,” I whisper.

      “Yes, Bridget.” He smiles.

      “You need to take me out for breakfast now because I’m fucking starving. I haven’t eaten in two weeks.”

      He chuckles, and I know that wasn’t the answer he was expecting.

      “Where would you like to go?”

      “Anywhere but the all-you-can-eat buffet.”
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        * * *

      

      We sit at the café as we wait for our breakfast, and I take his hand in mine. I need to get to the bottom of this, as it’s been bothering me for two weeks.

      “Tell me about these men who wanted to kill you.”

      His face falls serious and he shrugs. “I don’t know, to be honest. I know they weren’t after me, but they wanted someone dead that

      wasn’t cleared through the government.”

      I frown. “Have you researched this guy they wanted?”

      “Yes, at length.”

      I watch him for a moment. “What do you do in this kind of situation?”

      “The guys and I will work it out; you don’t need to worry.”

      “What guys?” I frown.

      “I have four best friends. We work together. We’ll meet up for drinks, so you can meet them.”

      “They do this, too?” I ask, surprised.

      “Yes,” he replies. “You’ll like them.”

      “Do they know about me?”

      “Yes. Two of them have been in the army with me since I was seventeen. You met Rick last night. We’ve gone through the ranks

      together. They’re like brothers; they know everything.”

      “What did you tell them about me?” I ask.

      “That you give really great head.”

      My mouth falls open in horror. “Ben,” I whisper, mortified. “What the hell?”

      He chuckles. “No, I didn’t say that. I said that you have the most fuckable ass in all of history.”

      “For God’s sake. You’re an idiot.” I roll my eyes.

      He raises his eyebrows cheekily. “This is important information for guys to know, how fuckable an ass is.”

      Now I know he’s just shitting me. “What did you really say?”

      I huff.

      He smirks sexily as he contemplates his answer.

      “Yes?” I tease as I raise my eyebrow. “I’m waiting…”

      He falls serious. “I don’t need to say anything. They know what you mean to me.”

      I try to contain it, but I can’t, and I smile goofily. I lean forward and run my fingers along his jaw. “I like this new talkative version of Ben.”

      “Don’t get used to it,” he whispers.

      I sit back and our eyes lock. The air crackles between us.

      “I wish we were alone,” I whisper.

      His gaze drops to my lips. “What would you do to me?”

      “It’s what I want you to do to me.”

      His brow furrows and he sits back, as if readjusting his length in his jeans. I smile. He licks his lips and his eyes drop to my breasts.

      God, we’re like animals with each other. We just can’t get enough.

      We’ve been through so much in the last fifteen days that I just don’t want to share him with the world for one more minute I need him alone, all to myself.

      With just two sentences I can make him hard. I hope I always have this effect on him.

      Our moment is interrupted as our lunch arrives. “Thank you.” We smile as the waitress puts the food down on the table.

      We begin to eat. “So, I’ve been thinking about it…” I continue as I take a bite of my food. “How did you know that those two guys had left Prague anyway?” I ask.

      He shovels a mouthful of his pasta into his mouth. “Their chip came up.”

      I frown as I chew. “What does that mean?”

      “We’re all micro-chipped,” he replies matter-of-factly. “HQ knows where we are at all times.”

      My eyes widen and my fork freezes halfway to my mouth. “What?”

      “We’re implanted when we begin with UNI.”

      I sit back in my seat, shocked to my core. “You’re micro-chipped like a fucking dog?” I whisper angrily.

      He rolls his eyes.

      “That shit’s coming out immediately,” I snap as I pick up my phone.

      “I’m not allowed to take it out. Government policy.”

      “Your contract is over. You had someone who has access to this information try to kill you. Don’t be an idiot, Ben.” I shake my head in disgust. I scroll through the numbers in my phone and I dial. “Why

      the fuck haven’t you done this already?”

      “Who are you calling?” he snaps.

      “Cameron. He can get that out. He’s a surgical student.”

      Ben closes his eyes in frustration. “That’s over the top. It’s fine.”

      “It is not fine,” I whisper angrily. “I am not going anywhere with you, knowing that those fuckers know your whereabouts all the time.” He looks at me flatly.

      “This is for my protection, too, Ben. Don’t be so damn selfish.” He shakes his head and rolls his eyes again.

      “Cameron Stanton,” Cam answers.

      Just the sound of his voice brings a smile to my face. “Hey, Cam, it’s me.”

      “Didge.” He smiles down the phone. “What are you up to?”

      “Listen, I’ve got a favour to ask.”

      “What’s that?”

      I cringe as I try to think of an excuse. “I’ve got an earring that I need you to cut out.”

      “What?” Cameron asks.

      Ben slaps his forehead, and I scrunch up my face. Well, if that isn’t the dumbest cover story I ever heard.

      “What do you mean?” Cameron chuckles.

      I shake my head and look to the ground. If I look at Ben, I am going to burst out laughing.

      “I’ve got this earring where the back is screwed on, and we can’t get it off.”

      “What the fuck, Bridget?” Cam laughs. “Only you.” This is the most ridiculous story I have ever heard.

      “It’s not in your clit, is it?” he then asks. “I’m not cutting no clit.”

      I burst out laughing. What must this sound like to poor Cam? “No, my navel.”

      “Eww.” He grimaces.

      “So, I’m going to be in L.A. at the weekend…” I continue.

      “Oh, I won’t be here.”

      “Where will you be?” I ask.

      “I’m going to New York.”

      “What for?”

      “To look for this chick I met in Vegas last weekend.”

      I scowl. “I have no idea what you are talking about, but can you do it tomorrow night then?”

      “Yeah, I can have a look at it.”

      “Cam…” I pause. “Can you not tell anyone I’m coming?”

      “Why not?”

      “Oh, well...” Shit, what do I say here? “I want to surprise Adrian, and if anyone knows I’m there you know they’ll let it slip.”

      “This is true. See you tomorrow night. I get home from work about seven.”

      I smile. “Thanks, see you then.”

      “Bye, Didge.” He hangs up the call.

      I smile at Ben. “And that is how you get shit done.”

      He shakes his head. “No. That is how you embarrass the fuck out of yourself with a locked-on earring story. Whose earring locks on?”

      I burst out laughing. “I have no idea.”

      “Where the hell did that even come from?” He frowns.

      I shrug. “But you do have to admit, it would be pretty bad to have an earring locked on.”

      “Stop talking, Bridget, and please, don’t ever mention a locked-on earring story to anyone else,” he warns dryly.

      I laugh, and shake my head. “I won’t. I save all my good stories just for you and Cam.”

      

      We’ve eaten our breakfast and are waiting for my take away coffee. Ben’s hand is placed protectively around my waist, and I am leaning on him as he stands behind me. I’m online on my phone trying to book flights to L.A.

      “Coffee for Bridget,” the girl calls.

      I smile and take the coffee, and then Ben and I walk out into the street. A man charges through and bumps into me, sending my coffee flying out of my hands.

      “Watch where you’re going!” he screams.

      Ben glares at him. “Apologise,” he commands.

      “Fuck off, man,” the guy sneers.

      At lightning speed, Ben grabs him by the neck with one hand so he’s in a chokehold. “Apologise to the lady now!”

      My eyes widen in horror. “Ben, it’s… it’s okay,” I stammer as my eyes flicker between them. Holy shit, passersby are staring.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” the man starts to chant as he turns blue.

      “She’ll have a cappuccino with one sugar,” Ben growls.

      “Yes, of course,” the man croaks, and Ben lets him go, letting him scurry into the café.

      I roll my lips and smile at the ground as we wait.

      The man soon reappears and hands a coffee to me. I nod.

      “Thank you.”

      Ben glares at him and throws his arm around me. “Let’s go.” We turn and walk up the street and I peer up at him and smile.

      My man is a bad ass.

    

  







            CHAPTER 16

          

        

      

    

    




      Bridget

      At 8:30 the next night, we knock on Cameron’s door. The flight was only six and a half hours, but it got delayed for two hours and then another two hours and then another two hours due to wind, so effectively we have been in transit for over fifteen hours, including check-in time. What a nightmare. We haven’t even checked into our hotel room yet. We came straight here from the airport. Unfortunately, we couldn’t push this back because Cam is going to New York tomorrow night after work.

      I need a shower, a nice meal, and a good night’s sleep—basically I need everything except to be here in some bad Russian spy novel.

      This whole thing is making me very jumpy.

      “Where is he?” I snap as I peer through the glass on the side of Cameron’s front door. “He’d better not have forgotten,” I whisper. I knock again. “For God’s sake. He’s probably banging some slutty nurse.”

      “Will you relax?” Ben sighs.

      I turn to him. “Ben, I’m tired and hungry. I’m not in the mood for this fucking shit. If you want to live through tonight, I wouldn’t speak again if I were you.”

      He smiles down at me.

      “What?” I snap.

      “That smart mouth of yours is going to get you punished.”

      I roll my eyes. “If you try anything on me tonight, I swear to God it’s go- time.”

      The door opens in a rush. “Hey.” Cam smiles as he pulls me into an embrace. He looks up at Ben and laughs as he points to us with a shake of his head. “I fucking knew you two were bonking like rabbits.” My mouth falls open and Ben winks.

      We follow him through to his kitchen.

      “What the hell is with the earring?” Cam smiles as he pours us a glass of wine each and passes them over.

      My eyes meet Ben’s, and I sip my wine. “Well…” I swallow the lump in my throat. “Can you keep a secret, Cam?” I ask.

      He frowns. “You know I can.”

      “Ben worked for the government for a while in a division of the army.”

      He raises an eyebrow as he listens.

      “And they microchip you.”

      Cameron’s eyes flicker between the two of us.

      “But we want it removed now that he’s left the army.”

      Cam folds his arms in front of him and raises his eyebrows. “Is that so?”

      I nod way too quickly. I need to try and make the story sound convincing.

      “Now, tell me the real fucking story,” he says flatly.

      “Some fucker has gone rogue and tried to kill me, and I don’t know who to trust, and I don’t want them being able to track where I am,” Ben replies without hesitation.

      Cam’s face falls.

      “Help us, Cam,” I plead. “We don’t know who we can trust, and I know you can get it out.”

      “Where is it?” He frowns.

      “In the back of my arm.”

      “Show me.”

      Ben turns and lifts his sleeve up.

      “Take your shirt off,” Cam orders.

      Ben takes his shirt off over his head, and Cam studies the small mark. He pushes on the scar. “How big is it?” he asks.

      “It’s like a small test tube cylinder, I think. I don’t know. I couldn’t really see what they were doing.”

      Cam rubs his thumb over the scar to try and feel where it is. “What happens when I take it out? Is an alarm going to go off somewhere?”

      Ben shrugs. “I don’t think so.”

      “You don’t fucking think so? I could get into some serious shit for doing this.”

      “Don’t do it then,” Ben replies.

      Oh, God, Ben hates asking for help as it is. I had to drag him here. “Come on, Cameron. Please,” I beg.

      He inhales as he looks at it again. “I only have numbing cream. I didn’t bring any local anesthetic home.”

      “It’s fine.” Ben shakes his head. “Just do it. I don’t need anesthetic.”

      Cam raises an eyebrow. “Fine, come into my office; the lighting is the best in there.” He grabs his medical bag from near the front door, and we follow him. He pulls out the chair for Ben to sit on and moves the desk lamp over so it shines on Ben’s arm.

      “This will numb it.” He rubs the cream onto Ben’s arm and takes out a scalpel, opening it and freeing it from its packaging. I put my hands over my mouth nervously. Cam concentrates and takes a piece of gauze, holding it close to where the scar is. “Okay, so I’m going to open up the same scar.” “Yep,” Ben replies calmly.

      “Is it going to hurt?” I ask.

      “A little,” Cam mutters as he puts on a pair of gloves, completely distracted by the task at hand. He runs his thumb up and over the scar as he feels for the chip. ‘’How long has this been here?” he asks as he concentrates.

      “Six years,” Ben says flatly.

      “Why you taking it out now?”

      Ben’s eyes flicker to me. “I told you already.”

      Cam’s eyes flash up and then he smiles broadly. “You want it out, Didge?”

      “Damn straight, I do. I don’t trust this shit,” I snap.

      Cam frowns as he cuts into Ben’s arm, and blood starts to trickle. “I would want it out, too.” He cuts deeper and the blood starts to run. He wipes it with the gauze.

      I feel the blood start to drain from my face and my feet go tingly. I don’t feel so good. “Oh, jeez,” I whisper.

      “Wait outside,” Ben orders.

      Cam gets some long tweezers and starts to dig around in the cut.

      Ben winces.

      “Is that hurting?” I whisper.

      Ben doesn’t answer and Cam really gets in there with the tweezers.

      “I can’t seem to grab it.” He struggles as he tries to pull it.

      I feel faint. “Oh, my God. This is horrible.”

      Cam narrows his eyes as he really digs deep into the cut.

      I cringe and close my eyes for my poor Ben.

      “Shit,” Cam whispers.

      “What?”

      “I don’t think I can get it out.” “What? Why?” I frown.

      “I think it’s attached to the bone.”

      “Cut if off,” Ben replies calmly.

      Huh? My eyes widen as I watch on.

      Cut it off? Cut what off?

      Cam narrows his eyes as he digs deeper, and Ben’s eyes close as his body flinches from Cameron’s tugging.

      Blood streams down his arm from the wound. Cam casually wipes it up with gauze.

      More blood. More tugging. More… Oh, boy.

      Blood trickles down into the gauze.

      Cameron picks up the scalpel again and my legs turn to jelly.

      “I’m going to have to scrape the bone a little to try and loosen it.

      Do you need something to bite down on?” Cameron asks.

      “I’m good,” Ben replies calmly.

      I look at the scalpel with the blood dripping from it and begin to feel ill.

      Oh… hell.

      Cameron goes back in and Ben clenches his jaw as he looks straight ahead.

      “Are you okay?” I whisper.

      “Yep,” Ben replies, stony and still.

      Of course, he’s okay. He’s not a yellow-bellied, weak-stomached wimp like you.

      I clench my teeth to try and focus on supporting Ben.

      “I’m fine,” I whisper.

      Ben’s eyes meet mine and a frown crosses his brow. “You okay, Didge?”

      “I’m… I’m fine,” I stammer.

      Cam lifts the scalpel again and wipes the blood off the blade with the gauze.

      My stomach turns.

      Oh, dear God. I feel the blood drain from my head and the room starts to spin.

      “Wait outside, Bridget,” Ben demands.

      Cam screws up his face as he digs around the cut with force.

      I’m fine. I’m fine. I’m… I’m… so not fine.

      I hit the floor with a thud.

      “Fuck,” Cameron snaps. “Keep still until I gauze you,” I hear Cameron’s foggy voice.

      Next thing I know, I’m being lifted onto the lounge in the office by Ben’s strong arms.

      “You okay?” he whispers softly as he wipes the hair from my forehead.

      I nod and go to sit back up. “Oh, hell,” I whisper, embarrassed.

      “Stay there, Bridget,” Cameron snaps. “You get back in the chair, Ben,” he orders.

      Ben squeezes my hand and goes back to his operating chair. I stay on the lounge. Cam lifts the scalpel again. “Oh, God,” I cry.

      “Cover your eyes, Bridget, for fuck’s sake,” Cameron snaps.

      I grab the cushion and hold it over my face as my heart begins to race.

      Ben hisses.

      I screw up my face. “Are you all right?” I mumble from behind my cushion.

      I peek around the corner of it to see Cameron digging in the cut with tweezers with all his strength, and I slap the cushion back over my face. “Hurry up, Cameron. I can’t stand it anymore,” I cry.

      “Shut. Up. Bridget,” Ben snaps.

      The room falls silent. Ben inhales sharply. “Got it,” Cameron announces proudly.

      I flop back onto the lounge in relief. “Oh, thank God,” I whisper.

      “You’re going to need a few stitches, mate,” Cam replies as he sticks his finger into the wound.

      I sit up, my eyes suddenly wide again. “You’re going to stich him without anesthetic?”

      “It’s fine, Bridget.” Ben sighs. “Just do it, Cam.”

      I lie back down.

      I feel faint again. I throw the back of my forearm over my eyes. This isn’t good. I would make a terrible nurse.

      “So, you two are going back to Australia now?” Cam asks. How he can just make a casual conversation as he plays with raw, bleeding human flesh is beyond me.

      “No, we’re headed home to my place for a week or so,” Ben replies.

      I peek over to see Cam concentrating as he pulls the thread through Ben’s skin with the tweezers, and I slap the cushion back over my eyes.

      This is fucking hell. I’m wet with perspiration. How long is this torture going to last? “How on earth do you do this job, Cam?” I call.

      He shrugs. “It comes naturally. I kind of always liked blood and guts. It fascinates me.”

      I get a vision of him cutting through organs with a scalpel and feel myself go woozy again. “Can you not talk about guts please?” I stammer.

      They both laugh.

      Finally, I hear the words I’ve been waiting for.

      “All done.”

      Ben looks over to me, and laughs. “You’re green.”

      “Really?” I sigh. “I feel kind of yellow at the moment.”

      Cam smiles. “You’re that, too.” He passes a specimen jar to Ben with the microchip inside. The two of them eye it suspiciously. “It’s bigger than I thought.” Ben frowns.

      “It was a tricky fucker to get out, that’s for sure,” Cam replies.

      “You will be a bit sore for a few days. I had to dig pretty deep.”

      “Enough!” I cry. “I can’t deal with this anymore.”

      Ben laughs as he stands and walks over to me. “You, Bridget Marx, are a bona fide wimp.”

      “Happily,” I mutter under my breath. “You could not pay me enough to be a heart surgeon, Cameron.”

      Cameron smiles cheekily. “Hearts are better. They pump as you cut them.”

      My eyes widen in horror as I get a visual, and the guys both laugh out loud.

      “Can we call a cab, please?” I ask. “I’m tired, and completely grossed out.”

      “I’m on my way out. I’ll drop you at your hotel,” Cameron offers.

      “You got a date?” I ask.

      “I have to go into work for a while.”

      “Are you lying to me?”

      “No.” He smiles, and throws his arm around my shoulders as we walk up the hall.

      “I don’t believe a word that comes out of your mouth.”

      “But you totally love me, right?” He knocks our heads together as we walk.

      “Speaking of love… when are you going to fall in love, Cam?” I mutter dryly.

      He chuckles. “Ha. Love. Don’t be stupid. I’m here for a good time, not a long time. Love is my worst nightmare.”
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        * * *

      

      “Didge?” Ben’s soft voice murmurs into the darkness.

      I blink as I try to focus. I look around the room in a rush.

      “Huh? What?”

      It’s dark, and the bathroom light shines into our room.

      Ben is completely dressed, and our bags are by the door. My clothes are laid out on the end of the bed. “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “Nothing, babe. Our flight leaves at 6:00 a.m.”

      “Are you serious? I’m so tired, Ben. I need to sleep.”

      “I know, angel. We need to go home.”

      I lie still for a moment and try to focus my eyes. “I can hardly remember coming back here last night.” I sigh.

      “You fell asleep in the car,” he murmurs as he flicks the kettle on for me. “I had to put you to bed like a child.”

      “I’ve been traveling a lot. I can’t take it anymore. The thought of flying… ugh!” I put my hands over my eyes. “Can’t we just go tomorrow?” I plead.

      “This was the only flight I could get us on, Didge.” He bends and kisses me softly on the lips. Then again and again. Eventually, I smile and throw my arms around his neck. “That’s more like it. Come back to bed,” I whisper.

      “Didge.” He pulls out of my grip. “We have to go. We can spend a week in bed once we get to Washington.”

      I blow out a deflated breath and tear the blankets back angrily.

      “You’re really beginning to piss me off,” I snap as I get out of bed.

      He smiles.

      “What’s funny?”

      “You when you’re tired.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I growl.

      “Nothing.” He widens his eyes to accentuate his point.

      I put my hands on my hips. “What do you mean, nothing?”

      “You get this snarky attitude when you’re tired.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I do not.” I pull my fingers through my rat’s nest hair. “I do, however, have vivid fantasies of drowning you in a hotel bathtub.”

      He chuckles. “And here we have exhibit A.”

      I turn to him. “Ben.”

      He smiles cheekily and raises a brow. “Yes, Bridget?”

      “If you want to survive this plane trip to Washington today, it’s probably best you don’t speak.”

      He smiles. His eyes have a delighted twinkle to them, and I narrow my own to stop myself from smiling.

      “Whatever you say, dear,” he replies.

      I put my hands on my hips. “Are you patronizing me now?”

      He stands in a rush and takes me into his arms and kisses me softly. “I wouldn’t dare,” he whispers.

      I smile against his lips. “Good,” I murmur as I wrap my arms around his strong shoulders. “Because I don’t want to hurt you.”

      He laughs and holds me close. “Because you are so badass when it comes to blood, right?”

      I smile against his lips. I don’t even have a reply for that one. He’s totally got me.

      “I’ve missed you, Didge,” he whispers.

      We stand for a moment in each other’s arms, and I could just fall asleep right here standing up.

      I pull out of his grip. “Can you make me some coffee while I shower, please?”

      “Yes, make it quick.” He snorts.

      I glance at the clock. 4:00 a.m. I widen my eyes at him. “Don’t dare rush me. It isn’t even morning yet.” I walk into the bathroom and close the door behind me. I’m so delirious, I can hardly focus my eyes. I wonder if he’d notice if I slept for another ten minutes on the shower floor.

      He comes into the bathroom and turns the shower on. “In…” he commands.

      “Out,” I snap as I point to the door.

      Man, he is pissing me off.

      We wait in the cab line at Washington airport. I’ve slept most of the way and I feel kind of human again. I go to grab Ben’s hand, but he subtly pulls it out of my grip.

      “Why won’t you hold my hand?” I ask.

      He glances at me and rolls his eyes. “I’m not really a holding-hands kind of guy.”

      “Since when?”

      “When have you ever known me to hold your hand?”

      I frown as I try to think. “Come to think of it, never. You don’t ever hold my hand.”

      He kisses me quickly on the lips and fakes a smile. “My point exactly.”

      I cross my arms. “I like holding hands.”

      He glances around at our surroundings, distracted. “Yeah, well, I don’t.”

      “Hmm,” I huff. “I’m finding out annoying stuff about you.” Funnily enough, Ben and I haven’t really spent a lot of time together just being normal. We’ve either snuck around or been together as friends. It’s nice to finally get to know all the different sides of him.

      “Like what?” he mutters as he moves our bags forward in the line.

      “Well…” I continue. “You don’t sleep on planes.”

      A trace of a smile crosses his face. “That’s because you snore on planes and it’s impossible for me to sleep.”

      My mouth falls open. “I do not.”

      He smirks and I smile. Okay, maybe I do. I wouldn’t put it past me.

      God, I need to cut that shit out.

      “You have a very high pain tolerance,” I add.

      He looks straight ahead as he listens to my latest discoveries.

      “You’re very neat…” I continue.

      He looks down at me and raises an eyebrow in question.

      “You think I don’t notice that you fold all my clothes?” I ask.

      He smiles sexily, and I feel it all the way to my bones.

      “You are a complete sex maniac.” I raise my eyebrows sarcastically.

      “No, I’m addicted to you and your body. Sex has nothing to do with it.”

      “Hmm,” I grunt as I shrug. “Sure.” I roll my eyes, too.

      “I’ve found out a few things about you this week, too,” he replies.

      “Like what?” I bite my bottom lip to stifle my smile. I like this game.

      “You hate blood,” he continues.

      I listen attentively.

      “You’re cranky when you’re tired.”

      “Truth,” I mouth.

      “You don’t drink enough water.” I frown. That’s a weird one.

      His eyes hold mine. “You have the most beautiful smile I have ever seen.”

      My heart swells.

      “And I could eat you up and swallow you whole.”

      I smile on cue. “And you do.”

      The air crackles between us. I want to hear everything he has to say. “What else did you learn about me this week?” I whisper in wonder.

      He puts his pointer under my chin to bring my face up to his. “I can’t live without you.”

      A broad, goofy smile crosses my face, and I want to swing my arms with glee.

      I raise my eyebrow. “Are you saying that I’m a cranky, dehydrated, edible, snoring, wimpy, lifesaver?” I whisper.

      He laughs out loud and shakes his head. “Yes. Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      He puts his hand on my behind and pulls me towards him, and we kiss softly. “Who I happen to love,” he whispers.

      “Oh, God, get a room,” the girl behind us moans.

      Ben bites his bottom lip as he smiles cheekily down at me. I turn around and throw the stupid bitch a dirty look. Don’t interrupt my moment, you mole.

      Not today.

      I will cut you.
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        * * *

      

      I wake with a smile on my face, and roll onto my side toward him.

      I’m floating…high above the clouds.

      Drunk on love.

      Ben is naked and on his back. Still sleeping. I get up and make some coffee and go to the bathroom. I grab my phone and go back to bed to read.

      “Good morning, angel,” he whispers as he wraps his arms around me.

      I kiss his lips softly. “How did my man sleep?”

      “Like a log.” He smiles with his eyes closed. “You?”

      “Not like a log.” I smirk. “More like a branch.”

      He chuckles.

      I run my hand up over his broad shoulders, up to his neck as I watch him.

      He licks his lips, as if contemplating something.

      “What is it?” I smile.

      “We have a ball on tonight.”

      I frown. “A ball?”

      “At the White House.” He rolls onto his back and pulls my body half over his. “A lot of important people will be there who I need to see. I can try and find out some information about those two agents and their whereabouts.”

      I listen with my head on his chest.

      “Will you come with me?”

      I look up at him and smile. “You asking me on a date?”

      He slides his hand down over my behind and squeezes. “Maybe, but there’s a catch.”

      “A catch?”

      He licks his bottom lip and hesitates.

      “Spit it out.” I smile.

      “You have to pretend to be my wife.”

      I frown. “What?”

      “I’m only allowed to tell my spouse about my work. It’s policy.”

      I watch him for a moment. “So, you’ve never told another woman who you really are?”

      He shakes his head softly. “Only women I meet through work know what I do.”

      I lie back and put my hands behind my head, internally thrilled that I know him better than anyone else. “Then I suppose I can pretend to be your wife for one night,” I reply, acting bored.

      He smiles and rolls on top of me, between my legs. He lifts his body so that his hard length slides up onto my stomach.

      “How long have we been married?” I ask.

      “Two months.” He pushes forward, and I close my eyes as he connects with my clitoris.

      “Hmm, that feels good.” I smile. “Where did we get married?”

      “In a registry office.”

      I frown and pull back to look at his face. “What? Why did we get married in a registry office?”

      His face falls a little before he quickly recovers. “Because my family couldn’t come to the wedding,” he replies.

      Oh… shit. What a dick thing for me to ask.

      I kiss him softly on his big, beautiful lips, and I smile softly. “A registry office sounds perfect.”

      He climbs out of bed and goes over to the shelves in his room. He opens a small wooden box and takes something out of it. He’s completely naked and I smile as I watch him—the epitome of male perfection. Large, muscular, in control, and he’s all mine. I am one lucky bitch.

      He comes back and sits on the side of the bed. “You’ll need to wear this.” He holds up a ring. I frown and he takes my hand, sliding the gold band onto my ring finger.

      I raise my eyebrows. “What’s this ring?” I ask as I study it. It’s old and beautiful.

      “It’s my mother’s wedding ring.”

      My face falls and I shake my head. “Oh, Ben. I can’t wear this.” I go to take it off. “It’s too special. You need to save this for your real wife.”

      He holds it on my finger. “I want you to wear it.” His eyes search mine as if he wants to say something more, but he stays silent.

      I stare at the ring on my finger.

      “It’s just one night; you can take it off tomorrow,” he replies as he drops his head, clearly trying to play it cool.

      I smile softly as I stare at his precious ring. “If I put this ring on, I’m probably never going to take it off.” Our eyes lock.

      “Who said I wanted you to?” he whispers.

      Happiness flows through me, and I kiss him as he crawls back to his position over me. “I love it and I love you.” I smile against his lips.

      “We should fuck now,” he whispers against my neck.

      “Why? Because we just got married?” I laugh as he lifts my leg around his hip.

      He impales me in one hard pump, and my mouth drops open from his possession. He slowly slides out and then pushes back in. “Yes. Exactly. Show me what this wife sex is all about.”
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      Bridget

      I sit on the lounge as I read a book on my phone. Ben is lying with his head on my lap, watching some man versus wild documentary. I run my fingers through his hair mindlessly as I read. Today has been nice—better than nice.

      Amazing.

      We had a normal day where we woke up together and did some washing, went to the gym, and then went shopping. I can hardly wipe the stupid smile from my face. It’s the little things that mean so much. Being normal and boring with Ben is my new favourite pastime. I’ve got to start getting ready for this ball tonight soon, though. I’m kind of nervous, to be honest. I have no idea what to expect.

      My phone rings and the name ‘Tash’ lights up the screen.

      “Hi, babe.” I smile. Ben frowns up at me. “Tash,” I mouth.

      He nods and goes back to watching television.

      “How is everything?” Tash asks.

      I run my hand down Ben’s face as I reply, “Oh, it’s so good, Tash. Stupid good.”

      A trace of a smile crosses Ben’s mouth as he listens to our conversation.

      “What happened when you got there?” she asks.

      “Oh.” I glance down at him. No, I’m just going to say it. I have nothing to hide anymore. “He had the shits with me so I had to wear him down with my sexual prowess.”

      She laughs, and Ben smiles broadly with a subtle shake of his head.

      “He didn’t stand a chance.” I smile. “You know how hot I am.”

      He turns his head and nips my sex with his teeth. I jump and pull his hair.

      “How are you, anyway? How are the kids?” I ask.

      Ben looks up at me with a mischievous look in his eye and puts his mouth on my sex, slowly blowing hot air into me.

      “Oh, they’re good, but Jordana has a sore throat.” She hesitates. “Blake, don’t do that!” she yells, and I pull the phone away from my ear. Talking to Tash while she multitasks can be painful sometimes. “How’s your tonsillitis?” she asks.

      “All good,” I reply as I pull Ben’s head from my crotch by his hair. He chuckles and then bites me hard. He likes this game.

      “Stop it,” I mouth. “The medication cleared it up straight away,” I tell her as Ben rolls onto the floor and looks up at me deviously, licking his lips. I widen my eyes and shake my head. “No,” I mouth. He ignores me and picks up my foot, kissing it while he sits between my legs.

      “Oh, we’ve got a ball on for Ben’s work tonight.” I smile as I try to concentrate on the conversation.

      “Oh, really? That’s cool. Where is it at?”

      “At the White House.” I widen my eyes.

      “Fuck off,” she whispers.

      “Nope,” I giggle. “Pretty unbelievable, hey?”

      Ben begins to kiss up my leg and I scrunch my eyes shut as I try to push him away. He chuckles against my thigh and spreads my legs.

      “Oh, my God, what are you wearing?” she gasps. “You need to look amazing.”

      I pull his hair with force as I half-giggle, and he throws me back so that I’m lying down. “I bought a dress today when we went shopping, but it’s pretty average,” I tell her. For God’s sake, how am I supposed to concentrate on this conversation?

      “Oh, Didge, you’d look good in a sack,” she offers.

      I smile as he pulls my panties to the side. “That’s what Ben said.” His tongue swipes through my flesh, and my head falls back onto the lounge. He grabs my thighs with two hands and pulls me towards him with force.

      “Eric’s been visiting Mum,” Tash says suddenly.

      “What?” I frown as my concentration returns to her.

      “I dropped over there the other night and Eric was having dinner at her house after he fixed her lawn mower,” she tells me.

      “What? Really?” Ben slides his fingers into me as he bites my clitoris, and I close my eyes, throwing my leg over his shoulder. Oh, yeah, that’s the spot.

      “Abbie and Joshua think he’s trying to weasel his way back to you through her,” she adds. Ben must hear what she’s saying, and he sits up, frowning. Oh, jeez, he did have to hear that, didn’t he? I grab his head and push it back down and point to my sex. “Keep going,” I mouth.

      He smirks and licks his lips before he disappears again.

      “Don’t be mad with Mum, she’s only being nice. What’s she supposed to say when he turns up?”

      “Go away?” I roll my eyes in disgust, but I’m quickly distracted as Ben really starts to eat me. Oh, yeah.

      “She feels sorry for him.”

      “Whatever, it shits me.” I grab Ben’s track pants and pull them down, fascinated when he springs free.

      “Send me a pic of you two tonight at the ball,” she says.

      “All right,” I reply as I guide him into me, sliding deep.

      “Okay, love you,” she sings.

      My eyes close. “Love this, too,” I whisper. “I mean… you. I love you,” I stammer.

      Ben laughs against my neck. Fuck, I can’t multitask for shit. God help me when I have kids. Ben takes my phone off me and hangs up. He throws it across the floor and pumps me hard, and his dark eyes hold mine.

      “I should ring Natasha more often.” I smile up at him sexily.

      “Shut up before I gag you,” he breathes out as he concentrates. I laugh out loud. Oh, jeez, I love this man.

      I take one last look at myself in the mirror. This black dress turned out to be pretty good actually. It’s a classic strapless number with a tight-fitted lining and a flowing organza overlay that falls to the floor. It’s elegant and simple, which was the aim. If not a little dull. It is the White House, after all. I don’t want to be sexing it up too hard and looking all Marilyn when I need to be Jackie.

      My honey-brown hair is down and full of big, loose, Hollywood curls. My makeup is understated, apart from my deep red, glossy lips. I have drop diamanté earrings in, and a matching bracelet that sparkles on my wrist.

      I could have used a spray tan, but never mind. I did the best with what I had with one day’s notice.

      I walk out into the living room and my breath catches.

      Oh, my God.

      Ben is wearing his full army formal wear, a crisp, dark green suit, and a chest covered in medals. He’s tall with his muscular physique and chiselled square jaw, and he wears this uniform with such pride…

      I can feel it.

      “Ben…” I whisper. For some stupid reason seeing him in this makes me emotional, and I tear up.

      “What’s wrong?” he whispers as he holds me at arm’s length.

      I shake my head, embarrassed by my physical reaction to him. “You just look so…” I look him up and down as I try to articulate my thoughts. “Handsome.”

      His eyes hold mine, and he gives me the best come fuck me look I have ever seen.

      “You look pretty good yourself, Marx.”

      I smile broadly as I circle him. “What are all these medals?” I ask as I run my hand over them on his chest.

      He shrugs, as if embarrassed. “Just medals.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Just medals? There is no such thing as just a medal.”

      He goes to kiss me, then stops himself. “How am I supposed to kiss you with that red lipstick on?” he asks.

      “You’re not. It’s Army Ken repellent.”

      “Army Ken?” He frowns.

      “If there were a perfect army doll.” I run my hands down the lapels of his uniform as my eyes drop to mentally undress him. “It would be you. In this.”

      He runs his hand down my hip and grips my sex aggressively, and my breath catches.

      “If there were to be a fuckable princess doll. It would be you… wearing this,” he whispers darkly. His eyes drop to my lips and I lick them for extra effect.

      He kisses me softly. “Not now, angel. Later.” He nips my collarbone and I jump.

      “Don’t bore me with details. I’m kind of in the middle of an army soldier fantasy right now,” I breathe. No joke, I really am.

      He brushes the backs of his fingers down my cheek as he studies my face.

      “Damn you,” I whisper. “My panties are wet.”

      His eyes blaze and he smiles sexily as he straightens my dress from his assault. “They’re going to be shredded by the end of the night, angel.”
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        * * *

      

      We walk down the long guard-lined hallway. My arm is linked through Ben’s and I’m feeling really nervous. I’ve never been to anything like this before. Men in uniform are everywhere, and there’re some women, too. There are people dressed normally as well.

      I wonder who they are.

      Don’t drink Champagne, I remind myself. Champagne is the devil… or should I say it brings out the devil in me. Most of the stupidest decisions I’ve ever made in my life have been over a Champagne glass.

      Bad combination.

      “Don’t let me drink Champagne,” I whisper.

      Ben frowns down at me as we walk. “Why?”

      “Because I will probably take my dress off and give you a lap dance at the table.”

      “Okay. I’ll buy three bottles on the way home then,” he whispers back.

      I smile happily as I look around. This is out of this world. Who knew? The White House.

      Wow.

      As we walk past the guards that are lining the wall Ben nods in acknowledgment, and I have to try and stop myself from smiling stupidly. I’m totally fangirling here.

      The hallway opens up to a large ballroom and I look around in wonder. It’s gorgeous and exactly how I pictured it would be. It has huge chandeliers hanging from the highest ceilings I have ever seen. It’s pure luxury at its finest, like something out of a movie. There’s a string quartet playing. “Oh, my God,” I breathe.

      Ben grabs two glasses from a passing tray. “One glass won’t hurt, will it?” he asks with a raised brow.

      Our eyes linger on each other and I sip my Champagne. “Don’t say

      I didn’t warn you when I start taking my clothes off.”

      He smiles sexily and clinks his glass with mine. “Promises, promises.”

      Ben’s eyes start to roam over the crowd. “Do you see them?” I ask.

      “Not yet,” he answers, distracted.

      It’s then that I notice all the people around us doing a double take when they see us together. “What are they looking at?” I whisper.

      Ben’s eyes flick back to mine. “You.”

      “Why?” I frown.

      “They didn’t know I got married,” he explains. “They’re shocked.”

      My eyes widen. “Oh, shit, I nearly forgot about that.”

      He raises his eyebrow in question. “Do I need to take that Champagne off you? One sip and you already forgot you were married.”

      I smile up at him goofily. “Probably.”

      “Buzz!” a man calls.

      Ben turns and shakes his hand. “Hello.” He smiles.

      “Please meet my wife.” He gestures to me. “This is Bridget.” His eyes lovingly linger on my face.

      My heart swells in my chest. Oh, what a lovely introduction that is.

      “Hello, nice to meet you.” The man shakes my hand.

      “Hello.” I smile nervously.

      “Did you get away?” the man asks, and they begin talking. I detach from their conversation and look around. Buzz… I wonder why they call him that.

      Some men have nametags on their uniforms. All of them have medals, although Ben seems to have the most. Some men are dressed in normal clothing, and there are a few women dressed in uniform, but the rest are in evening-wear. Hmm. Who’s who around here?

      “Lovely to meet you, Bridget.” The man smiles.

      “Yes, you, too,” I reply. He disappears in the crowded room. As people walk past they all nod in acknowledgement of Ben. He seems very well-respected and also seems to know everyone.

      He starts to scan the room with his eyes.

      “So, tell me about this,” I say. “Why are some people in uniform and others not?”

      “Depends on their ranking,” he murmurs, distracted.

      “The men with medals but no nametags… who are they?” I ask as I sip my Champagne. Hmm. I eye my glass. This is good stuff.

      “Delta.”

      I frown. “What’s Delta?” I ask.

      “Elite Delta Force. My old squadron.”

      “Oh.” I frown. “So, they don’t wear nametags?” “No, their identity is protected.” Hmm. Interesting.

      His eyes continue to roam over the crowd.

      “Who exactly are you looking for?” I ask as I cover my lips with my Champagne flute.

      “Two people in particular…” he murmurs distractedly.

      My eyes widen. “You mean?” Oh shit, he’s looking for the guys who tried to kill him. I was hoping he’d forgotten about them.

      He clenches his jaw as he continues his search.

      “Are we in danger here tonight?” I whisper, worried.

      He puts his arm around me and kisses my temple. “No, baby.

      They are.” Fuck.

      “Who are the people in normal suits?” I ask to try and distract him.

      “Diplomats.”

      Suddenly the temperature rises and I become nervous. Did he come here to kill those men? “What are you going to do, Ben?” I whisper in a panic. It never occurred to me that he could be here for revenge.

      He puts his hand on my hip.

      “Hey…”

      Three men interrupt him before he answers.

      Ben laughs cheekily and shakes their hands. I can tell from his demeanour that they’re close. Then their attention turns to me. “This is Matt, Ethan, and Jed. Three of my closest friends,” he introduces.

      These must be the friends he was telling me about that he went through the ranks with. I smile broadly as I recognise them from the photograph I looked at the other day. “Hello.” I shake their hands.

      “This is my Bridget,” Ben announces proudly as his eyes linger lovingly on my face.

      Oh, I love the way he looks at me when he introduces me. I swoon. His Bridget.

      The men are all very polite, and I stand nervously as they chat. I just wish I could get a photo of them to send to Abbie. She would have an orgasm on the spot if she saw how hot these guys are.

      Off the hook.

      They’re all masculine, and huge like Ben. Ethan has black hair and olive skin. Jed has honey hair, and the most beautiful smile I have ever seen on a man. And Matt… well, he’s just ridiculous. I don’t need to worry about getting drunk on the Champagne. The testosterone in the air will get me as high as a kite.

      Another man walks over and the boys all laugh. He’s holding a gorgeous pregnant woman’s hand. Ben leans in and kisses her, and then they turn to me. “Ally, this is Bridget,” he introduces. “Bridget, this is Rick and Ally. Ally gets stuck hanging out with us lot.”

      Rick’s eyes meet mine and he smiles. “We met the other night.”

      I nod, slightly embarrassed that he saw me sitting in the dark on my suitcase.

      She smiles warmly, and I know I already like her. She has a relaxed kind of feel about her. “Bridget.” She takes my hands in hers and kisses my cheek. “She’s every bit as beautiful as you told me she was, Ben.”

      He smiles as he watches on.

      I bite my bottom lip as my eyes flicker between them. It’s obvious that Ben is close to this woman. I glance down at her large stomach.

      “How far along are you?” I ask. She rubs her stomach. “Five months.”

      “How exciting.” I smile.

      She smiles lovingly at her husband across the circle. “It is; we can’t wait.”

      “I’ll get you another Champagne. Ally, what would you like?” Ben asks.

      “A lemonade please.”

      He nods before he disappears to the bar.

      Ally smiles as she watches him disappear through the crowd, and then her eyes turn back to me. “I think he wants us to get acquainted,” she whispers so only I can hear.

      I laugh. “Seems that way.” The other boys go back to talking amongst themselves and I look around. “This is a fancy turnout.” I try to make conversation.

      She smiles. “I know, it is. I always get nervous coming here.”

      “Oh, jeez.” I put my hand on my chest. “I was terrified tonight. I had no idea what to wear. I had one day’s notice and had to go shopping with Ben for a dress.”

      She laughs. “Try finding a formal maternity dress if you want a true nightmare.”

      We laugh and Ben reappears with our drinks. “Keep your clothes on.” He winks as he hands me my glass of Champagne.

      I narrow my eyes with a smirk.

      “What the hell, Ben?” Ally laughs.

      “Ask Didge about it.” He smiles as he turns around to the boys.

      “Didge?” She frowns.

      “That’s my nickname. It’s easier to say than Bridget. Oh, and I warned him not to let me drink Champagne, as I might take my clothes off. Not really, but who knows?” I widen my eyes and shrug, causing her to laugh.

      Silence falls over us and I twist my wedding ring.

      “Show me your ring?” she asks.

      I feel embarrassed, because she knows that we aren’t really married, but I lift my hand anyway. “It’s Ben’s mother’s ring. I’m just borrowing it for tonight.” I smile shyly.

      She smiles knowingly. “Forgive me if I’m intruding, but Rick told me about you having trouble accepting…” She gestures to the room with her Champagne glass, “all of this.”

      I drop my head. “Yeah.” I look up and frown. “Does your husband…” I pause because I don’t even know what to call it.

      She nods. “Yes, Rick does the same job as Ben.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “The exact same job?”

      She nods. “Took me a while to get my head around it, too.”

      “How?” I pause as I try to get my wording right. “How do you make peace with him leaving the house for work?”

      She smiles sadly. “These men are above most others, Bridget. Their sacrifice is for our country’s freedom.” I watch her.

      “Look around the room, look at them.”

      I look up and across to Ben as he speaks with his friends. His legs are wide apart, his chest is out, and he’s standing tall. He really does wear his uniform with pride. He’s glowing.

      She grabs my hand. “Do you want my advice?” She smiles.

      I nod hopefully.

      “Spend every day with Ben like it’s your last.” My face falls.

      “Because it might be. One day he may go to work and never come home.”

      My chest tightens at the thought.

      “But that’s his…” She gestures to her husband and corrects herself. “Their decision.” My eyes search hers.

      “We’re just the women who love them. Their purpose is greater than being with us.”

      I drop my head sadly. “I just can’t stand the thought of it.”

      “Stand the thought of what? Being in love with a man who loves his country so much that he’s prepared to die for it? That’s the definition of a true hero.”

      I watch her but stay silent.

      “Make peace with it, Bridget. It comes with the territory. He loves you. Enjoy him. Love him.”

      My nostrils flare as I try to stop the stupid tears from appearing.

      Ben’s hand snakes around my hips and he smiles. “We have to take a seat.” He gestures to the left. “Over this way.” His face falls when he sees my face.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” he whispers.

      I smile and squeeze Ally’s hand, and she smiles knowingly. “Nothing, babe.” I kiss him softly. “Everything’s perfect.”

      We walk over and take a seat at our table and the rest of the group starts talking about something else, but my concentration is on Ben and what the hell he’s thinking.

      He’s frowning as he stares at something across the room.

      “Who are you looking at?” I whisper discretely.

      He puts his arm around the back of my chair and fiddles with my hand in his lap. “Look who’s here…”

      “Who?” I frown.

      “Jason Steele.”

      My eyes widen. Isn’t that the man he was supposed to kill?

      “You mean…” He nods once.

      Shit.

      I widen my eyes as I sip my Champagne. Stop drinking. Stop drinking now!

      Oh, jeez. “Where are the bathrooms?” I ask.

      Ben points to the back of the room. “Back out in the corridor.” He glances down at me. “Do you want me to show you where they are?”

      “No, I’ve got it. Back in a minute.”

      “I’ll try to find you a less lap-dance-inducing drink.” He smirks down at me.

      I giggle. “Okay, sounds good.”

      I make my way out to the bathroom, and after I’ve been I move to the basin to wash my hands. A cubicle door opens and a gorgeous girl with dark hair walks out.

      I take out my lipstick and start to apply it.

      “We haven’t met,” she says to my reflection in the mirror.

      I turn to her and smile. “Hello, I’m Bridget.” I go to shake her hand and she just glares at me. I instantly drop my hand. Okay, then. How rude.

      She folds her arms, full of attitude, and leans her behind to rest on the basin. Her eyes hold mine. “He’ll get sick of you, you know,” she sneers.

      Oh, really? We’re playing that game, are we? I can’t hold it in and I smile. “Who? You mean my husband?” I ask sweetly.

      Game on, mole.

      She lifts her chin defiantly as she glares at me “You mean like he got sick of you?” I ask.

      “You don’t know him like I do.” Her face twists with disgust.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention. “Am I supposed to feel threatened by you?” I ask, acting surprised.

      She narrows her eyes. “I would, if I were you. Ben and I go way back.”

      “Oh,” I sigh sympathetically. “That’s really sad. You and he go way back and yet he begged me to marry him.” I hold my hand up and wiggle my ring finger. “You obviously can’t please him the way I do.” Her mouth drops open, rattled by my reply.

      Stupid bitch.

      She has no idea who she’s fucking with here. I pat her on the shoulder sympathetically. “If that’s the best you’ve got, sweetie, it’s no wonder you couldn’t snag him.”

      She tears her arm from my reach.

      “Nice to meet you.” I smile. “I’d better get back, but I’ll think of you tonight when I’m fucking his brains out.” She glares at me and I smile broadly.

      “Bitch,” she mumbles under her breath.

      “That’s Mrs. Bitch to you,” I reply with a wink.

      I take one last look at her and walk back out into the corridor, straightening my dress as I go.

      Now… where is that hunk of a husband of mine?
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      Ben

      I stand at the bar as I wait for the drinks I’ve just ordered. The room is bustling. I get bumped by a man at the side of me, and I glance down and do a double-take.

      Jason Steele waits at the bar alongside me, his eyes focused on something in front of him. Without glancing my way, he slides a folded napkin to me across the bar. I wait a few seconds and discretely take it, placing it in my pocket.

      What the fuck is this he’s giving me?

      My drinks arrive and I take them, returning to my position without making eye contact or saying a word to him.

      Bridget comes back from the bar and smiles down at the floor.

      “Why are you looking so pleased with yourself?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” she says as she takes her drink and sips it. “That’s better.” She gestures to her drink. “I just met one of your fuck buddies.” Her eyes dance with mischief.

      I look at her flatly. “What did you do?”

      She slides her hand under my jacket and around my waist.

      “Nothing she didn’t deserve.”

      I smirk, and kiss her forehead. “Behave yourself,” I whisper.

      A brunette walks past and glares at us; Bridget smiles and raises her glass in a silent toast.

      I have to bite my lip to stop myself from smiling. “You met Nicole,

      I see.”

      Bridget looks up at me sarcastically. “More like she met me.”

      I tighten my grip on my girl; her confidence is a real fucking turn-on. Bridget is one of the most confident women I know; she never has been insecure of other women. She knows that nobody comes close to her for me. Anderson walks past. I need to speak to him. “I’ve got to talk to this guy, Didge. You good for a minute?” I ask.

      “I’m fine.” She smiles.

      “You’re more than fine,” I whisper as our eyes lock.

      She licks her lips and I feel my cock twitch. I shake my head.

      Concentrate. Later.

      “Anderson!” I call as he walks past.

      He turns to see me. “Buzz.” He laughs as he shakes my hand. “What have you been up to, old friend? I haven’t seen you for a while.”

      “I’ve been on leave.” I glance back to Bridget, who is now talking to the others. “I got married.”

      “Well, fuck me.” He laughs in shock. “I’d never thought I’d see the day.”

      I laugh. “It happens to the best of us. “

      “Big turn-out.” He smiles as he looks around the room.

      “Yeah, have you seen John or Sam?” I ask. “I need to speak to them.”

      He frowns as he looks around. “No. I haven’t, and I haven’t been able to reach them all week.” He frowns. “It’s weird. They had a job on in Europe, and I know they landed back in Washington because

      Sam called me from the airport. But nobody has seen them since.” Hmm, interesting.

      “Did you call their homes?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “No, I didn’t want to worry their wives prematurely, but I do know that they both said they were coming here tonight.” He shrugs. “But I haven’t seen them yet.”

      “Right.” I nod as I think. What’s going on here? “Well, good to see you.” I smile as I shake his hand. “How are Kerry and the kids?”

      “Good, good, she’s over there.” He gestures to the far corner. “Kids are sending me broke.”

      “I’ll come over and introduce Bridget later,” I tell him.

      He points to me as he starts to walk backwards to the bar. “You make sure of that, and congratulations, hey?”

      A fuss of people and cameras flash in a rush towards the door. I know that the president has just arrived with his secretary of state. All eyes turn to them and I glance over to see Bridget, who is watching on in awe. She smiles sexily up at me, and I take her hand in mine.

      “Are you holding my hand in public, Mr. Statham?” she asks as she raises her eyebrow in question.

      “No.” I smirk. “I’m holding you back from giving the president a champagne-fuelled lap dance.”

      She laughs out loud and I feel myself melt.

      I inhale deeply.

      God, I love this woman.

      

  




Bridget

      I stand in the ballroom, watching every move he makes. He’s constantly involved in conversations, and yet he’s hardly speaking a word.

      This is him. This is the Ben I know. It isn’t only me who feels his power; it seems everyone around him does, too. He emits strength. When he does speak, everyone listens.

      He’s with his four friends, nine feet away from me while I talk to Ally.

      But his eyes are fixed firmly on me. Occasionally, he drops them to my feet and slowly raises them back up my body. His tongue darts out to wet his bottom lip and I feel my sex clench deep inside.

      God, I’ve never known a man so sexual.

      He has that look in his eyes tonight, the one that I love.

      I fucking own you.

      He calls to my body in a way no other man ever has. There’s this raw, animalistic, physical attraction. The fact that I like the person inside that perfect body is just a bonus.

      He gestures to the doorway with his chin, and I nod.

      Finally, I get him alone.

      He shakes his friend’s hand and then walks over, and I smile and kiss the girls I met on the cheek. “Lovely meeting you.”

      With his hand on the small of my back, we walk out in silence and get into a hire car that’s waiting for us. Then we drive back to his home.

      He doesn’t say a word. He doesn’t have to.

      I know.

      It’s on.

      Ben Statham is here in all his fucking glory, and hell, I can hardly wait to get him naked.

      He opens his apartment door and I wait for his instruction. He gestures for me to walk in and my heart starts to race. I walk to the living room and turn to him.

      “Get in the bedroom, Bridget,” he commands.

      Fuck…

      Seriously, I’m so turned on right now by him ordering me around in that uniform, he’ll only have to blow on me and I’ll orgasm.

      I turn and walk up the hall, into the bedroom.

      He walks in behind me and holds his hand up for me to stop, and I freeze at the end of the bed.

      He circles me, his eyes burning holes through my dress. My heart is hammering in my chest. He slowly slides down the zipper and takes my dress down over my hips, holding my hand as I step out of it.

      His eyes drop to the tiny, lacy black G-string I am wearing, and he hisses in approval before sliding it down. He takes my bra off and I stand before him in black, thigh-high sheer stockings… nothing else.

      “You were the most beautiful woman in the room tonight,” he whispers as he continues to circle me.

      I smile.

      “And you’re all mine.” God, just fuck me.

      “Yes,” I breathe.

      “Kiss me,” he whispers.

      I step forward to kiss his lips and his eyes close in pleasure. I think this is the hottest I’ve ever been for it in my life. He’s in full uniform and I’m naked. I want him so badly.

      Our kiss turns desperate and his fingers drop to swipe through my flesh.

      “Mmm,” he moans as he circles them deeper. “This beautiful cunt of yours is dripping wet.”

      My eyes close and his hands take my jaw, turning our kiss desperate.

      We turn into animals and kiss like there’s no tomorrow. I tear his jacket over his shoulders as he rips his tie to loosen it. I unzip his pants and slide them down his legs. I move to the buttons on his shirt. I can’t get them undone fast enough.

      Quick, quick!

      I grab his shirt and take it off. He stands before me, naked except for his tie. I grab the tie and drag him to me to kiss him with everything I have.

      His cock is hard and I can feel the pre-ejaculate smear on my stomach.

      “Get on your hands and knees,” he growls as his eyes flicker with dangerously high arousal.

      I kneel on the bed and drop to my elbows as my heart beats hard in my chest.

      Tonight, I’m all his and I’m living the army dream. Prepare for combat.

      I wake to the sound of Ben in the bathroom. It’s early and still quite dark.

      I roll to my side and watch him. He walks out into the bedroom, unaware that I’m awake, and picks up his pants to rustle around in the pocket. He digs out a napkin, reads it and then walks out of the room, quietly shutting the door behind him.

      Huh? I frown.

      What’s he doing? What was he doing with that napkin?

      I lie in the dark for a moment as I think. He was reading something. Who gave him a note at last night’s function, and why didn’t he show it to me? I troll my brain for an answer.

      Nicole.

      “You don’t know him like I do… I would be insecure if I were you. Ben and I go way back.”

      I lie in the dark and think. I didn’t feel insecure at all last night when I saw her. I felt cherished and respected, and I’m normally a very confident person. But why did he sneak out in the dark and close the door behind him just now if he has nothing to hide.

      I roll over, annoyed with myself for feeling like this.

      Stop it, we’ve been through way too much to be together for him to fuck it up now.

      Imagine that, though. He comes back and snaps his fingers and I drop everything to fall back into his arms… all the while he’s still hooking up with his long-time booty call.

      My stomach rolls.

      Stop it.

      He wouldn’t, I know he wouldn’t. That’s not who Ben is.

      A little voice from deep in my psyche whispers a disturbing thought. You thought you knew him before. Will you ever really know this man?

      What is real and what is a façade that he’s created?

      Stop it, stop thinking of this shit. It’s not true.

      It’s just not true. I know him. I know I know him.

      I rustle around in bed as I try to make myself go back to sleep.

      Is he out there, calling her right now?

      If I don’t go out there now, I’ll never know.

      Fuck this, because I do need to know. I throw the blankets back angrily and sneak out of the bedroom.

      He’s at the kitchen counter in the dark with his laptop open. The light from the screen lights up the space.

      I fold my arms defensively in front of me. “What are you doing?” I ask.

      His eyes flicker up and he snaps the laptop closed, looking guilty.

      “Nothing. Just checking emails. I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Bullshit,” I reply.

      He picks up the computer and the napkin. “What are you talking about, Bridget?”

      “What’s on the napkin?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Liar.” I hold out my hand. “Show me.”

      He screws up his face. “What?”

      “You heard me. Hand it over.” I open and close my hand.

      “You’re being ridiculous,” he snaps as he brushes past me, heading back into the bedroom.

      I storm after him as I begin to see red. “Did one of your girls write you a love letter?” I yell.

      His face falls in surprise. “No. They didn’t!” he yells back.

      “Don’t you yell at me!” I yell.

      “Go to sleep, Bridget.”

      “The only place I’ll be going is the airport if you don’t tell me what’s on the napkin.”

      “Work stuff. And don’t fucking threaten me. I don’t lie to you! I’ve never lied to you!”

      “What work stuff?”

      “You’re impossible. Leave it alone.”

      “Ben,” I say calmly. “Show me the napkin, please.” He glares at me and hands it over. I open it.
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      I glance back up at him. “Who gave you this?”

      He clenches his jaw. “Jason Steele.”

      My eyes widen and I feel like a fool. “Oh.”

      He brushes past me, into the bathroom, and turns the shower on before he quickly hops under the water.

      Fuck. I just carried on like a two-year-old. I walk into the bathroom. “I’m sorry.” He ignores me and begins to wash himself.

      “I was Googling the deposit box,” he snaps. “Nice to know what you think of me, though.”

      I roll my eyes. “Ben…” I hesitate. “She rattled me.” He shakes his head in disgust.

      “She… she told me that you and she go way back,” I stammer. “That you would get sick of me.”

      “Do my words mean nothing?” he cries. “I’m with you! I’ve never lied to you once. Not once!” He drops his head. “I left you so I never had to.”

      “What do you mean?” I frown.

      “I knew I couldn’t look you in the eye and lie every time I went on a mission. I couldn’t do it. I knew that.” I watch him, unsure what to say.

      He gets out and wraps the towel around him then walks out of the bathroom in a rush and begins to dress. I run after him like a puppy.

      “I’m just…” I hesitate and put my hands on top of my head in confusion. “You scare me, Ben.”

      He turns to me and he shakes his head. “I scare you?” I nod.

      “Well, join the fucking club, because you scare the fuck out of me!” he cries. “I don’t know what kind of douches you have been with in the past, but when I say I love you, I fucking mean I love you,

      Bridget!”

      I watch him as guilt washes over me.

      “I’ve never loved anyone. Those words have never left my lips since the night my mother died, and to have you throw them in my face—” He hesitates. “Fucking hurts.”

      Damn, that makes me feel like shit. Tears fill my eyes.

      He pulls on his runners.

      “Where are you going?” I ask.

      “Out.”

      “Out where?”

      “The gym.” He walks up the hall and disappears out the front door. It slams shut behind him.

      I blow out a deflated breath and walk back up the hall to get back into bed. I punch the pillow in frustration.
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        * * *

      

      “Good morning, Bridget,” I say out loud to myself. “Give yourself an uppercut.”

      I pace back and forth in the kitchen. It’s 10:00 a.m. and Ben hasn’t come home. Is he still angry with me, or is it something more sinister?

      I can’t find where I threw the damn napkin this morning during our fight, so I can’t even Google it or anything.

      But I have two questions.

      One: who is Jason Steele?

      And two: is he setting Ben up to go to that place so that they can kill him for real?

      It sounds obscure to me that he would ask him to go somewhere. Why would he trust Ben with information? Why Ben?

      I make myself a cup of coffee and hear the front door open. My heart drops in relief.

      Ben walks in. “Hi.”

      “Hi.” I smile awkwardly.

      He reaches around the back of the waistband of his track pants and then pulls out a small hand gun, placing it down on the table along with a large, yellow envelope. My eyes widen.

      “I bought this home for you,” he murmurs as he taps the gun.

      I frown. “Why would you think I need a gun?”

      He shrugs. “Just to be sure.”

      I watch him for a moment. “Where have you been?”

      He tears open the envelope. “I went to the safety deposit box.” He pulls out a wad of paper and studies it. He frowns as he reads the writing.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      He sits down. “Not sure.” He flicks the page over and frowns harder. “It’s written in some kind of code.”

      “Let me see.”

      He hands it over and I stare at it. Letters, all in some kind of weird order, not making sense at all. I flick through the six pages, and they’re all the same. “What does this mean?” I frown.

      He shakes his head. “I have no idea.”

      At the top of the page there’s an arrow drawn in blue pen, pointing up. “What’s this arrow?”

      He shakes his head and takes the pages from me again to study them. “It’s not any code that we use. I can’t read it at all.”

      “You know who could read this?” I say.

      “Who?”

      “Joshua.”

      Ben continues reading.

      “This is Joshua’s thing. He loves mind-fuck things like this. He could break the code.”

      Ben frowns. “I don’t want to get him involved.”

      I shake my head. “As if he’s not safe with the security that he has. You should send it to him, he would break it in two days.” He runs the backs of his fingers through his stubble as he thinks. “Yeah, maybe.”

      “Why did you go and get it now? I thought he said only if something happened to him,” I ask.

      His eyes rise to meet mine. “Once he’s dead, it will be too late. I wanted to see what it is before then.”

      “Are you in danger because you went and got this?” I ask.

      “I don’t think so. They would be after him first if this is anything important.”

      He stands and gets a bottle of water out of the fridge. Then he sits on the lounge, and it’s obvious he is still angry with me. I follow him. “I’m sorry about this morning,” I say.

      His eyes meet mine, and he nods as he sips his water.

      “What was I supposed to think, you know?” I pace. “She told me you and she go way back and that I should be worried, and then I see you get a napkin out of your pocket and sneak out of the room to read it.”

      He shakes his head in disgust. “Why do you think I came to Australia to get you, Bridget?” He pats his lap. I sit down on his lap.

      “I don’t know, why did you?”

      “Because something was missing.” My eyes search his. “Missing?” I ask.

      “I’m not like you, Bridget.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t…” He pauses as he searches for the words.

      “You don’t what?”

      “I don’t… I’ve never… Since I left you, I haven’t found anyone I want to spend time with.”

      I raise my eyebrow sarcastically.

      “Half an hour having sex is a lot different than spending extended time with someone and building a relationship. I don’t know these women and I don’t want to. I always left straight after.” He shakes his head, as if disgusted. “Ten minutes wasn’t worth the way I would feel after.”

      I look away angrily. “Stop talking about it. I hate the thought of you having sex with other people.”

      “So do I. And every time I would do it I felt guilty, as if I was playing up on you.” His eyes drop to the floor. “It was like I was still with you, but …” He shakes his head as if confused.

      I watch him.

      “It wasn’t the same. I never had the same connection that I had with you.”

      I smile softly and kiss his big, stupid lips.

      “I came and got you because…” He pauses and frowns as his eyes hold mine.

      “Because why?”

      “I knew you didn’t need me, but—” His eyes drop to the floor again.

      I lift his face to meet mine. “But what, Ben?” “But I needed you.” Our eyes are locked.

      “I kept thinking that you were better off without me and that I couldn’t give you the normal that you deserved.”

      “Ben,” I whisper.

      “But I had to be selfish.” He shakes his head sadly. “I had to come back and give myself a chance at happiness.”

      I smile softly. “You’re an idiot.” I kiss his lips. “Why didn’t you just tell me back when you left me?” I ask.

      He frowns. “Bridget, you were twenty-two at the time. You would have handled it a lot different to what you do now.” I frown.

      “Maybe I had it all wrong, and maybe you would have understood.” He shrugs. “But at that time, I was away a lot. I would have had to lie to you all the time. I couldn’t stand the thought of it.”

      I watch him sadly, and finally I’m getting some insight to what happened.

      “I watched you grieve when that all went down back then.” He pauses. “I couldn’t help you.”

      “You just had to be there, Ben,” I whisper. “I didn’t want your help.”

      His eyes meet mine. “I know what it’s like to grieve deeply, Didge. I know what despair feels like, and I didn’t care if I died. I knew what I signed up for.” I kiss him softly. “But I couldn’t put you through it.” He rubs my leg. “You have this snarky, tough exterior, Didge, but deep down you’re sweet and gentle. I couldn’t knowingly do that to you.” My eyes lose focus as he hits a raw nerve.

      “Don’t ever think that because I wasn’t with you it meant that I didn’t love you,” he whispers. “It was so hard to stay away.”

      I lean my face against his, and I feel overcome with sadness for what we have both been through.

      “It’s completely ridiculous that you would feel the slightest bit insecure,” he whispers as his eyes hold mine. “You are the only woman I’ve ever wanted. Ever loved. Do you really think that after the hell I went through without you that I would fuck it up now?”

      I smile despite my tears. “You know, you can be quite romantic when you want to be Mr. Statham,” I whisper.

      He smiles, and shakes his head.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Every day you say something to me I have never heard before.”

      I smile. “Really?”

      “Yes, really.”

      I kiss him softly. “Do you know how much I love you, Ben?”

      His jaw clenches, as if he’s overcome with emotion, and his eyes search mine. “Not half as much as I love you.”

      “Take me back to bed,” I whisper.

      He kisses me and stands while holding me like a bride. “Yes, ma’am.”
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        * * *

      

      I walk around Ben’s room naked as I look at his bookshelves. He has photographs and memorabilia things everywhere. It’s like a treasure trove. He is in bed with his hands resting behind his head as he watches me. I point to a photo of three men. “Who are they?” I ask.

      “They used to live with me in my barracks.”

      I nod at another old picture of a good-looking man in his thirties. “Who is this?” I ask.

      “That’s my dad.”

      I pick up the frame and study it, a smile spreading across my face.

      “He’s handsome.” Ben smiles.

      The next is an image of a woman with an elderly woman. “Who are they?” I ask.

      “That’s my mother and my grandmother.”

      I smile as I study them. “They look kind.” I run my finger over his mother’s image through the glass. “Where is your grandmother now?” I ask.

      “She died of a heart attack the year before my mother.”

      I frown, and then keep looking. I get to a picture of our gang and I study it. We were in Kamala at Joshua and Natasha’s wedding. Ben and I are at standing at opposite ends to each other. “I know them.” I

      smile sarcastically. “Good-looking people.”

      He rolls his eyes.

      An old wooden box is on the bottom shelf, and I slowly open it. It’s filled with little trinkets. I pick it up and go sit on the bed next to him.

      His face falls serious.

      I pull out a string of pink beads and I frown. “What are these?” I ask.

      “They’re Meika’s.”

      “Who’s Meika?”

      “My sister.”

      My heart drops and I force a smile. “Pretty.”

      I look back in the box and I find a rock with a face painted on it.

      “What is this?”

      He chuckles. “That’s Fred.”

      “Fred?” I smile.

      “I made that for my mother when I was in kindergarten. It was her prized possession.”

      I giggle. “Cute.” I kiss the rock in my hand and he smiles broadly.

      I pull out a heart-shaped chocolate wrapped in gold paper. “What’s this?”

      His eyes hold mine. “You gave me that.”

      “I did?” I ask in surprise.

      He nods, as if embarrassed.

      “When?”

      “We were at the hospital when your grandmother was sick. Someone handed out chocolates, and I wasn’t there, so you got one and saved it for me.”

      “And you saved it?” I frown.

      He nods. “It meant something to me. It was the first time I realised that you thought about me when I wasn’t there.”

      I bite my bottom lip to hide my goofy smile. I pull out a passport and I open it.

      My heart drops as a small blonde girl stares back at me.

      
        
        Meika Rose Statham

      

      

      My eyes meet his and he drops them, unwilling to hold my gaze.

      “She’s pretty,” I whisper.

      He nods.

      I read the details and frown as I do the math. Her birthday is tomorrow. Oh, my God, that’s Ben’s birthday, too.

      “It’s your birthday tomorrow?” I ask.

      “I don’t celebrate my birthday,” he snaps way too quickly.

      “Why not?”

      “Because Meika doesn’t get one.”

      “Oh, Ben.” I sigh sadly.

      I continue looking through the box and find an old postcard from New York. I turn it over to read it, but it has no writing on the back. “What’s this?” I ask.

      “Meika always wanted to go to New York.” He smiles as he remembers. “That was hers; she used to say one day she was going to take me there.”

      I imagine a little twelve–year-old girl, with all these hopes and dreams that she never got to have, and I get this really big lump in my throat. “You’ve never been?” I push out.

      He shakes his head.

      “We should go,” I say.

      He frowns.

      An idea comes to me. “Yes. We should go to New York tomorrow… for Meika.” I smile. “On her birthday.”

      He shakes his head. “I-I couldn’t.” He climbs out of bed in a rush and goes into the bathroom. He gets into the shower to avoid this conversation.

      I pack up the box, put it back on his shelf, and follow him. Once in there, I sit on the side of the bathtub as I think. “How long since you’ve celebrated your birthday?” He washes himself, but doesn’t answer.

      “Ben?” I ask.

      “Not since she went,” he snaps, annoyed.

      My heart falls in my chest. Oh, this is so sad. “Ben, you know how we’re starting a new life together?”

      His eyes find mine, and he nods.

      “Well, I want to start with new traditions now. Traditions of our own, and I want to celebrate you being alive because it’s…” I shake my head as I search for an excuse. “It’s a miracle.” I smile.

      “I know what you’re trying to do.” He pauses. “Just leave it, babe.”

      “Please, Ben,” I plead. “I want for you to move forward and be happy.”

      His head drops in sadness.

      “And we can do it together.”

      I take my clothes off and climb in under the water with him. Luckily, he wraps his large arms around me and holds me tight, inhaling deeply as he presses himself against my hair.

      “Can we do this?” I smile up at him.

      “Didge.” He sighs. “I don’t think I can.”

      “You can if I’m with you, Ben. We can do anything as long as we have each other.”

      He smiles against my lips as we kiss.

      “Please?” I beg, I jig up and down on the spot a little to prove my point.

      “Bridget…” He sighs. “Please…”

      “Fine,” he snaps.

      I smile broadly. “I just happen to know a great travel agent.”

      He grabs my behind. “Who is also a pain in my ass.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 19

          

        

      

    

    




      Ben

      We walk down the street in New York and Bridget takes my hand in hers and then raises her eyebrow. This is her new thing, to try and hold my hand in public and see how long I can take it. It’s a struggle.

      We arrived in New York yesterday afternoon, and then went out on the town last night. We ate, we drank, and we laughed. I haven’t had so much fun with a woman before—ever.

      But, today is a different story. Bridget has taken me to every tourist attraction known to man.

      I’m trying my best, I really am, and I know she’s trying to cheer me up, but I can’t stand it.

      I can’t stand being here without Meika.

      Happy Birthday, sis.

      Everything that I look at reminds me that she is never going to see it.

      That she never got to experience it.

      We make our way up the elevator to The Empire State Building and I watch the doors as we wait for them to open.

      I often wonder why it was her that was taken and not me. She was so good.

      And me… I’m not. I never have been.

      How is it fair that I get to live and she doesn’t?

      I grip my beautiful Bridget’s hand that bit tighter.

      How she loves me, I will never know. She smiles up at me lovingly and my breath catches. She is the most perfect thing that has ever come into my life. Just being with her and having her look at me the way she does is all I need. I lean down and kiss her softly.

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      “For what?”

      “For doing all this.” I gesture at our surroundings.

      “Anything for my man.” She smiles up at me.

      The elevator arrives and we get in and rise to the top. We eventually walk out onto the viewing platform. The lump in my throat becomes unbearable and, as if sensing it, Bridget grips my hand that bit tighter.

      We look around and Bridget goes up to a lady who is beside us.

      “Excuse me, can you take a photo of the two of us, please?”

      “Of course.” The kind lady smiles.

      God… I fucking hate this.

      We pose for the shots, and then Bridget says, “Can you put it on movie now, please, and film us for a moment.”

      Huh?

      I glance at Bridget.

      Her eyes glow up at me and I smile.

      “Ben.” She pauses, as if nervous. “I want to give you something else to celebrate on your birthday from here on in.”

      I smile down at her “What would that be, Miss Bridget?”

      “An anniversary.” She kisses me softly. “Marry me.” I frown. What the hell? I stare at her, shocked.

      What? Is she joking?

      That is the last thing that I ever expected to come out of her mouth.

      “Ben?” she asks, her voice filled with hope.

      I raise my eyebrows in question. Is she for real?

      “I’m serious, Ben. Will you marry me?”

      I look up at the lady filming with wide eyes, and she shrugs, just as surprised as I am.

      “Ben!” Bridget snaps.

      “You’re fucking crazy,” I whisper.

      “It’s a yes or no answer, Ben.”

      I kiss her softly and the people around us all cheer.

      “Answer me, goddamn it,” she snaps.

      “Bridget…” I pause. “I wanted to ask you,” I whisper

      “Yeah, well. You’re too slow. You snooze, you lose, Statham.” She smiles against my lips as she wraps her arms around me.

      Oh, God, I love this woman.

      “Answer me before I take it back,” she whispers I wrap her in my arms.

      “Oh, God, you kill me.” I laugh.

      “Today?” She smiles up at me.

      I frown down at her. What the hell? “No. Not today, Bridget,” I whisper.

      “It has to be today, in a registry office. I want to give myself to you for your birthday.” Her eyes search mine. “Both our families will be with us in spirit.”

      I stare at her as the ground moves beneath me and I lose focus. I drop my head to her shoulder. She would actually give up having her family at our wedding because I don’t have mine.

      This is too much.

      I don’t deserve for her to love me.

      Emotion starts to close my chest up.

      “We can have another wedding later for our friends.” She smiles softly. “And we don’t even have to tell anyone about this one if you don’t want to.”

      My eyes meet hers. “You’re actually serious?” I whisper.

      “Ben…” She smiles softly. “This is about us. I want to start our new life together today. No more fights, no more secrets, and no more bullshit. Just you and me. We love each other enough, right? And I know it’s early, but I’m never going to love someone as much as I love you.” She bounces on the spot in excitement, and my heart free-falls from my chest.

      I stare at her as time stands still.

      She bounces again. “Come on, Ben. Jump off the cliff with me. Let’s live today like it’s our last.”

      I feel like I’m in deep water and swimming towards her to be rescued.

      Could this be happening?

      “Ben, don’t make me beg.” She laughs.

      I smile broadly as the last of my resistance dissolves. I take her face in my hands and I kiss her perfect lips. “Okay,” I breathe, and our foreheads touch. We kiss again. “I love you,” I whisper, and then I laugh in disbelief. “Is this something you’re going to wake up tomorrow and regret?”

      She shrugs. “Who cares? I’m living for today.”

      “Since when?” I smile.

      “Since now.”

      “Can I stop filming now?” the lady interrupts.

      “Oh, sorry,” Bridget says. “I forgot about you.”

      “I thought you did. Congratulations.” She smiles as she hands the phone back.

      It’s then I notice everyone standing around watching us, and I become instantly embarrassed.

      I grab her hand. “Let’s get out of here. You totally just emasculated me.”

      She bursts out laughing as I pull her towards the elevator. “Finally!” She laughs. “Someone had to do it.”

      

  




Bridget

      “Are you sure about this?” Ben asks as we walk up the stairs to City Hall.

      I smile at my beautiful man. “Positive.” I lean in and kiss his big, beautiful lips. “Happy birthday, baby,” I whisper as I run my hand through his stubble.

      His eyes glow with happiness and he squeezes my hand.

      I’m wearing an ice-pink dress that has a fitted waist and flared skirt that falls just below my knees, and matching pink high-heeled sandals. My hair is down and full, and I have a large white flower tucked behind my right ear. My makeup is natural and my lipstick is pink.

      It’s my wedding day. I made this split second decision last night at dinner before sneaking off to the restaurant bathrooms to apply for a marriage license online.

      Ally’s words love him like it’s your last day with him have played on repeat in my mind since she said them three days ago, so that’s exactly what I’m doing.

      I’m beaming with happiness and I have no regrets.

      This is the right thing to do. I love Ben. I have always loved Ben, and this is crazy. I know we just got back together. Maybe I’m completely blind and stupid. Am I marrying the wrong man? No, I’m not.

      It feels right. Every cell in my body wants to do this.

      To give myself to him on his birthday—a day he hasn’t celebrated in twenty years—is the ultimate gift.

      You know, I used to think that weddings were all about the dress and the guests and the reception venue… until today, when all that matters is him.

      Ben moving forward without painful memories every birthday is all that I want. Ben is wearing his clothes that he brought to wear out tonight. They’re nothing special, but he couldn’t look more perfect if he tried.

      It’s as if this happiness beacon has been turned on inside of him and he’s glowing.

      All uncertainty between us has disappeared in an instant.

      We both know.

      We get to the counter and I smile through the window. “Hello. I called before; we have an appointment at three.” I smile.

      Ben bites his bottom lip as he tries to remain calm.

      I have to concentrate and try not to bounce on the spot. “Yes, do you have all the paperwork?” she asks.

      I take all of our identification from my bag and slide it across the counter. She goes through and copies it all down. “First door to your right.” She smiles.

      Ben takes my hand, and we turn and walk down the corridor and knock on the office door. “Come in,” a male voice calls.

      Ben and I take one look at each other and I smile broadly, rising to kiss him on the lips. He shakes his head, as if not believing what we are about to do. He pushes the door open and we find a man sitting at a large mahogany desk. He looks at us over the top of his glasses.

      “Hello.”

      “Hello.” We both smile.

      “Close the door behind you.” Ben turns and closes the door.

      “I’m Henry Thomas, I’ll be performing your ceremony today.” He shakes our hands. Ben and I smile nervously.

      “Okay, so you have some documents for me?”

      “Yes.” I hand the file to him and he looks through them.

      “Do you have the rings?” he asks.

      Ben takes his mother’s ring and the gold band we bought him today out of his pocket, and hands them over. I hunch my shoulders up like a little kid. Are we really doing this? We both go through and sign a lot of documents until, finally, it’s time.

      “Please stand and face each other.” He smiles and gestures to a place on the carpet.

      Ben and I stand and face each other. He takes both my hands in his. I begin to giggle like a stupid schoolgirl, and even Ben is having trouble keeping a straight face.

      Is this really happening?

      “Repeat after me.”

      “I, Benjamin Statham,” his eyes hold mine and he smiles softly, “take you, Bridget Marx, to be my lawfully wedded wife. To have and to hold, in sickness and in health, from this day forward.”

      I smile, and bounce a little on the spot as he carefully slides the ring onto my finger. He picks up my hand and kisses the back of it. We both laugh and his eyes twinkle with a special something.

      I feel overcome with emotion. “I, Bridget Marx, take you, Benjamin Statham, to be my lawfully wedded husband.” He watches me in wonder and I smile. “To have and to hold, in sickness and in health, from this day forward.”

      I slowly slide the ring onto his finger, and giggle.

      “You may kiss your bride.”

      In slow motion, Ben takes me into his arms and gently kisses me.

      The air leaves my lungs because it’s the most perfect kiss that he has ever gifted me with.

      It’s a kiss of promise, and my eyes fill with tears. I laugh against his lips and he wraps his arms around me tightly.

      “Let me take a photo.” Henry smiles, and I hand over my phone and he takes a few snaps. I have to laugh at what Adrian would say if he saw me getting my wedding photos taken on some dodgy phone.

      “Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Statham, and congratulations.” He hands over the wedding certificate.

      “Thank you.” Ben nods before he kisses me again, and I laugh.

      This is fucking insane!

      Henry opens the door, and Ben and I walk through it as I laugh in disbelief.

      “Congratulations,” the girl on reception calls out.

      “Thank you,” I call back.

      Ben takes the envelope from me. With my hand in his, and with my heart pounding hard in my chest, we walk out the front doors.

      We did it.

      Mr. and Mrs. Benjamin Statham.
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        * * *

      

      I stir the ice in my margarita as Ben smiles warmly across the table at me. He’s sitting back in his chair, beer in his hand, looking very pleased with himself indeed. “What are you smiling at?” He smirks.

      “You.” I’m actually looking at how perfect he is. I’ve never seen a man so gorgeous. “This husband thing looks very hot on you.” I smirk into my glass.

      Rugged, handsome, with a chiselled jaw and buzz cut hair. He is the epitome of masculinity, and day by day, as his walls come down, I find myself falling deeper and deeper in love with him.

      Which is lucky… because I married him today.

      Ben and I have just had dinner and are at a cocktail bar in New York. His eyes drop to my lips. “I feel guilty,” he whispers.

      “Why?” I frown.

      “That your family isn’t with you on your wedding day.” His eyes drop to the table as he speaks.

      “We’ll have another wedding for them. Ben, our relationship has never been about my family.”

      His eyes rise to meet mine.

      “It’s about us, between the two of us.” I frown as I think of the right wording. “In fact, we don’t do out there very well.”

      “You do.” He smiles softly.

      “But you don’t,” I whisper.

      “I don’t mean to be the way I am.”

      “Silent and strong?” I smile. “I wouldn’t want you any other way,

      Ben. You are absolutely perfect for me just as you are.” His sexy eyes hold mine. “It’s you who’s perfect for me.”

      “Lucky we got married then.” I throw him a cheeky wink, and he shakes his head in disbelief.

      “Did that actually happen?” He raises his eyebrows in surprise. “Did I dream that?”

      “Ah.” I nod. “It just came over me and I had to just blurt it out.”

      His eyes widen in horror. “So, you… you just thought of getting married randomly on the spot?” he stammers.

      I sip my drink and shrug. “Pretty much. Last night, at dinner… I decided.”

      He frowns. “And you went through with it.”

      “I love you, Ben.” I smile. “I’ve always loved you, and I had to lock you in before you ran away again.”

      He chuckles and takes my hand over the table. “Nothing could drag me from your side.”

      Our eyes lock. “Promise?” I whisper.

      He kisses my hand. “I promise.”

      He looks over at the dance floor, and then back to me. “Would you like to dance?” he asks.

      An unexpected thrill runs through me, and I giggle like a schoolgirl. He takes my hand and leads me to the dance floor, and he wraps his huge arms around me. I smile goofily up at him as we sway. The song “Perfect” by Ed Sheeran comes on, and it’s so fitting to the mood we’re in.

      “This is the first time we’ve ever danced as husband and wife.” I smile.

      He kisses me softly on the lips. “First of a lot of things. Our story starts today, Bridget.”

      My eyes tear up, because that’s exactly how I feel. We had to cut through all the bullshit to actually start this story, and it feels like it’s taken us so long to get here.

      “I love you.” He smiles down at me. “This has been the happiest day of my life.”

      My tears burst the dam and I wipe them away, embarrassed. “Your sappy is making me sappy.” I smile. He laughs and spins me around.

      “I suppose I can give you my sappy on our wedding day.”

      “What about our next wedding? Will I get sappy at my next wedding?” I ask.

      He laughs and kisses me softly. “Yeah, I can be sappy on that day, too.”

      He spins me again and I laugh out loud.

      “What about when we have kids?” I smile up at him like a lovesick schoolgirl.

      He shakes his head. “No, two days of sappy is all I can manage.” He spins me out and we come back together.

      Our faces are just inches apart. “Ben, I know your secret.”

      “What’s that?” he whispers as his lips touch mine.

      “You’re sappy all the time. You just don’t show it,” I tell him.

      “Pftt.” He spins me fast and I laugh again. “I am not. You’re delusional.”

      We come back together and I put my arms around his neck to hold him close. “You kept a chocolate that I gave you for six years,” I whisper up at him.

      We stand so close, tight in each other’s arms. His eyes hold mine. “In my defence, the girl who gave that chocolate to me was very special.” He murmurs as our foreheads touch, and we sway slowly to the beautiful song.

      “That girl is now your wife.”

      He subtly shakes his head in disbelief.

      “Mrs. Statham.” His hand slides down to my behind and his eyes darken.

      “Happy Birthday, baby,” I smile as I kiss him softly.

      And on the perfect night, with the perfect man, I dance to the perfect song.

      I lie in the darkness and Ben’s breath quivers as he tries to control his arousal. After dancing all night, we have finally come back to our room.

      Ben’s worshipping every single inch of my body with his tongue, his lips, and his hands. I’m spread out on the bed, about to lose my mind. My hand runs over the top of his head between my open legs.

      My back arches off the bed as my arousal peaks. “Ben…” I whimper. I’ve orgasmed three times, and God, here comes another one.

      “Ben,” I moan. “I want you.”

      His tongue dives deep, lapping, sucking and kissing. I close my eyes in pleasure, and my mouth hangs open as I lose control.

      “Ben,” I demand. “Don’t make me beg. Now. I want you now.”

      He rises above me and kisses me softly. I taste my own salty arousal on his lips and our kiss turns desperate.

      Ben’s here to make love.

      I can count on one hand the times we have made love. We usually fuck. Hard.

      But this is my favourite kind of sex with him. When he lets his guard down and gives himself over to me completely. It’s like his surrender, and I don’t get it often, but when I do it’s so worth the wait.

      His large body rocks onto mine as he holds himself up on his elbows. My hands roam over his back and shoulders, down to that tight ass.

      His large cock is rubbing over me and, oh God, I want it.

      I need him.

      I put my hand down and guide him to my entrance. I can’t wait a moment longer. He slides in and we both moan in pleasure. Deep, slow pumps and our bodies become one. We are completely in sync as we move together.

      I was born for this, to do this with him. To love him the way I do.

      Nothing else matters when I’m in his arms and his body is inside mine.

      “Don’t ever leave me,” he whispers.

      I hold onto him that bit tighter. “I won’t, baby,” I whisper as our lips crash together again.

      He goes up onto his elbows and his eyes search mine. “Tell me that you won’t die.”

      My heart constricts. Is that why he holds himself back from people, because he thinks they’re going to die?

      My eyes tear up from all the pain he’s suffered, alone.

      “I’m here, baby.” I cling to him as his body slides in deep again, tenderly taking mine. “I’m never going anywhere, Ben. I promise.”

      I stretch sleepily as the sun peeks through the side of the drapes, and my eyes flick to Ben who is lying on his side, watching me. “What time is it?” I ask.

      He smiles sexily. “Who cares?”

      I roll onto my side to face him and I cup his face in my hand.

      “You’re looking very relaxed this morning, Mr. Statham.”

      He licks his lips cheekily.

      I smile broadly. “Would you have ever asked me to marry you?”

      He cups my naked breast in his hand. “I would have wanted to.”

      I narrow my eyes. “But you wouldn’t have asked?”

      “I…” He takes a moment. “I never saw myself as the marrying type.” He frowns, as if he’s having an epiphany.

      “But?” I ask.

      “I guess I never expected to…” He stops mid-sentence.

      “Will you stop doing that?” I ask.

      “Doing what?” He frowns.

      “Stopping yourself from saying things to me. I’m your wife now,

      Ben, and you can tell me anything.”

      He grins, and rolls onto his back, pulling my body half over his.

      “What were you saying?” I ask as I look at his face.

      He kisses my forehead and his fingers run through my hair as he thinks. My head is on his naked chest. “I never thought you would accept me if you really knew me,” he admits.

      “So, you were only going to give me seventy percent of yourself?” I frown.

      He nods, distracted by his thoughts. “I thought that’s all I could give.”

      I smile sadly against his chest.

      “What about you?” He glances down at me. “I only know forty percent of you so far.”

      My mouth drops open. “Forty percent? You… you know me better than forty percent,” I stammer.

      “I don’t know what your favorite subject was at school. What your favourite book is. How you like your eggs. Why you stopped having sugar in your coffee, and what you think about when you crinkle up your forehead.” He smiles above me. “And I doubt I’ll ever know what you see in me.”

      I smile and kiss his chest. “I like husband Ben.”

      He laughs and holds me tighter to him, and we lay in blissful silence for a few moments until he turns the television on and flicks through the channels. He stops on the news.

      
        
        Breaking News

        In what can only be described as a gangland-style execution,

        U.S. diplomat, Jason Steele, and his wife, have been shot dead as they were leaving a restaurant in Washington, D.C. last night, in the midst of a crowded street.

        Authorities are treating it as a professional hit.

        They leave behind four children, all under ten years of age.

      

      

      I frown in horror.

      Dear God.

      “Fuck!” Ben snaps as he jumps out of bed.

      “What… what does this mean?” I stammer.

      “We’ve got a fucking problem.”

      “Are they going to come after us? Where’s the envelope?”

      “It’s here. I brought it with us.”

      I jump out of bed and put my hands on my head.

      “I’ve got to get Joshua to decipher it. I have no choice. I need to know what it says,” he snaps.

      I nod. “He can break the code, I know he can.”

      Ben’s phone rings; he looks at the name on the screen then answers it. He’s still naked.

      “Hello.”

      He listens and puts his hand on his hip. “What was taken?” he asks, narrowing his eyes as he listens.

      “What?” I mouth, sensing something is wrong.

      He ignores me. “Okay, thank you. I’m away at the moment, but if you can organise the door to be fixed I’ll be home as soon as I can.” He listens for a moment.

      “Thanks for your call.” He hangs up.

      “What?” I ask.

      “My apartment was broken into last night. Ransacked, as if looking for someone or something.”

      My eyes widen. “What does that mean?”

      “Whoever killed Jason Steele… they know about the envelope.” Fuck.

    

  







            CHAPTER 20

          

        

      

    

    




      Bridget

      “What do we do?” I ask as my nerves escalate.

      He stares at me for a moment, thinking. “Did you leave

      anything lying around at home about New York?”

      I think for a moment. Oh no. “I scribbled the flight times on the notepad on your desk.”

      “When you booked the flights, did you use my credit card like I told you?”

      I shake my head nervously. “No. I used mine.”

      “I told you to use mine!” he snaps.

      “I know, but I was taking you away. I didn’t want you to pay for your own birthday present.” He glares at me.

      “The hotel, Bridget. Tell me you booked the hotel with my card.”

      I wince and shake my head. “Nope, that’s in my name, too.”

      “Fuck!”

      He briefly disappears into the bathroom, then comes out carrying all my shampoo and makeup and throws it in my open suitcase. “Get dressed.”

      “What?” I frown.

      “Now!” he orders as he starts throwing everything into our suitcases in a frenzy.

      I start to run on the spot in a fluster. “Do you think they’re on their way here?”

      He looks up at me and his eyes have a steely calm about them. “Bridget, don’t freak out. Every moment we’re here, you’re in danger. Hurry the fuck up.”

      “Ah,” I cry as I start to run around the room frantically. I grab my wallet and phone charger. “Where do I put this?” I wail.

      He looks at me, deadpan. “In the fucking suitcase. Where do you think?”

      “Got it.” I run around, but don’t actually do anything productive.

      He throws his phone at me. “Log into my internet banking and transfer one-hundred-thousand dollars.”

      “What?”

      “Do it,” he growls.

      With shaking fingers, I hit the banking app on his phone. “What’s your password?” I ask.

      “Bridget,” he replies.

      My eyes rise to him and I smile broadly. “I’m your password?”

      He rolls his eyes, but he keeps packing, and he zips up his case at super speed.

      “You are so getting laid tonight.” I smile.

      “Bridget, we won’t fucking be alive tonight if you don’t get your shit together. Transfer the damn money now.”

      “Oh.” I fumble with the phone and nearly drop it. “What am I doing?”

      “Transfer one-hundred-thousand dollars from my savings into the other account.”

      He throws a pair of jeans on while I concentrate on my job. I click into the account.

      
        
        Savings $5,960,000.62

        Everyday $82,000.00

      

      

      I scowl. “What the hell? Why do you have so much money in your account?”

      He throws his T-shirt over his head. “For a rainy day. Hurry up.”

      I transfer the money, check it, and then double-check it again before I hit transfer. “Okay, done.” I look up at him and he zips the last suitcase up. “Now get your phone and write down the phone numbers you want.”

      “Huh? Why?”

      “We are leaving the sim card here. Hurry,” he growls.

      I grab my phone and scramble through it, writing down Mum’s, Tash’s, Abbie’s, and Adrian’s phone numbers.

      “Done?” he asks.

      I nod, and he takes my phone apart, removing the sim card, and puts it under the mattress. I grab my clothes and throw them on as I watch him do the same to his. I slip into my low heels.

      He glances down at my feet. “Get some comfortable shoes on.”

      I frown. “Why?”

      “Bridget… just fucking do it,” he growls.

      I screw up my face, in tears. “You’re scaring me,” I cry.

      His face softens with guilt and he grabs my hand in his. “Didge, let’s go, baby. It’s okay.” He tries to calm me. “You just need to hurry up.”

      I bend and quickly tie up the laces of my runners. Ben opens the door and looks both ways. He holds his hand up for me to stay where I am.

      I hold my stomach as I try to control my racing heartbeat. Oh my God, oh my God.

      He grabs my hand and we walk out into the corridor, down to the lifts where he hits the button hard three times.

      “If we get separated go straight to a police station and call Brock and Joshua to come and get you. Don’t leave there without them,” he tells me quietly.

      My eyes widen in horror. “What’s going to happen?” I whisper.

      The elevator dings and he clenches his jaw, as if expecting something. My heart actually stops beating. I can feel the pause. The doors open to reveal an empty elevator and I close my eyes in relief. We get in and he pushes the button to the basement. I glance at him in question, but I hold my tongue.

      The elevator opens into the underground parking lot. He grabs my hand and we walk out, dragging our cases behind us.

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      “We’ll get a cab and go to the bank to withdraw some money. Then we’ll lay low for a couple of days,” he replies as he marches across the parking lot. I nearly have to run to keep up. “It’s fine. Don’t worry,” he adds.

      “Is it really fine?” I ask.

      His eyes flicker to me, and I instantly know it’s not.

      For fuck’s sake. I clench my jaw so hard it feels like I’m going to crack my back teeth.

      We walk over to the drive-through gates that open up onto a side street, and Ben hits the button. The security gate begins to slowly roll up.

      Please don’t let them find us, please don’t let them find us, I keep chanting in my head. We walk out onto the street and Ben hails a cab. Miraculously, one stops straight away, and we scramble into the back of it.

      “The closest Bank of America, please,” Ben instructs.

      The cab driver nods and pulls out into traffic. Ben puts his arm around me and then pushes my head down onto his lap.

      I frown, but he glares at me. Oh, he’s hiding me. Jeez. I thought he was trying to be sexy. Oh, God. I’m an idiot.

      He then drops his head and puts his hand up to shield his face.

      Oh no, he must think they’re out there looking for us.

      “When we get to the bank, my wife will stay in the car with the bags, if you could just circle the block a few times, please?” he asks the driver.

      “Sure,” the driver replies.

      I grab Ben’s hand across the seat. “I want to come with you,” I whisper.

      “No. Stay here.” He glances out the window and then back to me. “You know what to do if we get separated.”

      I grab his hand and the cab pulls over.

      “Just circle the block; I’ll only be a moment.” He jumps out and runs across the road and I watch him disappear into the bank. The cab pulls back out into traffic and I drop my head. Oh, my God. How did this happen? Why did he go to the damn security box and get those papers?

      What was he thinking?

      Now he’s put us in danger and I have no fucking idea what’s going on. We circle the block a few times, and then finally I see him on the side of the road.

      “There… there he is,” I stammer in excitement. The driver pulls over and Ben runs across the road to jump into the backseat. He smiles and grabs my hand. “Can you take us to the Lombardy on 56th, please?” he asks the driver.

      “Sure thing.”

      I smile nervously at him, and moments later we pull into a driveway of a swanky hotel, and then make our way into reception. I stand beside Ben like a child, unsure what to say or do.

      “I would like a suite for seven days, please,” he says to the girl on concierge, calmly.

      “Of course.” She smiles warmly as she looks him up and down.

      Yeah, I’m right here, bitch. I look at her flatly. He’s married, you know.

      A satisfied smile crosses my face. He’s married to me.

      So, this is technically my honeymoon.

      I look around the luxury hotel and then glance down at myself. I look a mess and I must smell like sex. I haven’t even showered today. I drag my hand through my ratty hair, suddenly self-conscious.

      “I would like an adjoining single room, too, please… for my children,” he says calmly. “They will be joining us later tonight, with their nanny.”

      I glance up at Ben as he acts cool, calm, and collected. Some fucking honeymoon. Two rooms, fake children, real-life strangling of new husband by crazed new wife. This is just dandy.

      “Credit card, please.” She smiles.

      Ben slides a credit card over and I glance at the name on it. It’s the Jake Martin one he had. “I would like to pay in full now, please. Cash okay?” He takes out his wallet.

      A frown crosses her face before she recovers. “Of course, Mr. Taylor.” She types in the computer. “That will be three-thousand-six hundred dollars.”

      He counts it out and hands her the cash.

      She shuffles through to check it. “I’m going to give you an upgrade to a two-bedroom suite.” She smiles.

      Ben nods. “Thank you.”

      I watch her work in silence. We get the keys, and minutes later we are walking up the hallway towards our room on the sixth floor. I would like to say that I notice my surroundings, but over the sound of the pounding of my poor heart, my brain can’t take in any more information. It’s luxurious, I can say that much.

      He opens the door and holds his hand out for me to take, but I walk past him and into the room.

      I’m annoyed. No, scratch that. I’m furious.

      I fold my arms angrily in front of me, and he rolls his eyes. “Don’t,” he snaps.

      My eyes bulge from their sockets. “Don’t?” I hiss in return. “Oh, I do,” I sneer. “Why the hell did you go to that security box and get those documents?” I throw my up hands in despair. “This was none of our business, Ben.” I begin to pace back and forth as he puts the suitcases up to the rack and opens them.

      “This was my business. Something is going on and I need to get to the bottom of it.”

      “I’ll tell you what’s going on,” I spit. “You have two deranged fucking hit- men coming after you… and, technically, me, too, now, because they think we know what the information on that sheet means.”

      He clenches his jaw in anger as his eyes hold mine.

      “We can’t read the fucking sheet, Ben!” I hold my temples as I begin to pace again.

      “Calm down,” he groans.

      “I will not calm down. We have no idea what is going on, other than the fact that they wanted you dead and that they killed Jason Steele and his wife last night. Whatever is on that sheet is very fucking important. You need to call the police right now and tell them everything.”

      He rolls his eyes and walks into the bathroom. I storm in after him. He unzips his jeans and begins to take a pee.

      “Call… call the police,” I stammer as I point to the phone.

      “Do you mind?” he says dryly, gesturing down to his dick with his chin. “I’m hanging a piss.”

      My eyes bulge from their sockets. “For fuck’s sake, Ben. I’m going to hang you from the fucking shower. Will you listen to me?”

      “Bridget, you listen to me.” He finishes, zips up his pants, and washes his hands before he walks back out into the room. “The police won’t protect us.” He gets out the black case and unlocks it, taking three handguns out and laying them on the table.

      I close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose.

      “I need to get you out of here, and then I’m going to take care of these two guys once and for all.”

      My face falls. “What are you going to do?”

      He picks up one of the guns and loads it. “I’m going to kill them.”

      I frown. “I’m not going anywhere without you.”

      “Bridget—”

      I cut him off. “No, Ben, I’m not going anywhere while you’re in danger.”

      “I’m not in danger!” he snaps as he puts a gun in the back of the waistband of his jeans. “They are.”

      “I’m going to buy new prepaid sim cards for our phones, so I can call Joshua. You’re staying here,” he tells me.

      “No, I’m coming.” I grab my bag, suddenly petrified that something may happen to him.

      “No, you’re not.”

      I grab his arms. “Ben, please,” I beg. “You’re frightening me.” His face softens and he tucks a piece of my hair behind my ear. “I’m going to be twenty minutes, babe. Take a shower, order us some room service breakfast, and I’ll be back before it gets here.”

      I watch him with scared eyes.

      He kisses me softly. “You’re safer here. Please, just listen to me. If you never listen to me again for the rest of our lives, I don’t care, but right now, for the next little bit, I need you to trust me. It’s going to be all right, but you need to be out of sight. I need you safe.” His eyes hold mine. “Do you trust me, Bridget?”

      I nod nervously and he kisses me again. He goes to the table, picks up the gun he bought me, and passes it to me. “You remember how I taught you to use it?”

      I nod nervously as I stare at it in my hand.

      “I’m just going to find a phone shop and get our sim cards, so I can make some phone calls, okay? I’ll call it in to HQ as soon as I get back.”

      I continue to stare at the gun in my hand.

      “Babe?” he asks softly. “Don’t you go falling apart on me now, okay?”

      I look up at him through unshed tears. “It’s our honeymoon, Ben,” I whisper.

      His face falls. “This is a…” He frowns as he thinks. “It’s a temporary setback.” His lips take mine and his tongue gently sweeps past my lips. “Lock the door behind me and take a shower. We’re safe for the meantime.”

      I nod nervously.

      “Don’t answer the phone and don’t call anyone. Now, if someone comes to the door, don’t answer it. Look out through the peephole, and if it’s anyone suspicious, go into the adjoining room and lock the door between the rooms.” He goes to the door between the two rooms and opens it to show me.

      I nod.

      “Bridget.” His eyes hold mine for a moment. “If anyone comes into this room, you shoot to kill. No fucking around.” I swallow the lump in my throat.

      “Angel?”

      I nod. “Just go so you can get back quicker, please,” I whisper.

      He brushes my hair back from my forehead and looks down at me lovingly. “I won’t be long.”

      I nod as I try to hold back my tears. “I love you,” I whisper.

      He kisses me. “I love you, too. Lock the door behind me.” He walks over to the door, looks out the peephole, and then opens it. “See you soon.” He disappears and I turn the two locks on the door.

      My stomach rolls and I feel sick. I look around at the swanky room, and I shake my head as I try to pull myself together.

      Take a shower. Yes, take a shower. I walk into the bathroom, completely on autopilot, and I turn on the water. What a hectic twenty-four hours.
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        * * *

      

      I glance at the clock, just like I have done every minute for the last thirty minutes.

      Where is he?

      It’s been ninety minutes and Ben’s still not back.

      I walk over to the window and look out onto the street below.

      Has something gone wrong?

      Shall I call the police? He said not to use the phone, though. Fuck, this is such a mess.

      My stomach is churning.

      I shouldn’t have let him go; I should have made him stay here with me.

      It’s 10:43. At what time do I panic? I walk into the bathroom and dry-retch into the toilet. My stomach lurches as it tries to rid itself of the excess stomach acid. I scrunch up my face.

      The door chain bangs and my eyes widen. Someone is trying to get in.

      I hold my breath as I peer out the bathroom door, and I see the door open a few inches, the safety chain blocking it from opening completely. “It’s me,” Ben calls.

      “Fuck,” I cry as I run to let him in. “Are you okay? I’ve been frantic,” I whisper.

      He kisses me quickly on the lips. “I’m fine, babe.” He has three large bags and he throws them on the bed. He looks me up and down and puts his hands on his hips. “Are you okay?”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m vomiting.”

      He frowns. “Vomiting?”

      “From stress, Ben. You are stressing me the fuck out!”

      His eyes dance with mischief. “Do I need to pat you off to sleep?”

      “No. Why would you?” I snap.

      “You’re getting snarky.”

      I look at him, deadpan. “No, Ben. I’m getting stabby. Get it right.”

      He chuckles as he tips the contents of the three shopping bags onto the bed. He pulls out two sim cards for our phones, as well as a scanner. “Can you set up the scanner while I get the phones working, please?”

      “What do we need a scanner for?”

      “I need to scan the document over to Joshua. We need to know what it says. If I know what it is, I have more chance of finding them.”

      I nod. “Good thinking, sure.” I begin to unwrap the scanner at double speed, and then I take it over to the desk. I try my hardest to concentrate on the instructions. Computer crap is not my forte. Ben puts the sim cards into our phones and goes through the set-up program for each of them. He then adds our phone numbers to the other’s contacts.

      “All done,” he mutters to himself. He then clicks through a few things on his phone. “Shit,” he murmurs.

      “What?” I frown as I look up from my task.

      “I got an email from my boss.” “What does it say?” He passes me the phone.

      
        
        10:22. p.m.

        Buzz

        There has been an identified security breach in relation to your call in from Prague.

        We now have concrete evidence on the two suspects.

        Do not return to your place of residence until we have them secured.

        Keep your head down.

        Commissioner Greg Jackson

      

      

      

  




Ben

      Bridget’s eyes widen. “Well, what… what are they going to do about it?” she stammers. “Who’s Commissioner Greg Jackson?”

      “He’s the head of security,” I reply as I take the phone from her and read it again. “This was sent last night, before they broke into my house.”

      She drops her hands to her side, as if defeated. “So, what do we do?”

      “We stay low until they find them, I tell her calmly.

      “Do they know about the code?” she asks.

      “No. I want to know what it says first.” I gesture to the scanner. “Is it nearly set up?”

      “Yeah, a few more minutes.” She returns to the set-up mode and I stare at the phone in my hand for a moment.

      Fuck. I’m dreading this call. I dial the number and he answers on the first ring.

      “Statham.” He smiles. “About fucking time you called, you prick.”

      “Hey, Stan.” I sigh, damn it. Joshua Stanton is the last person I want to get involved with this shit.

      I stare out the window. “Listen, I need your help with something.”

      “What’s up?”

      “I was slipped a note on a napkin at a function from a dude saying if anything happens to him, I had to go to this safety deposit box.” He listens. “Right…”

      “So I went and got it the next day.”

      “Of course you did.”

      “Only, it’s in some kind of code. I can’t read it.”

      “I could have a look at it. Do you think it’s important?”

      I roll my lips. “The man who gave it to me was Jason Steele.”

      He stays silent as he does the math. “The diplomat who got murdered yesterday, alongside his wife?”

      “Yep.” My eyes find Didge as I talk. “There’s more. My house was broken in to after he was murdered. They know I have the letter.”

      “Where the fuck is Bridget?” he snaps.

      “She’s with me.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” he growls. “You got her messed up in this shit?”

      I close my eyes. “Unintentionally.”

      “Where are you?”

      “New York.”

      “What are you doing there?”

      “Weekend away. Good timing, I guess.”

      “Fucking hell, I’m going to break your neck when I see you.”

      I roll my eyes. “Can I send the letters over to you to see if you can crack the code?”

      “Yes, fine.” He thinks for a moment. “Do they know you’re in New York?”

      “I think so.” I glance at Didge again as she plugs in the cords of the scanner. “We’ve changed hotels and I’ve gotten rid of all phones and key cards. HQ said to stay in a secure location.” I face the other way. “I need to get her out of here,” I whisper. “She’s not safe with me.”

      “Fucking hell, Statham,” he growls again. “She’s safer with you than anyone else. Nobody will protect her like you can. Natasha’s going to fucking flip out. I’m sending my private jet to get you both.”

      “Yeah, but where to?”

      He thinks for a moment. “Take her to Kamala. It’s secure, and I’ll send some extra security over. How long did they say it’s going to take to find them?”

      “They didn’t say.”

      “Kamala. It’s the best option,” he replies.

      Kamala. That’s actually not a bad idea. Nobody can get in there; it’s like a fort. “I’ll call the guys and get back to you.”

      “Okay, make it quick. We will have to get a flight plan together.”

      I nod. “Yeah, where will I send this file to?”

      “Send it to my private account: presh@outlook.com.”

      I smile. “You’re a fucking soft cock.”

      “Look who’s talking.” He pauses. “Put Bridget on the phone.”

      I roll my eyes. I’m not in the fucking mood for him to lecture my girl. “No.”

      “Statham,” he demands.

      “Goodbye.” I hang up.

      I turn to Bridget.

      “Is everything all right?” she asks softly.

      “Can you scan this and send it to presh@outlook.com, please?” She smirks when she hears the email address.

      “I know, the soft cock has her name as his email.”

      “Because your internet banking password is so gangster,” she mutters dryly.

      I smirk as I pass the file over to her, and I watch on as she scans it in.

      “So, what do we do now?” she asks.

      “We wait.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s late afternoon. Bridget is reading on her phone and I’m trying my hardest not to pace around the hotel room.

      I can’t stand this. I can’t stand this fucking waiting.

      If I didn’t have Bridget with me I would be out looking for them, but my main focus now is to keep her safe. I watch her fiddle with her long, dark ponytail and my heart constricts. Just the thought of anything happening to her is driving me crazy. I spoke to Rick this morning and he agrees that Bridget is safer with me. The name ‘Stan’ lights up my screen and I answer it. “Hey.”

      “Hi, I’ve been working on this thing all day. I can’t seem to decipher it. It’s a code within a code. I think I may have the first one, and I don’t want to alarm you, but I think it’s some pretty fucking heavy shit. The amount of money mentioned is four-hundred-million dollars.”

      “Shit.”

      “I’ll keep working on it, but it will take some time to get through.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I murmur. I look over at Didge as she watches on.

      “The plane is picking you up from JFK at 4:00 a.m.,” he continues.

      I frown.

      “It was the only landing time I could secure for tomorrow, otherwise we would have had to wait for three days.”

      Shit. “There won’t be many people around then,” I think out loud.

      “I know, but I’m going to send some security to New York tonight to help you get to the airport.”

      I think for a moment. “It’s okay, I’ll get a couple of my friends to come over.” I can see the worry on Bridget’s face. “Just in case,” I add.

      “Take them to Thailand with you to be sure.”

      I nod. “Yeah, I might.”

      “How’s Bridget?” he asks.

      “I’ll get her to call you.”

      “When?”

      “In a minute, while I call the guys.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “Acting it.”

      “I’ll get this code done and then we can move on from there. I’ll call you back later. Have you spoken to your friends already?”

      “Yeah, I called them this morning; they know what’s going on.”

      “What do they make of it?”

      “Same as us, they’ve no idea.”

      He stays silent as he thinks. “Speak later.”

      “Yeah, okay, mate. Thanks, hey?” I smile.

      “Tell Bridget to call me.”

      “Yep.” I hang up and turn to Didge. “Joshua wants you to call him.”

      She blows out a deep breath. “Yeah, okay.” She clicks out of her book on her phone. “Maybe this is all a bit dramatic, Ben. Maybe it was just a coincidence that your apartment was broken into?”

      I watch her. “The boys are over at my apartment now going through the security footage. They’ll get back to us soon, and yeah, hopefully it’s unrelated so we can go home and check on my things.” I have a sinking feeling of dread about the state of my apartment, and I want to check on it.

      Her face lights up with excitement. “Oh, I forgot.” She rushes to her carry-on luggage bag and rustles through it. She digs out the small wooden box that I keep in my room. She hands it over to me and I open it. Meika’s things are all here. I take out the string of pink beads as my eyes search hers.

      “You didn’t think I was going to leave her at home, did you? She goes where we go now,” she says softly.

      Emotion overwhelms me. I get a lump in my throat and I fall to the bed, taking her into my arms and holding her as tight as I can. “Bridget,” I whisper.

      There aren’t enough words in the world to explain my love for this woman.

      At a time when I just want to enjoy her and drink her in, I’m terrified that something’s going to happen to her. “I’m going to call the boys and ask them if they want to come to Kamala,” I murmur into her hair.

      She pulls back to look at my face. “Is that really necessary?”

      I stand. “Probably not, but they could do with a holiday, and it will put me at ease having them around. Joshua suggested it.”

      She nods as she watches me. “Okay.”

      “You need to call Joshua and Natasha; they’re freaking out. Why don’t you go and take a bath and call them? I’m going to call the guys.”

      “Yeah, okay.” She grabs her phone and disappears into the bathroom. My phone rings. It’s Ethan.

      “Hey, man,” I answer.

      “We’re at your apartment, watching the security footage, and it’s definitely them.”

      “Can you see their faces?”

      “Yes, as clear as day. Definitely looking for something. I’m going to send you a video so you can show Bridget what they look like.”

      “Thanks. Were they armed?”

      “Yep.”

      I close my eyes. “How do you guys feel about coming to Thailand for an all-expenses-paid holiday?” I ask.

      I hear him tell the others in the background. “He wants us to go to Thailand with them.”

      “Fuck, yeah.” I hear Jed in the background, then they say something I can’t hear and laugh.

      “We’re in.”

      “Get on a plane to New York. Our private flight leaves at 4:00 a.m.

      I need you to help me get her to the airport safely.” “Will do, we’re on our way.”

      “Eeth?” I say.

      “Yeah, man?”

      “Bring your weapons.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 21

          

        

      

    

    




      Ben

      I sit in the darkened room and watch Bridget sleep.

      I had to lie with her until she drifted. If I’m calm, she’s calm, and pretending to go to bed with her is least I can do. It’s just after 1:00 a.m. and the guys have landed. They should be here any moment. I won’t sleep tonight. I can wait until tomorrow when I know that they are watching over her. Bridget’s chest rises and falls. She’s wearing a cream satin nightdress and her dark hair is splayed across her pillow. Her full lips are slightly parted and her long dark lashes flutter occasionally.

      My angel.

      My love.

      My wife.

      I’ve got this sick feeling deep in my gut, one that’s saying she’s going to be taken from me. I’m trying to fight it, trying so hard to believe that the universe wouldn’t be that cruel… but I already know that it can be.

      My childhood is a testament to that.

      What would my life be like if something were to happen to her?

      I close my eyes to try and block out the feeling of losing another person that I love.

      I couldn’t bear it.

      I stand from my seat next to the bed and lie beside her, taking her in my arms and softly kissing her forehead. The need to hold her in my arms is so strong, I just can’t deny myself.

      “Ben?” she murmurs softly in her sleep.

      “I’m here, angel,” I whisper.

      “Are you okay?”

      I tenderly kiss her lips. “Of course I am. I’m here with you.

      She smiles, and moments later her breathing tells me she’s drifted off to sleep again. I softly rub my lips back and forth over her forehead as I lie deep in thought, until my phone beeps with a text.

      
        
        Downstairs

      

      

      I text back.

      
        
        6th floor, room 349.

        I’ll call reception now.

      

      

      I get up and walk into the adjoining room to dial reception.

      “Hello, reception,” a woman answers.

      “Hello, this is Jake Martin from room 349. Can you issue an extra key so that my guests can get up in the elevator, please?”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “Thank you.”

      I open the door and wait for them.

      It seems like forever until their three ugly faces come into view, causing me to smile broadly.

      Thank fuck, the cavalry has arrived.

      The three of them walk down the corridor with their bags. They’re on another deployment, only this one is for me. Ethan grabs me in a bear hug with a chuckle, and Matt and Jed shake my hand with broad smiles on their faces. These guys would do anything for me, as I would them. Never have I needed them like I do now.

      “Thank you so much for coming,” I whisper as I open the door behind me. I quietly close the door into our adjoining room where Bridget is sleeping, and they all walk in and throw their bags down.

      “What the fuck is going on, man?” Ethan asks.

      I take a seat at the table and they all fall in place around me. “I don’t know,” I reply. “But whatever it is, it’s not fucking good.” Jed unpacks his laptop from his bag and sets it up in front of us. “So, I recorded the security tape from your apartment,” he tells me.

      “It’s very interesting, to say the least.”

      “Is Bridget okay?” Matt asks.

      “Yeah, she’s fine,” I mumble. “I don’t think she fully understands what’s going on.” I run my hands through my hair. “I don’t want her scared, so I’ve played it down.” I exhale deeply. “Play the tape.”

      The four of us sit in silence as we watch our former colleagues break the lock on my apartment and then gain entry. I had security cameras fitted into the air-conditioning vents when I worked for Joshua. I was away a lot. I never thought I would need them like this, though. They walk into my apartment and look around.

      “Fucking snakes,” Matt whispers. “It’s going to be fun killing these motherfuckers.”

      I shake my head in disgust. “I should have done it. I had the chance in Prague. Uninterrupted, in the basement of a parking lot, nobody would have ever known. I should have just pulled the fucking trigger. I don’t know why I listened to HQ. Where the fuck are they now?” I puff up my cheeks as I feel my adrenaline surge. “If something happens to her, I fucking swear…” I shake my head in disgust.

      “We got this,” Jed reassures me. “Don’t think like that.” He plays the tape and we all sit in silence, watching them rummage around in my apartment. They go from room to room as they search for the documents, trashing the place as they go. They walk into my bedroom and search it, and then place a camera in the light fitting above the bed. John walks around to Bridget’s side of the bed and picks up her bottle of perfume and smells it. He smiles darkly. The hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention as I watch. He raises an eyebrow and hands it over to Sam, who inhales deeply, too. They say something and laugh.

      I clench my jaw in anger. “I pull the trigger. This is my kill,” I whisper.

      They all nod as they watch. They then go over to the photos on the shelves in my room and go through them one by one. John picks up the photo of us at Kamala and points Bridget out to the other one. He then carefully takes the photo out of the frame and put it in his back pocket. My chin rises as I feel the adrenaline start to pump. Then they smash everything on the shelves.

      I drop my head, unable to watch.

      “Oh, they’re gonna fucking die, all right,” Ethan whispers.

      My thoughts go to my wooden box, and I’m grateful that Didge was thoughtful enough to bring it with us. What would they have done to Meika’s passport and beads, had they found them? My eyes rise to my friends as rage fills my every pore.

      “We find them and then I kill them. Nice and slow.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Angel,” I whisper as I wake her.

      “Hmm.” She stretches.

      “Didge, we go have to go the airport, babe. You need to get up.”

      “What time is it?” she mumbles.

      “We leave for the airport in half an hour.” I go to her suitcase and retrieve her clothes and underwear. I lay them out on the bed for her.

      “You’ve got time for a quick shower,” I add.

      “Did you sleep?” she asks.

      “Of course I did,” I lie. The guys and I have been up all night, discussing theories.

      She glances around the room. “Did your friends arrive?”

      “Yes, they’re in the room next door. They got a few hours sleep.” Another lie. I’m on fire today.

      She rubs her eyes. “Oh, okay.” She gets up and drags herself to the bathroom, and I follow and take her into my arms.

      “Where’s my good morning kiss from my wife, anyway?” I kiss her softly.

      She sleepily smiles up at me and I feel my heart constrict. “Your wife is a snarky bitch when she’s tired, Ben. You should stay away from her for your own protection.”

      “Don’t insult my wife, she’s perfect.” I smile as I kiss her again.

      She frowns. “You’re saying wife a lot today.”

      “I’m liking the sound of the word wife.”

      She bites her bottom lip as she slides her hands down to my behind. “Would you like to have honeymoon-shower sex now?” she purrs.

      I chuckle. She kills me. “No, I would not. We’ve got to go.”

      She frowns as she pulls from my arms and turns the shower on.

      “You’re annoying when you be all logical and shit, Ben.” My eyes dance with delight as I watch her undress.

      She curls her lip. “What’s that look?”

      “There she is.”

      “There who is? Speak English,” she snaps.

      “My tired, snarky wench.”

      She glares at me. “Don’t push your luck, Ben. It’s fucking

      3:00 a.m.”

      I smirk and point to the shower with my thumb. “In.”

      Bridget stands in our room, dressed and ready, and yet she only wants to hold me. “I feel weird,” she whispers against my chest as I hold her.

      “Why? These are my friends,” I murmur into her hair.

      “Ben, isn’t this a bit over the top? Honestly? I think this is a big mix-up. I just want to go to the police.”

      “Bridget,” I say sternly. “The police can’t help us, and I need you to trust me.”

      “But—”

      I cut her off. “These guys are here to protect both of us, not just you,” I reply, knowing that it will mollify her. “And they are getting a trip to Kamala. They’re here to help us…just in case.” I comfort her. Her eyes search mine. “I just—”

      “You just what?” I whisper.

      “I don’t even know them, and now I’m going away with three of them. It feels weird.”

      I smile, and kiss her beautiful lips. “Get to know them. These men are the best part of me.” She smiles softly.

      “Actually, I take that back. You are the best part of me.” I wrap my arms around her and hold her tight. “Now, let’s get to Thailand and get you safe.”

      She smiles and nods with renewed determination, and I open the room door out into the corridor and there the three boys stand as they wait.

      “Hi, Bridget.” Ethan smiles, and kisses her cheek politely.

      She nods shyly. “Hello.”

      Matt steps forward. “Hello, Bridget, it’s nice to see you again,” he says softly.

      “Hello.” She smiles, and her nervous eyes flicker to mine. I am overcome with love for this girl.

      Fuck, she’s gorgeous.

      “And you remember Jed?” I ask.

      She smiles and nods. “Thank you for coming,” she whispers.

      He dips his head, smiling a lopsided smile.

      We walk down the corridor in silence, and then into the lift and down to the basement parking lot.

      “The basement?” she asks.

      “The cab is picking us up from there.”

      A frown crosses her face. I put my arm around her and pull her in.

      I don’t have the heart to tell her that we don’t want anyone to have a clear shot at us from the surrounding buildings. We climb into the cab and drive out of the parking lot as Ethan stares behind, at the direction we are coming from, just to make sure we are not being followed.

      The cab ride is made in complete silence as we all concentrate on the task at hand. Staying alive.

      

  




Bridget

      “That’s bullshit and you know it,” Ethan says dryly.

      “Yeah, well, you fell for it.” Matt laughs as he throws his cards onto the table.

      I sit with the two boys and watch on.

      We are on the plane, on the way to Kamala. Ben lies back in his seat, fast asleep. It was as if as soon as we took off from the ground, and he knew his friends were here to watch over me, he could finally relax. The trip to the airport went smoothly and I really am beginning to wonder if this isn’t a whole lot of fuss over nothing.

      Jed is in his seat, reading. He’s different than the other two. Quieter, steely, and a lot like Ben.

      Funnily enough, he is the one who has been with Ben in the army since a young age, along with Rick. His home life was apparently similar. Did he come from tragic family circumstances, too? I find my eyes are constantly drawn back to him to try and seek out more information.

      It’s funny how the quiet men are the ones who interest me.

      “So, Ben didn’t tell us you were this hot.” Ethan smiles cheekily.

      Matt laughs as he shuffles the cards. “You’re going to get yourself fucking murdered,” he mutters as he deals. “You playing, Didge?” he asks.

      “No, still watching.” I smile. I was Bridget for all of half an hour, and now I’m already Didge to them, as if they’ve known me a long time. The three of us are sitting at a triple seat with a table in front of us. I was keeping Ben awake with all my fidgeting, and I thought it would be a good chance to get to know these guys. It felt really awkward this morning when we first met, but now six hours later I’m warming up to them. Ethan is cheeky; he reminds me a lot of Cameron. Jed is pensive and quiet, and Matt…well, he’s just a ratbag who happens to be very entertaining.

      “So, do you guys have girlfriends?” I ask.

      Ethan smiles as he arranges his cards into a perfect fan. “I have a lot of friends.” He smirks as his eyes stay on the cards.

      I smile, knowing that’s code for ‘friends with benefits’. “And what about you, Matt?” I ask as I turn my attention to them.

      “Yeah.” He throws his first card down. “I don’t like to be friends with the girls I fuck. I’m into one-night stands.”

      There’s something about his honesty that’s endearing. “So you just like to meet a girl and go home with her?”

      He shrugs. “Yeah, pretty much. I don’t want to hang out with them.”

      I roll my lips because this is how Ben was. “Why not?” I ask.

      “Because I’m either in love with someone or I’m not.” He shrugs.

      Ethan holds his fingers up in a duck quacking symbol. “You lie.”

      “Fuck off,” Matt snaps.

      Ethan rolls his eyes. “He’s still in love with the girl he lost his virginity to when he was sixteen.” He rubs his hand over Matt’s hair. “Aren’t you, lover boy?” he teases.

      My mouth drops open as my eyes flicker between them. “Really?” I smile.

      “Will you shut the fuck up?” Matt snaps as he elbows Ethan sharply in the ribs.

      “Tell me,” I urge.

      “Nothing to tell.” He throws a card onto the table. “I met a girl when I was sixteen. Her father was in the army and he caught us naked in bed.” He shrugs.

      I wince. “What happened then?”

      “Nothing. He took a posting in another country and I never saw her again.”

      “How old are you now?”

      “Twenty-seven.” He throws another card down. “You’ve been in love with her all along?”

      “No.” He’s clearly lying.

      “You have so. We’ve searched the fucking globe for this chick. Ben’s even looked for her father through army records, but we think we have his name wrong or something,” Ethan interrupts. “We couldn’t find him. He’s told us if he can’t have her, he doesn’t want anyone.”

      My mouth falls open. “Oh, that’s so romantic.” I put my hand over my heart. “So you stalked her?” I ask.

      “No,” Ethan replies. “We stalked you, though.” He winks cheekily.

      I laugh. “What?”

      “Totally. Since Ben came back five years ago, we’ve all been watching you.”

      I frown. “Like, how?”

      “Like, Ben would lose it when you got a new boyfriend and we would all see him on your Facebook.”

      “You’re friends with me on Facebook?” I shriek.

      “No, through one of Ben’s mate’s account.” He frowns as he thinks for a moment. “Is it Cameron or someone?”

      “Ben has the log-in for Cameron’s Facebook account?” I shriek.

      “Yeah. It’s an old account that he doesn’t use, though.”

      Oh, my God. What the hell have I posted over the last five years? And to think he saw it all. Oh, the horror. I look over at Ben, who is sleeping like a baby, and I just want to smother him with a pillow. My attention turns back to his friends. “So, what do you know about me,

      then, if you’re such great private investigators?”

      “You have some smoking-hot friends.” Ethan winks.

      I smirk. “Of course, you would notice that.”

      They look at each other. “Buzz is crazy jealous of any guy in any of your photos. He’s raging and shit.”

      “Why do you call him Buzz?” I frown.

      “You know? Buzz Lightyear.”

      I laugh. “Yes, but why?”

      “Because he’s a stickler for policies and procedures. Everything has to be done right and by the book. He likes things done a certain way. The most straight-up man you’ll ever meet.”

      I smile as I glance over at him. He does like things done a certain way.

      Hmm, I don’t know why, but I kind of like the idea that he was watching me from afar. “I’m going to go and sleep with my goody two-shoes Buzz Lightyear.” I smile, get up, and walk back up the aisle to sit down next to my man. I pick up the blanket and cover us both, and then I softly kiss his cheek.

      “Sleep sweetly, my Buzz,” I whisper as I put my head on his shoulder and snuggle into him. “Sleep sweetly.”

      The car pulls into the driveway of Kamala and the boys all frown when they see the house. The large lawn is at street level, but it drops off to a cliff at the back of the property. Cobblestones line the driveway, which winds its way through a tropical oasis. We drive past a waterfall, through the gardens, to the circular bay. The main house is in front of us, with driveways to the other two houses veering off to the side.

      “You’re kidding me, right?” Ethan whispers, wide-eyed. “This is his fucking holiday house?”

      I smile and nod. “Uh-huh. I remember when I first saw it; I was pretty awestruck, too.”

      “So, this is your sister’s house?” Jed frowns.

      “This is their holiday house.” I shrug. “Houses, actually. There are four houses on the property.”

      “How often do they come here?”

      “They spend a couple of months a year here. We all do, really. Very lucky.” I smile, embarrassed.

      “When were you here last, Ben?” I ask.

      “I was here with Cam and Adrian a couple of months ago,” he replies.

      Huh? I frown. I didn’t know that. Hmm, I’ll have to ask about that one later. Why didn’t Adrian tell me about that?

      What does he know that he hasn’t let on?

      That reminds me, I need to call him later. I haven’t spoken to him in a week or two, and he would only have my old phone number.

      The six Thai caretakers, all in traditional dress, line up to greet us in the front garden and simultaneously put their hands up as if to pray, and bow their heads. There are two female cleaners, two gardeners, and one amazing chef and his assistant. They look after the extensive property and cars full-time, and they cook for guests when they come.

      “Sawas Dee Krab,” they all chant.

      Ben and I follow suit with our hands and bow. “Sawas Dee Krab.” We both smile. The boys all exchange looks, as if not believing this place. I remember I was the same. They quickly nod, realising that they missed the greeting thing.

      “Miss Bridget.” Anya smiles as she hugs me. She’s my absolute favourite thing in Thailand. We’ve formed a bond, and I send her things from home when I can. She and I hold hands as Ben goes through and introduces the boys, and then we make our way into the main entrance. High, carved- timber cathedral ceilings adorn the large room. The walls are a rendered cream colour, and there are dark timber floors throughout. A wall of glass looks out to sea over the massive infinity pool, and the backyards of the four properties are fenced individually for privacy. An island in the middle of the pool has a circular cabana, a thatched roof, and lounge chairs are surrounding a firepit. It’s been remodelled. Joshua added an extra three bedrooms onto the upstairs of each house. He wanted it big enough to accommodate everyone, even when we all have kids. It seems even grander now, if that’s even possible.

      “You guys are staying in the end house.” Ben gestures up the stone path, and we all walk through the exotic gardens until we get there. The house is large and open. Everything is white and airy, with every modern convenience known to man. The back wall is all glass, looking out over the pool, with a view of the ocean.

      “Holy shit, this is fucking amazing,” Ethan whispers in wonder as he looks up at the high ceilings. Matt does a low whistle as he looks around. “Nice.” He smiles broadly at the others.

      Televisions are fixed to the walls of this house. The screens are divided into four squares, and security vision of the property is constantly flicking through on different takes. This is where the security staff stays when the family is here.

      This is where Ben used to stay.

      “There are three bedrooms downstairs and three upstairs, all with their own bathroom. The property is completely fenced off and secure, so just knock yourself out. There is a gym to the right as you go outside and the pool and bar. Do whatever you want.”

      “What are the plans for today?” Ethan asks.

      “Nothing,” Ben replies. “We stay in here.”

      “Ben, I need some cool clothes,” I tell him. “And so do you. We packed for New York winter. It’s forty degrees here.” He frowns.

      “I just need to get a few things from the shops this afternoon. Everyone can come. We can show the boys around a bit.” I try to plead my case.

      Ben narrows his eyes as he thinks on it.

      “We’ll be quick, Ben. We’re in another country. Nothing is going to happen.”

      “No,” he says. “The boys can go for us; you stay in here.”

      I roll my eyes. “Fine.”

      “See you later, then,” he says to the guys, and we leave to go to our villa. I smile broadly because this is the villa I always stay in. I walk straight into the large bedroom.

      Ben follows me tentatively, and I can sense his unease.

      “What is it?” I frown as I turn to him.

      “I haven’t…” He pauses. “I haven’t been in this room since…” His voice trails off.

      Oh… that.

      “Since the night you broke my heart and left me?” I ask coldly.

      He swallows nervously and shakes his head.

      I throw my bag onto the bed and put my hands on my hips. I can feel my anger rise just thinking back to that night. I hate having that memory of him. “What did you bring that up for?” I snap. It makes me mad that I forgave him so easily.

      He shrugs. “I didn’t, you did.”

      I roll my eyes and begin to unpack, walking into the large walk-in wardrobe in silence as he disappears out into the living area.

      I fold my clothes as I think. This doesn’t seem real, you know? Six weeks ago, I was dating someone else, and here I am, jobless and married to another man on the other side of the world. I’m on the run from two crazy, deranged spies who want Ben dead. I feel the anxiety flutter in my stomach. You think you know how your life is going to turn out. It seems I knew nothing of the sort.

      I hear Ben’s voice out in the kitchen and I go to the doorway to listen. Who is he is speaking to?

      “Yeah, arrived safe. Any luck with the code?” he asks.

      Joshua.

      Ben’s been distant since all this went down. I mean, he’s trying not to be, but I can see he’s clicked into work mode. It’s like he’s with me, but he’s not really with me. His mind is on his job. This is how he used to be when he was Joshua’s bodyguard and I was around him while he was working. I would only really get him to myself when we were alone after everyone had gone to bed.

      I get to the little gold bikini in my bag and I smile. I packed this, thinking I would be wearing it in the hotel’s heated pool in New York.

      Now I actually have somewhere warm to wear it. I smile broadly. A swim, an ice-cold margarita, and a deckchair, and I’ll be as good as new. I change into it and sashay out past Ben as he speaks. He turns, distracted, and then he catches sight of me. His eyes drop hungrily down my body as he sees me, and I point to the pool.

      “If you need me, I’m catching some rays,” I mouth.

      He smiles sexily and winks as he continues his conversation.

      I walk out to the pool and dip my toe in. “Ah, yes,” I whisper to myself. “Nice and cold.” I dive in and swim up to the other end, and then back. I love this pool. Some of my happiest days have been spent here.

      I float around for a bit and then climb slowly up the steps.

      “Bikini small enough?” a man’s voice barks from the deckchair.

      I jump in fright, but when I look up I see it’s Brock, my brother. He’s lying on the deckchair under the umbrella.

      “What the hell, Brock?” I cry. “You scared the shit out of me.” I put my hand over my heart.

      He chuckles. He’s in a pair of board shorts only, completely barechested.

      “H-how long have you been there?” I stammer.

      “Like, two hours. How did you not see me when you came in?”

      I grab my towel and my face falls. “Wait, what are you doing here?”

      “Stan called me, told me what’s going on.” His face falls serious and he clenches his jaw. “Where’s Statham?”

      Oh shit, Brock’s angry. “It… it isn’t his fault,” I stammer nervously.

      He raises a sarcastic brow and his eyes drop to my hand. “What’s that ring on your finger?”

      Fuck, I swallow the lump in my throat. “It’s just a ring that doesn’t fit on any other finger.” I twist it nervously.

      Ben appears from nowhere and nods at Brock in greeting.

      Brock glares at him. “What’s that fucking ring on her finger?” he growls.

      My eyes widen.

      Oh, my God. I hold my breath.

      Don’t say it, don’t say it.

      Ben lifts his chin defiantly and puts his hands on his hips. “What does it look like? It’s a wedding ring,” he snaps. “We got married.”

      Brock jumps from the deckchair and grabs Ben by the T-shirt. “You better be fucking lying, prick, or I’m going to kill you myself.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 22

          

        

      

    

    




      Bridget

      My eyes widen in horror. “What the hell are you doing? Stop it!” I cry as my eyes flicker between the two of them; they grip each other by the shirt.

      Ben pushes Brock off him and he goes flying back.

      “You fucking married her?” Brock screams in outrage. “You married her without her family knowing??”

      My face falls. “Brock.”

      Ben’s chest rises and falls as he sucks in air. His eyes hold Brock’s and his face falls with disappointment at what Brock just said.

      “What… you…?” Brock screws up his face. “You just thought you would sneak it in after being back for two fucking minutes?”

      The boys come running out of their house to see what the commotion is all about. “What’s going on?” Ethan calls.

      “Go inside,” Ben calls.

      “I can’t fucking believe you,” Brock sneers.

      Ben keeps his eyes firmly on Brock. “Bridget. Go inside,” he commands.

      Oh, no. “Stop it. Stop it, the both of you.”

      “Go inside!” Ben yells.

      “Don’t you speak to her like that,” Brock sneers.

      Ben glares at him. “I’ll do whatever I want with my wife, and you’ll have no fucking say in it.”

      My eyes widen. “Ben, cut it out!” I cry. “Stop it! The both of you.”

      Brock walks up to Ben so that their noses are almost touching.

      “Say that again, prick.”

      “Stop. Stop it now!” I push my way in between them, and I face Brock. “Brock, this was me. I’m the one who wanted to get married. I pushed for it, not the other way around.” I turn to Ben. “Why did you tell him? I told you not to tell anyone.”

      “I’m not going to lie to him, Bridget,” Ben growls, and he takes one long last look at the two of us, and then storms inside. The door slams with a loud bang.

      Brock is so mad—furious—and the other boys all watch on for a moment to make sure Ben has stayed inside. Eventually, though, they disappear inside.

      Brock’s angry eyes turn to me. “You got fucking married?” I can hear the hurt in his voice.

      My eyes fill with tears. This is not the way I wanted him to find out.

      Damn, Ben.

      “Let’s go for a walk down to the ledge.” I sigh.

      His eyes hold mine and I link my arm through his. “Come on. Please.” I pull him.

      We walk over to the back of the pool area and open the metal gate. We head down the stone steps that hug the cliff. There is a natural rock ledge about the size of a tennis court. It has an antique handrail and three large trees. There are a few day beds down here, too. It’s peaceful, and one of my favourite places on Earth. Our own personal lookout to Heaven.

      We get to the bottom and he leans on the handrail, looking out to sea. I do the same beside him.

      I exhale heavily and frown as I try to articulate my wording. “Have you ever had a sense of urgency about something that…” My voice trails off.

      “That what?”

      “That doesn’t make logical sense, but makes you so happy you can’t stop yourself?”

      He looks at me flatly.

      “I’m going to tell you exactly how it happened. It wasn’t planned, and I never expected it… but I’m so happy that it did.” He rolls his eyes.

      “Ben and I are in love. You know that bit.” His eyes hold mine.

      I shake my head. “Like, so in love, Brock. So in love that nothing else matters. He’s not like us. He’s… damaged.” A frown crosses his face.

      “How much do you know about Ben’s childhood?”

      He pauses for a moment. “Not much.”

      “I’m going to tell you something, because I want you to understand why I did it. And I want you to know how much it meant to me to be able to do it the way I did.”

      He purses his lips and rolls his eyes. “Go on.”

      “Ben is a twin.” He frowns.

      “His twin sister, Meika, was murdered when he was twelve.” He listens.

      “His father committed suicide a year later, and his mother enrolled him in the army when he was fifteen, because she was dying of cancer.”

      He drops his head, already affected by the story. “Ben’s never had a home, Brock.” His eyes meet mine.

      “He’s never celebrated his birthday since the day his sister died. He said that if Meika doesn’t get a birthday, neither does he.”

      He frowns, because he and I are very close, and I know he gets that sibling bond.

      “I found out it was Ben’s birthday and I wanted to give him something wonderful to celebrate on that day every year. Myself. So I took him to New York and we went to the top of the Empire State Building, and I asked him to marry me.”

      He frowns.

      “He said no at first. I had to talk him into it.” I grab his hand in mine as my eyes search his.

      “We were going to tell you that we got engaged, and then have a wedding at home for everyone.” He drops his head again.

      “I don’t know why he just told you the way that he did, but I’m fucking furious with him. That wasn’t his place to tell you,” I murmur.

      “He can’t lie,” he replies flatly. “It’s not in his DNA.”

      “I was going to marry Ben anyway, Brock.” I smile. “And then have the big reception with everyone.”

      His sad eyes hold mine. “I feel cheated. I wanted to be at your wedding.”

      I smile through tears. “And you will be, because nobody will even know about our first wedding. It was an intimate thing that I wanted to give my husband. I wanted to do it alone with him, because he was alone.”

      I wipe a tear as it breaks the dam. “This is something special between him and me, and I just wanted the two of us there.” He watches me and exhales deeply.

      “I would have probably told you anyway.” I sigh as I turn back to look over the sea.

      He bumps me with his shoulder and I bump him back.

      “When you meet the one, Brock, you’ll understand.”

      He stares out to sea. “What about all this crap? How do you feel about it?”

      I shrug. “I’m not sure, to be honest. They tried to kill Ben in Prague, and then he was sent some information with a code on it from that diplomat who got murdered. He’s been dragged into it. You know he would never have come back for me if he knew this was going to happen.”

      His eyes flash to mine.

      “He hates that I’m caught up in this, and he’s frantic with worry that something is going to happen to me,” I continue. “He’s acting like he’s fine, but he’s hardly slept since the threat came through. I need you to help him.”

      He frowns as he watches me.

      “He’s terrified that something is going to happen to me,” I whisper.

      He puts his arm around me and kisses my forehead. “It won’t,” he murmurs. “We’ll make sure of it.”

      “Can you just go and make up with him, please?” I plead. “For me?” I jig on the spot. “You know what he’s like. He’ll be upset with the thought that you didn’t want me to marry him. He’s a deep thinker.”

      “It’s not about you marrying him, Bridget. I love Ben. He’s the one

      I would want you with. It’s the way you fucking did it on the sly.”

      “I know that. But he doesn’t.”

      “He shits me.” He sighs.

      I smile sadly. “He shits me, too.” I exhale heavily. “I’m so angry with him for telling you like that.”

      “I asked him straight out because I knew he wouldn’t lie to me.”

      I roll my eyes. “Fucking Buzz Lightyear, goody-two-shoes.”

      He smiles, and shakes his head. “Come on, let’s go.” He puts his arm around my shoulders and we walk back toward the steps.

      “Brock, can you do me a favour?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Can you not say anything about Ben’s childhood to anyone, please? Just let him tell you in his own time.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” He sighs as we start to walk up the stone steps.

      “And can you do me another favour?” I ask.

      “What now?” He sighs as he turns back toward me.

      I smile up at him. “Can you give me away at my wedding?”

      His eyes twinkle in delight. “If I’m not busy that day.” I punch him in the stomach and he laughs.

      “You know I will.” He smiles. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      We hug and I smile against his chest. Even with his alpha, controlling ways, I love my brother dearly.

      We make our way back into the house. Ben is sitting at the table and stands as we walk in.

      My heart hammers in my chest. I hold my breath as Brock walks in behind me.

      Their eyes lock.

      “You fucking look after her or I’ll kill you,” Brock growls.

      “With my life,” Ben replies coldly.

      They stare at each other for a moment, in some kind of silent stand-off, and then finally Brock puts out his hand. “Welcome to the family.”

      Ben smirks, and shakes Brock’s hand, and I exhale in relief.

      I need a stiff drink.

      There is way too much testosterone in this room.
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        * * *

      

      The sun’s rays beam down on me and I smile up at the sky. We have been in paradise for three days, but I’m starting to get cabin fever. The boys have been going into town one at a time. Brock had the duty of buying me clothes, so my entire wardrobe consists of sarongs all in different colours. Oh, and he bought me two bikinis.

      Ben won’t let me leave the compound at all. In fact, he hardly lets me out of his sight. Their guns are everywhere in the house, and the worst part is, I’m beginning to get used to it. The boys are all getting along famously and talking about contingency plans, conspiracy theories, and what they’re going to do if something does go down. I honestly thought this would all be over by now.

      Joshua nearly has the code cracked and can read parts of it, but not the entire thing. I think he must be really worried, because he’s calling us three times a day.

      HQ has been in constant contact, but the two men in question have had their microchips removed, so we have no idea where they are. And I’m quite sure they don’t know where we are, either.

      I lie on a towel on the ground as I sunbathe and read on my phone. Ethan and Matt are playing ball in the pool. I smile as I watch them.

      They are both hilarious, and so hot.

      Abbie would give her left arm to be here with them. Jed is sitting with Ben and Brock on the deckchairs as they talk quietly amongst themselves about war stories or something boring. Jed is a lot like Brock and Ben: strong and quiet.

      I was surprised when, this morning at breakfast, Brock offered the three of them jobs at his firm Marx Security, back home in Australia.

      They were all really interested. I don’t know what will happen when their contracts with the army are up.

      Every now and then I look up to see Ben watching me with hunger in his eyes. It’s as if he can barely keep his distance throughout the days.

      We just want to be alone.

      I pick up my coconut oil sunscreen and reapply it. I glance over and Ben is watching, transfixed. I smile sexily.

      I know what he’s thinking. I know that look.

      As if it’s too much, he gets up and walks into the house, and I smile to myself and lie back in the sun. Minutes later my phone vibrates with a text and I check it. It’s from Ben.

      
        
        Put on more oil

        I want to watch in private.

      

      

      I smirk and glance up at the large window just in front of us. It’s double-sided glass, so I can’t see in at all. But he can see out clearly.

      Our bed is on the other side of that glass.

      I’m going to have a little fun with you.

      I pour the oil onto my hand and smear across my stomach and up over my breasts. I take my time and rub it in, knowing he’s watching me.

      Is he touching himself?

      Arousal starts to pump between my legs at the thought of it. I put more oil into my hands and then rub it into my chest area, and underneath my bikini top. I glance at the other boys, who are all oblivious, carrying on with whatever they’re doing. I drizzle the oil down over my legs and slowly rub it into each one. I can feel Ben’s eyes on me, and it’s fucking turning me on. My phone beeps a text.

      
        
        Get in here

        You have an appointment… on my face.

      

      

      I inhale sharply. I’m married to a fucking god. I stand and another text bounces through.

      
        
        Bring the oil

      

      

      My insides begin to melt. Oil means one thing and one thing only… and, God, I’ve been waiting for it. I pick up my towel and the oil and head inside.

      I slowly open the bedroom door to find him on the bed, on his back, naked with nothing but an erection in his hand. Large towels are laid out across the sheets and pillows.

      He has a plan.

      “I had a two o’clock appointment,” I whisper.

      His dark eyes hold mine, and he strokes his hard cock. “That’s right. Pants off. On my face.”

      I look up to see our friends only feet away through the glass, unable to see us, and totally oblivious. It only amplifies the tension between us. This is so naughty.

      It’s then I notice that the bed is pulled out slightly from the wall and I slip my bikini bottoms down. He holds out his hand and takes the oil from me, pouring some into his hand. He then taps the pillow next to his face.

      “Put your knees here,” he commands.

      I go to remove my top and he holds his hand up. “Leave it on.”

      I realise that I’m playing out one of his fantasies right now. How many times has he imagined this?

      I hold my breath as I walk over and put one knee on one side of his face and then the other on his other side.

      “Lean over the headboard,” he whispers.

      Holy shit, this is hot. I lean slightly forward and put my elbows onto the headboard. His breath quivers as he tries to control his desire, and he rubs oil into my behind and down over my back entrance. His hands slide up my back and down around my breasts, underneath my top. Every touch is so intimate.

      His lips dust over my sex and I lean forward just that bit more.

      Taste me… taste me, I chant to myself.

      He kisses my inner thigh and my eyes close. I glance back over my shoulder and see him flat on his back, knees slightly parted, and his thick cock hard up against his stomach.

      He kisses my other thigh and then licks it. My sex clenches in anticipation.

      “You have no idea how many times I’ve watched you across that pool and imagined this,” he purrs.

      My eyes close. Just the sound of his deep voice with that accent could get me off. I rock forward again. I desperately need him to touch me. He gently kisses my sex, and I hold my breath as I lean forward onto my elbows.

      God, just fucking touch me already.

      His tongue gently swipes through my open lips and I sigh. He licks softly again and again, and I can’t breathe.

      His hands are on my behind, guiding my hips to move over his face.

      Back and forth, back and forth he rocks my body, his tongue going deeper and deeper.

      “Don’t come,” he growls into me. His hands squeeze my ass cheeks as he uses force to push me down onto him.

      He growls into me, as if losing control, and I begin to pant as my body starts to move on its own.

      Oh, this is so fucking good. My mouth hangs open.

      “Ben,” I moan as my hips rock. “Ben.” My head falls back and I let go of the headboard and sit up. “I need you deeper. Please,” I beg.

      His eyes flicker with arousal that’s almost frightening, and he lifts me off him to lay me on my side, facing our friends.

      I close my eyes as his lips drop to my neck. “Watch them,” he whispers darkly. “Feel me while you watch them.”

      My sex clenches as he lifts himself snug behind me and slowly unties my bikini top, tossing it to the side. His lips drop to my neck and he bites me hard. I cry out, and then he rubs the oil into my breasts. He lifts my top leg over his forearm and his hard cock rubs between my cheeks.

      “You know what I want?” he breathes against my neck. His breath dusts my ear and goose bumps scatter down my spine.

      “Take it,” I pant.

      He smiles against the side of my face. “I wasn’t asking for permission, angel.”

      I smile as my eyes close.

      He lines himself up at my back entrance. “Kiss me,” he breathes. I turn my head and kiss his beautiful lips as I taste my own arousal. He pushes forward and I wince in pain.

      “Ouch,” I whimper.

      “Kiss me,” he growls. His fingers drop to circle over my clitoris, and within moments I loosen up and he slides in deep.

      Our kiss turns frantic and he pulls out, and then slides deep again.

      Oh, God, this is so intimate. It’s too much.

      He grabs the oil and pours it over the place our bodies meet, then throws it off the bed, losing control.

      “I need this so fucking bad,” he breathes into my ear.

      “So do I,” I pant as his open mouth slides up and down, over my neck and jawline.

      He lifts my leg higher and begins to ride me. Long, deep pumps.

      My eyes roll back into my head and the sound of our skin slapping together echoes around the room.

      I look up and see his friends only feet away, oblivious to what he’s doing to my body, and that’s it… I can’t take it.

      I lose control.

      “Ben!” I cry out as my body contracts around his.

      “Fuck,” he growls. “Fucking hell, Bridget,” he cries and I feel him quiver deep inside me. We move slowly, our bodies completely in sync as we ride out the waves of pleasure.

      We are covered in perspiration. I smile against his face as he holds me close. “You’re a dirty man,” I whisper.

      He kisses me. “That makes you Mrs. Dirty.”
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        * * *

      

      The alarm echoes through the house.

      “Fuck!” Ben snaps as he jumps up.

      I sit up, half asleep, and glance at the clock next to the bed. It’s 2:00 a.m. He turns the light on and drags on a pair of shorts.

      “Get dressed,” he barks as he grabs his gun from the side table.

      I hear a door bang in the distance. Then another bang, as if something hits the wall. I grab my robe from the floor and the lights go out.

      “What happened?” I whisper.

      “The power’s been cut.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 23

          

        

      

    

    




      Bridget

      “What?” Oh, my God. I throw my gown around my shoulders.

      Ben grabs me from behind, pulling me into his arms,

      and puts his gun in front of us.

      “On the roof,” I hear through a radio, or something similar.

      “What’s that?” I whisper into the darkness.

      “My earpiece. Jed is on the roof.”

      I can feel Ben’s heart beating hard against my back.

      “Ninety seconds and the generator clicks in,” he says, not to me, but to the guys. They must all have earpieces in.

      Ben turns us to the left, with his gun still held out in front, and then turns to the right.

      It’s dark, so dark.

      Fuck, who’s here?

      I screw up my face in fear.

      “It’s them. I’ve got a visual on camera. Shoot to kill. I repeat: shoot to kill,” I hear Ethan’s voice through the earpiece. “One on the southern side of the house, near the gym, and there’s one in the front garden. He’s coming up to your place, Buzz.”

      Ben tightens his arms around me, his gun aimed at the door.

      “I’ve got him in sight,” Jed whispers from his place on the roof.

      The lights flicker and then the generator kicks in and the lights go on.

      A gunshot sounds.

      Silence.

      Then five quick shots in succession.

      “Get to Bridget!” Brock yells through the earpiece. “Get to Bridget!”

      Tears roll down my face, I’ve never been so terrified. Ben squeezes me tightly in his arms. I hear a bang and then the door and another round of fire.

      “Got him. Man down!” Jed yells. “Man down!” Another two shots are fired.

      “The other one’s running!” Ethan yells. “He’s going for the front fence.”

      “Get him,” Ben growls. He grabs me and throws me into the wardrobe. “Brock and Jed, get over here to Bridget. I’m going after him!” Ben yells.

      “No. No, no.” I try to grab Ben’s arm. “Don’t go; it’s not safe.”

      He slams the door in my face. I hear the front door bang in the distance and then another shot is fired. I put my hands over my face and begin to rock.

      I hear a motorbike start in the distance, and then another one roar after it, and then a loud crash before tires screech off, the noise fading into the distance.

      Dead silence.

      My breath echoes in the small space around me. What the fuck just happened?

      “Bridget?” Brock calls as he walks into our villa.

      “Here,” I cry. “I’m in here.”

      He opens the door and his face falls when he sees me cowering on the floor, in tears.

      He scoops me up and holds me against his chest. “It’s okay, baby.

      It’s okay.”

      “Where’s Ben?” I cry.

      “He’s gone after him.”

      “It’s not safe,” I cry. “Brock, go get him.”

      Jed appears and he frowns when he sees me. He’s out of breath.

      “He’ll be fine,” he states calmly.

      “I need a sheet,” Jed says casually.

      My eyes widen. “What for?”

      “To put over the body,” Brock answers flatly.

      My eyes fill with tears. “He’s dead?” I whisper in horror.

      “Yep.” Brock opens his gun and checks his ammunition. He snaps it shut as his cold eyes rise to meet mine.

      Dear God, this is what they do.

      Do I even know these men at all?

      I drop my gaze to stare at the floor as my mind begins to close in.

      “Where’s Ben?” I whisper through tears.

      “He’s with Matt. They went after him on the motorbikes.”

      I shake my head as I break from Brock’s grip. “Are you sure there were just two of them?”

      “Positive.”

      “Go find them. I need you to go bring Ben home,” I whisper.

      “He’ll be back soon.”

      Ethan runs into the room, panting. “Are you okay?”

      I nod as I drop to a seated position on the bed. “What do we do now?” I ask meekly as my eyes search theirs.

      “Now… we wait.”

      Brock and Matt pace back and forth, their guns in their hands, as I sit crouched in a fetal position on the lounge, Jed is waiting out the front for their return. The house is lit up, every light shining brightly.

      The house is also silent.

      Eerily silent.

      It’s as if everybody is too scared to speak.

      It’s been forty minutes. Where are they?

      A man’s body is under a sheet out on the front lawn, and I have no fucking idea where my husband is.

      “What if something has happened?” I dare to ask, not knowing if I want the answer.

      Brock and Rick’s eyes meet.

      “How will we know if something has happened to them?” I ask as I begin to feel my nerves escalate even higher.

      “Nothing will happen. They’ve got it. It’s one man.”

      “W-what if it wasn’t just one?” I stammer. “What if there were, like, ten of them around the corner, waiting?” My face falls. “What if it was a trap?”

      I hear a motorbike in the distance getting closer and closer.

      “It’s them!” Jed yells, and I jump off the lounge.

      One motorbike. One motorbike.

      I wince and my tears begin to fall, and Brock takes me into his arms.

      Then the sound of a second motorbike fills the air as it comes through the gates, and I drop my head to Brock’s shoulder in relief.

      Two motorbikes.

      They both made it back.

      The boys all run outside. I can hear them talking, but all I can do is drop my head into my hands and weep.

      “I’m here, Didge. It’s okay, angel.”

      I look up and see Ben standing in the doorway. I scrunch up my face before I run and jump into his arms, grateful when he holds me tight in return.

      We stand in each other’s arms while I cry.

      “It’s okay, it’s over. I got him,” he whispers, brushing the hair back from my forehead. “He’s dead.” He holds me close. “Shh, angel, he’s gone.”
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        * * *

      

      The drone of the engine hums loudly in the plane.

      Everyone is asleep after the night from hell. After Ben called it in to the authorities. The American Embassy turned up and have been at the house, interviewing us all night so that we could get clearance to leave the country. The UNI Special Forces team eventually stepped in and cleared us.

      We had to get out of the country immediately, though, and Ben has to be at HQ in two days. He’s been on the phone to his superiors all night long.

      Joshua is close to cracking the code, and Ben’s going to take it in with him when we get back.

      Whatever it was, it must have been bad.

      Thank God it’s over.

      I drop my head to Ben’s shoulder and nuzzle into his big, safe, broad chest, trying desperately to remove last night from my memory. How can I? It was horrific.

      We walk up the corridor of Ben’s building in silence. It’s early morning, only 8:00 a.m. Unfortunately, we both know what to expect. Ben made me watch the footage of them breaking into his apartment a few days ago. He wanted me to know what the two men looked like if I came across them.

      The apartment is completely trashed.

      “Maybe we should stay in a hotel.” Ben sighs as he opens the door.

      “No, let’s just get this done,” I tell him. “The sooner we get this shit cleaned up, the sooner we can relax.” The door swings open and we both peer inside.

      Everything is all over the floor and every drawer has been emptied, no stone left unturned. The artwork has been ripped from the walls and the kitchen units now rest on the floor. Ben looks around as he clenches his jaw. I can feel the anger radiating out of him.

      I blow out a deep breath because, God, this is overwhelming. “Where do we start?” I ask.

      He scratches his head in frustration, but doesn’t answer. He walks up the hall to inspect the bedrooms, and I follow him. He stands on the bed and fiddles with the light switch before getting down and crunching something under his foot.

      “What was that?” I frown.

      “A camera,” he replies, distracted.

      I look around for a moment and then put my hands on my hips with renewed determination. “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do.”

      “What’s that?” He sighs as he inspects the devastation.

      “I’m going to have a shower, and then I’m going to clean up this shit.” I point at him. “Then you’re taking me out to dinner. After that, we are going to come home and have some really rough sex.” He smiles, and shakes his head in disbelief.

      “What?” I smile.

      “You.”

      “What about me?”

      “You’re a sex maniac. How the fuck can you think of sex when you’re standing in the middle of this chaos?”

      My mouth falls open. “I am not a sex maniac.” I widen my eyes. “I just happen to be with a really hot guy who I can’t get enough of.” I pause. “And rough sex with him relaxes me. I’ve had a pretty stressful week, you know?”

      He smiles as he pulls me close to him by my behind. “I have a better idea,” he whispers, his eyes dropping to my lips.

      “What’s that?” I smile up at him as I wrap my arms around his broad shoulders.

      “We take a shower and we have really rough sex now.”

      I’m looking at him like a lovesick schoolgirl. “Yeah?” I listen.

      “And then we clean up.”

      I kiss his lips. “Uh-huh.”

      “And then we go and buy you a proper engagement ring.” What?

      My eyes widen. “Really?’

      He smiles as he kisses my lips. “Yes, really.” I bounce on the spot.

      “Do you think you can organise a wedding in six weeks?” he asks.

      My face falls. “Six weeks?”

      He nods. “Sooner, if possible.”

      “What’s the rush?”

      “I want everyone to know that the most beautiful woman in the world belongs to me.”

      I grin. “Oh, and she so does,” I whisper dreamily against his lips.

      He slaps my behind. “Come on, shower time.”

      I stare at the huge rock on my finger, a broad, beaming smile plastered across my face.

      Ben rolls his eyes as he looks at the menu. “It’s still there,” he mutters dryly.
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        * * *

      

      We’re out at dinner. Well, actually, it’s a very late lunch and early dinner.

      We cleaned up as much as we could at home, and then we went shopping. Ben bought me the most beautiful two-carat diamond solitaire ring I have ever seen.

      It’s a gold band that holds one big fucking diamond.

      I smile as I hold my hand out in front of me. “God, I’m loving myself sick with this ring. I’m Instagramming this shit to the max.”

      He keeps perusing the menu.

      “You didn’t ask me yet, though,” I murmur as I pick up my wineglass.

      His eyes meet mine and he raises his eyebrow. “Ask you?”

      “Yeah, you know… to marry you.”

      His lips twist as he tries to hold his smile and he sits forward, putting his hands together under his chin. “You want me to ask you to marry me?”

      I smile, and nod goofily.

      “Are you going to say no?” He smirks.

      I roll my eyes. “Well, no, because technically we’re already married.” I huff. “Just humour me, will you, Ben?” I mutter into my wineglass. “You’re annoying when you get all logical and shit.”

      He smiles sexily. “So you’ve told me once or twice.”

      I sip my wine as a smile starts to take over. I can’t even act like he annoys me.

      “I’ll ask you when the time is right,” he replies.

      Our eyes lock.

      “And when will that be?”

      “When I say it is.”

      “You’re a control freak,” I whisper.

      “I only control one thing,” he whispers in return as his eyes darken.

      “What’s that?”

      “Your body.”

      I feel my insides flutter, because he does have complete control over my body.

      He says how.

      He says when.

      He says how hard.

      “Speaking of which, what’s your favourite part of my body?” I ask.

      I like this game.

      “Your heart,” he replies, without even having to think about it.

      Of all the things he could have said…

      I swoon and pick up his hand to kiss the back of it.

      Our eyes are locked.

      I love this man.

      “No, really, tell me what your favourite part of my body is.” I already know the answer. Ben is obsessed with my boobs. He has his hand on them to sleep, his hand on them to wake up, his teeth on them to fuck, his head on them to relax. Even on the plane, this morning, he had the blanket over us so he could sleep with his hand up my shirt and under my bra.

      He’s a complete boob man. Thank God I’m well-endowed in that area.

      He thinks for a moment and frowns. “Your face.”

      I frown. “My face?”

      “When I see your face…” He pauses. “It gives me this… this feeling of happiness deep down inside of me.”

      My eyes fill with tears and I smile softly. “That is the most romantic thing that I’ve ever heard.”

      “And your face is the most beautiful thing that I’ve ever seen.”

      Oh, how I love this man.

      “We should go home and have really rough sex again,” I whisper.

      He shakes his head softly. “No.”

      “No?”

      He lifts his chin defiantly. “Tonight, I’m in the mood to make love to my wife.”

      My heart melts.

      “That’s the first time you’ve ever said that to me.”

      His eyes hold mine. “Well, tonight’s the first night I’m ever going to do it.” He licks his bottom lip as he contemplates his next words.

      “Tonight, I give myself to you completely.”

      Goose bumps run up my arms as our eyes stay locked.

      Dear Lord, Heaven help me. I don’t think my heart can take it. It’s go-time.

      

  




Ben

      I walk her backwards into the apartment with my hands on her behind, her soft giggles falling against my lips. It’s as if we have crossed another intimacy threshold. I feel so, so close to her.

      We’ve done it. We’ve reached the ultimate level of closeness. I need to be nearer, though, so I pin her up against the fridge as we kiss. There’s no urgency to tear each other’s clothes off. We just want to enjoy each other for as long as we can.

      The doorbell buzzes.

      What?

      “Fuck’s sake. Who is that?” I whisper.

      She slams her head back against the fridge. Damn it.

      I go to the security camera. It’s Greg, my boss. “Jesus. Perfect fucking timing,” I murmur. “Sorry.” I buzz him in.

      “Who is it?” she asks as she straightens her dress.

      “Greg from work.” I exhale heavily. “I’ll make it quick, half an hour max.”

      “Damn it, Ben, I’m not in the mood to be nice to people,” she whispers, clearly annoyed. “The house is still a wreck.”

      My eyes find hers and I smile. “Do you need to have a nap?”

      She folds her arms angrily. “Yes, I do, actually.”

      There’s a knock at the door and I answer it. “Hello, Buzz.” He smiles broadly.

      Greg is in his late fifties or early sixties, and I’ve worked under him for the last six years. He’s a good man. “I just had to come over and congratulate you on your mission.”

      “Thanks.” We shake hands and I turn to Bridget. “This is my wife,

      Bridget,” I introduce. “Come in, please… take a seat.”

      “Thank you.” He smiles, and falls onto the lounge.

      “Can I get you a coffee or anything?” I ask.

      “Yes, that would be great. What the hell happened?” He shakes his head in disbelief. “I just couldn’t believe it,” he continues.

      “The two agents went bad.” I shrug my shoulders. “I somehow got mixed up in it.”

      “How?” He frowns.

      “Jason Steele sent me this letter with some code on it.”

      “What does it say?”

      “I have no idea. I couldn’t break the code. I’m going to hand it in to HQ tomorrow at my meeting, so they can crack it. I have no fucking idea what they were planning.”

      “Jesus,” he whispers as he thinks.

      I’m not entertaining very well. “Can I get you a cold drink or something, Greg?”

      “Yes, please,” he replies.

      “Do you want a cup of tea, Didge?”

      “Yes, please.” She smiles.

      I walk into the kitchen and turn the kettle on, then get the cups from the cupboard. My phone alerts me to a text from my back pocket. I’m just out of their sight. The text is from Joshua.

      
        
        I’ve deciphered the code

        Greg Jackson has sold a nuclear weapon to a terrorist cell for them to use on a neighbouring country…

        for four-hundred-million dollars

        You Are Not Safe.

        Get Out Of The House.

        GET OUT OF THE HOUSE NOW!!!!

      

      

    

  







            CHAPTER 24

          

        

      

    

    




      Ben

      I close my eyes.

      Holy fuck. I text back.

      
        
        He’s here now

        Call the police.

      

      

      I try to control my beating heart. “How are Jenny and the kids?” I call. I begin to open and close the kitchen cupboards, trying to act calmer than I feel.

      “All good and going on vacation soon,” he calls back.

      I slowly slide out my bottom kitchen drawer, take out the gun that I keep there, and slowly click it open.

      Two bullets. Fuck. I close it carefully and try to control the adrenaline that’s pumping through my body.

      I raise the gun in my straightened arms and come around the corner.

      He has Bridget held by her neck, a gun against her temple.

      “Let her go, Greg,” I demand.

      He smirks. “Where are the documents?”

      I tighten my hold on the gun. “What are you talking about?” I play dumb, trying to buy some time.

      “The fucking documents!” he screams as he rips Bridget down. She cries out in pain because of the hold he has her in.

      “Let her go,” I demand. “This isn’t her battle.” I squeeze the gun tightly. Bridget is so close to him. If I shoot I may hit her.

      “This is her battle. You don’t care about dying, I already know that,” he sneers.

      Our eyes are locked.

      He fakes a smile. “But you care about her dying.”

      “Let her fucking go now!” I yell as I lose control.

      He pushes the gun into her temple and she whimpers. My blood runs cold.

      Shoot after three…

      “Let her go and I’ll get them. They’re in the safe.”

      “Not a fucking chance. I’m not stupid.”

      I glance at Bridget and she gives me a subtle nod.

      Does she remember what I told her all those years ago?

      Years ago, when I was Joshua’s bodyguard, I taught her what to do if she was ever in this position.

      Her eyes search mine and she subtly nods again.

      She does.

      I grip the gun tightly as I reposition my feet.

      “Drop!” I yell.

      She goes floppy in his arms, falling forward, and it gives me the split- second opportunity I need. I fire once and it hits him right between the eyes.

      He falls, dead before he hits the floor.

      Bridget screams and I grab her in my arms, holding her so that she can’t see him.

      She cries against my shoulder as I hold her. My body is shaking from the adrenaline.

      I thought she was going to die.

      I close my eyes. Oh, my fucking God, that was too close.
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        * * *

      

      “And then what happened?” the Secretary of State asks.

      I sit at a boardroom table with twelve of the UNI leaders. I’ve been in here under interrogation for two hours. I look down the table where Rick, Matt, and Jed are also being interviewed.

      They have they fully deciphered document in front of them. After the shooting last night, Didge and I stayed at a hotel until they cleaned up our apartment. I doubt she’ll ever go back there now, though.

      She’s a nervous wreck, and who could blame her?

      I had to get Ally to stay with her while we had this meeting.

      I look at them coldly. “Then… I pulled the trigger.”

      The dictation secretary types fast as she takes my statement.

      “Did he die straight away?”

      “Yes,” I reply as I look straight ahead, void of emotion.

      The president stands and clasps his hands behind his back. “We’ve known about this weapon for a while. It was stolen over a year ago from a facility, but we had no way of tracing where it was headed. He organised for the theft, and then was selling it on the black market to the highest bidder.”

      I watch him as he paces.

      “We now have the intel. It’s at a warehouse in Syria, and the transfer is supposed to be taking place in three-days’ time.” I frown.

      “Thousands and thousands of innocent civilians are going to lose their lives if this transfer takes place.” I drop my head. Fuck.

      “We’re sending in a recovery team.” His eyes find mine. “We want you to lead it.”

      I clench my jaw as I listen.

      No. I promised Bridget I wouldn’t ever go back.

      “They are going to use it on a neighbouring country. Women and children will be their target. This weapon will cause mass destruction and death.”

      The president turns to me. “Are you going to do what you’ve been trained to do, Buzz?” His eyes hold mine.

      I don’t answer as I stare straight ahead.

      “You need to think of those poor women and children who will die a painful death without medical treatment. This could be catastrophic, Buzz.”

      I watch him, and my jaw clenches as I imagine what they will go through.

      Innocent children.

      “Are you with us? Will you lead the team? Nobody else has the experience to get this job done and get out of there safely as you do. Are you going to do what you’ve been trained to do, Buzz?” he repeats.

      “Yes, sir, Mr. President,” I reply on autopilot. He nods.

      “You leave in twenty-four hours.” He turns to everyone and nods. “Thank you.” We all stand and salute him.

      He salutes back, nods, and leaves the room with everyone following him.

      I drop my head to stare at the table in front of me.

      “Deployments are never easy, but this one will be the hardest.”

      

  




Bridget

      “Is everything all right?” I ask.

      Ally has just left our hotel room, after Ben got back from his meeting.

      “Ally’s nice.” I smile.

      He nods as his eyes search mine. “Are you okay?”

      I smile. “I’m okay, bit stressed out, but I’ll be fine after a good night’s sleep.” I watch him. “Are you okay?” I ask.

      His eyes search mine.

      Something is clearly wrong with him. “What is it?” I whisper.

      He swallows the lump in his throat. “I’ve been deployed.”

      My face falls. “What?”

      “I leave tomorrow.”

      “For where?” I snap.

      “Syria.”

      I shake my head. “No. You’re not going.” I shake my head harder. “No,” I repeat.

      “Bridget…”

      “No, Ben,” I cry as my eyes fill with tears. “You’re finished in the army. You’re coming home to Australia with me.”

      “It’s short. I’ll only be gone a week or two.” He tries to grab me and I pull out of his grip.

      “I don’t have a choice!” he snaps. “I have to do what’s right.”

      The tears break the dam and roll down my face. “What about what’s right for me? For us, Ben?” He looks at me blankly.

      “Why? What’s… what’s so important that you have to go?” I stammer.

      “A nuclear weapon,” he replies flatly.

      My face falls. Oh, my God. I begin to shake my head frantically. “No. No. No.”

      “Bridget,” he says solemnly. “There is a weapon that is going to be used on women and children if it isn’t retrieved by us. Greg Jackson sold it on the black market to be used on a neighbouring country. The changeover is in three days. We have to stop it before it happens. Thousands of lives will be lost if it isn’t stopped by us.”

      Tears fill my eyes. “It’s only your life I care about,” I whisper.

      “It’s okay, baby. I’ll be home soon.” He puts his finger under my chin and lifts my face to meet his. “I promise.” He kisses me softly and I scrunch my face up against his. “I’m going to put you on a plane in the morning, and you’re going to go home to Australia and organise our wedding.”

      He kisses me again and I shake my head. “Ben, I can’t stand being away from you. Don’t go, please don’t go,” I beg. “Don’t leave me again.”

      He grabs my face in his hands and holds it to his. “This is the time, Bridget.”

      My eyes search his in question.

      “I need you to be strong. I need you to be an army wife and hold it together until I get back home.”

      The tears roll down my face. “I don’t know how to be strong without you.”

      He smiles and pulls me to him tightly. “Yes, you do. You know you do,” he breathes into my hair.

      I cry against his chest, loving the way he holds me tight. “It’s okay, angel. I promise it will be okay.”

      “I was thinking that I pack up my apartment here in Washington and we just rent it out,” Ben muses in the darkness as he plays with my hair.
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        * * *

      

      It’s 4:00 a.m. and Ben and I haven’t been to sleep yet. We can’t waste one second of each other’s company.

      After my hour-long melt down, I have finally manned-up and am putting on a brave face, but only for him.

      We’ve talked about where we’re going to live in Australia, our wedding, and everything in between.

      We’ve been making love off and on for hours. Deployment lovemaking is a whole other species.

      I can’t even deal with how intimate the night has been.

      He stays silent for a moment, twiddling my hair between his fingers. “I’m going to get Brock to stay with you until I get back.”

      “No.” I sigh. “I’m a big girl; I can look after myself.”

      “I’ll just feel better if he’s with you.” He kisses my forehead. “This week has been horrific.”

      I smile and kiss his chest. “This is so typical of you.”

      “What is?”

      “You’re about to go to Syria to steal a nuclear weapon back, yet you’re worried about me staying in my damn apartment alone.”

      He smiles, and kisses my lips. “Are you going to be okay? Honestly?”

      My eyes search his and I know that my world will stop turning until he’s in my arms again, but I’m going to fake it. “Yes, of course I will.” I pause, and I feel the tears building again.

      Cut it out. Be the army wife he deserves.

      “Do you know how much I love you, Ben?” I whisper.

      He nods, and rolls me until I’m beneath him. His lips drop to my neck and he sucks at it slowly. “I’m going to be back soon, angel, and we can start our life together.” He slides into my body. “I promise.”

      I stare at the ceiling, unable to answer because of the painful lump in my throat. He slowly rides me, his head buried in the curve of my neck.

      Freedom comes at a heavy price.

      “We’re ready to board now.” The stewardess smiles.

      We walk to the boarding terminal, hand in hand. Ben is dropping me to my private flight to Australia. Adrian is waiting on the plane to accompany me on my flight. It has just landed from L.A. Ben wouldn’t let me fly alone. With the kids, it was hard for Tash to come for the flight only, so Adrian has come.

      At least I get to spend some time with my dear friend.

      I’m desperately searching for the silver lining here, and my stress from the last week has now morphed into fear for Ben.

      We’re both quiet. What do you say on this kind of day? I’m acting brave and I think Ben’s acting, too.

      “Hey, look, you’re holding my hand.” I smile up at him.

      He looks down at our entwined hands and smiles. “Yeah, I’ve been pussy-whipped into submission.”

      I giggle. “My pussy is great with a whip.”

      He smiles as he tucks a piece of hair behind my ear.

      We both fall silent and stare at each other.

      It’s time.

      He takes me into his arms and my eyes fill with tears when I look up at him.

      He clenches his jaw as he looks down at me. “Please don’t cry,” he whispers. “I can’t bear it.”

      I nod, and he holds me tight against his chest. I try my hardest not to sob out loud.

      “Bridget, I’m going to let you go, and I need you to turn and walk through the gate for me.”

      No. I grab him tighter. I don’t want to let him go.

      “Bridget. Please,” he whispers.

      I nod against his chest and smile up at him through my tears. “I’m not a cry baby, you are,” I whisper.

      He chuckles and then his face falls serious. “I love you.”

      “Ben,” I whisper.

      “Yeah, angel,” he whispers as he cups my face in his hand.

      “I’m really, really proud of you.” I sniff loudly. “You are such good man.” I nod and half-cry, half-smile, half I don’t know what. “And I love you so much.”

      He drops his head, overcome with emotion.

      “Go,” he whispers, his brow creasing.

      I turn, walk towards the boarding gate, and hand over my ticket. I turn back to see him staring at the floor and my heart hurts.

      He’s going to be alone… again.

      He looks up and I fake a smile and wave. He fakes a smile in return and waves back.

      Then I turn and walk down the corridor, my body moving completely on autopilot.

      I left my heart in private boarding gate 21.
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        * * *

      

      I march and power up the stair-climber at the gym.

      I moped around at Mum’s for two days when I got back from Washington. Tash had gone home to L.A. and I felt so flat.

      But now I’ve got my shit together.

      I’m on ‘operation keep busy’.

      I’ve been to the gym morning and night for the last two days. I figure I may as well be smoking-hot when he gets back. It won’t hurt.

      I’m being the wedding planner on crack and have set a tentative date for us to get married in six weeks. I’ve been Skyping Adrian all day, every day, with wedding details and suggestions. I’ve been on five coffee dates with Mum, and I even did a couple hours of admin work in Brock’s office for him.

      Ben has been gone for five days and I’m exhausted, but I just need to keep busy.

      Where is he now?

      Ben said, before he left, that he didn’t know if he would be able to call, but that one day he’ll just turn up at my door.

      I’m hoping it’s today.

      “So, what do you think?” Abbie asks.

      Huh? I turn to her, she’s on the Stairmaster next to me, and we’re both wet with perspiration. I wipe my face with my towel. “Well, which one do you like?” I ask.

      Abbie has two guys chasing after her. One is the right guy and one is Mr. Right Now.

      She shakes her head. “Well, obviously, I like Mr. Right.” She pauses as she pants. “But with all this ovulation going on, I’m as horny as hell.” She pants.

      I frown.

      “I don’t know, I kind of just want to bang Mr. Right Now, you know?”

      I wipe my face with the towel again. “Wait a minute… you’re ovulating?” I ask as I power up the stairs.

      “Yeah.”

      I frown. “When was your last period?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know, like two weeks, ten days ago. I don’t know, you’re the same as me. We’re cycling, remember? When was your last period?”

      I frown as I continue to climb. “I don’t know.” I pant as I think. “I don’t think I’ve had a period since I’ve been with Ben.”

      She scowls. “What?”

      My eyes widen in horror.

      “Fucking hell. Think!” she snaps.

      I continue to climb as I mentally go over the last few weeks. When was the last period I had? “At the wedding… when I was with Eric.”

      “Did you have sex with Eric after that?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “No.” I push the stop button on the stair machine as I pant.

      “What are you doing?” she asks.

      “Get off that thing,” I tell her. “We’re going to the pharmacy. Right now.”

      Abbie sits on the side bathtub, reading the instructions. “It says here that if you have a line appear in the second window, it’s a positive reading.”

      “Right. So, where do I pee?” I ask.

      “Remove the cap from the stick,” she continues reading.

      I do as she says.

      “And you pee on that bit sticking out.”

      “Oh, right.” I pull down my tights, sit down onto the toilet, and begin to pee on the stick. “Fucking hell, I’m getting it everywhere. My vagina’s like a sprinkler,” I murmur.

      She giggles and holds her hand out for it. I pass it over and she pulls a disgusted face, holding it between her fingertips.

      I wipe, pull my tights up, and wash my hands.

      Her eyes widen.

      “What?” I frown.

      She hands me the stick. “You’re pregnant, girlfriend. Up the fucking duff.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 25

          

        

      

    

    




      BRIDGET

      I frown, horror dawning. “What?” I snatch the stick from her and stare at it. “It must be a mistake. Give me the instructions.” She passes them to me and I read them out loud.

      
        
        If a line appears in the second window,

        it is a positive reading.

      

      

      I look back down, and there they are, a line in both windows.

      My eyes rise to meet Abbie’s. “What the fuck?” I whisper.

      She shrugs, and flashes a stupid grin. “Whoops.”

      “This isn’t funny, Abbie,” I snap.

      She smiles goofily. “Kind of is. Goodbye hot body, hello shitty diapers.”

      “Oh, God.” I stand in a rush. “Ben’s going to freak.” I throw my hands in the air. “He’s not ready for this.”

      “How do you know?” she asks me dryly.

      “Because I know.” I widen my eyes. “I’m on the fucking pill. How do you fall pregnant on the pill?”

      She twists her lips. “Super potent sperm.”

      “Oh, please.” I roll my eyes. “You sound like fucking Cameron Stanton.” I fumble through the box. “That one was probably faulty, I’ll do the other one.” I take out the second test and go through the procedure again. But sure enough, the two lines come up again.

      My horrified eyes rise to meet Abbie’s and she smiles. “Fifty bucks says it’s a boy.”

      “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.” I begin to fan my face with my hand to try and stop myself from having a complete panic attack.

      “Will you stop saying that? God isn’t going to bloody help you now.”

      I close my eyes. “Oh, I just want Ben to be home. Please don’t tell anyone this, he needs to know first.”

      “Of course. He’ll be here soon, don’t worry. Make an appointment to go to your doctor tomorrow and see what he says,” she replies.

      We walk out into the living room and flop onto the lounge.

      “Are you sure it’s Ben’s and not Eric’s?”

      My eyes snap to her and my face falls in horror. “Don’t even say that.”

      I shake my head and go back through my dates in my head. “No, I definitely haven’t slept with Eric since my last period.”

      “Thank God. Wouldn’t that be a fine mess?” I put my fingers to my temples. “Don’t even say it.”

      “I’ll Google it.” She types into her phone.

      
        
        How do you fall pregnant on the pill?

      

      

      She reads and then nods, leaving me to watch her. “What does it say?” I ask.

      “It says that you should have stuck to anal.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Abbie, this is serious!” I cry.

      She laughs. “It says, if the time you take the pill differs, or if you have taken a course of antibiotics, if you miss a pill…” She frowns as she reads on. “If you leave your pills in the car.” She screws up her face. “That’s random. Apparently they lose their potency if they get overheated.” She looks up at me. “Done any of those?”

      The blood drains from my face. “Yep, all of them.” I sit forward and put my head into my hands. “This is a fucking disaster,” I whisper.

      “Why is it? You’re engaged, you’re with the right guy. You have a house and are both financially stable. Why is this a disaster? It seems pretty perfect to me.” I stare at her.

      She smiles as she takes my hand and squeezes it. “This is a gift, Didge. This baby is your gift. Ben’s going to be a daddy. You get to grow Ben’s baby inside of you.”

      I smile softly as the first glimmer of excitement peeks through.

      “He’ll make a great dad,” I whisper.

      She puts her arm around me and pulls me to her. “And you’ll make a great mum. This little baby is going to be so loved.” I smile, despite my unshed tears, and nod.

      “But I’m never babysitting,” she whispers, breaking the serious moment.

      I giggle. That is such an Abbie thing to say.

      “You’re going to be fine, and this is all in the grand plan of how your life goes. Nothing happens by accident, Didge.”

      I hug her. “You’re so wise for a sneaky slut.” I smile against her hair.

      She laughs out loud and then shakes her head. “My slut circle is shrinking.” She widens her eyes. “Fast.”
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        * * *

      

      The nights are the worst.

      I lie in the dark and worry about Ben. I glance at the clock and it’s 3:00 a.m. What time is it there? I do the math. They’re nine hours behind us, so it’s 4:00 p.m. yesterday. It was cold there yesterday, hitting a maximum of 5 degrees.

      Is he warm enough?

      Has he slept?

      Is he safe?

      I get a vision of him wearing his army camouflage gear, in a dusty, cold dessert, and I hear machine-gun fire, and my heart constricts.

      He’s a hero.

      My hero.

      What must he be going through right now? I think back to me crying like a baby and begging him not to go, and I’m so fucking annoyed at myself. He had to ask for me to be an army wife and hold it together until he got home.

      I shouldn’t have put that burden on him.

      I should have been stronger… for him. I know he’ll be over there worrying about me now.

      Damn it, why am I such a cry baby?

      I put my hand down on my stomach and I smile. Our baby, our baby is living inside of me and I just desperately want to tell him.

      The more I’ve gotten used to the idea, the more I think he’s going to be excited.

      I’m going to go the doctor in the morning to find out my due date, and I think I’ll push ahead and book in a wedding date, too. I want to get married before I’m showing. Ben did say he didn’t care about any of the details, just as long as I was there. He told me to book whatever I wanted.

      I smile. That’s such a Ben thing to say. He never has been a fussy details man.

      He couldn’t care less about the semantics.

      I get up and turn on the light, getting my diary out.

      Six weeks from now makes it late December, and then everyone could stay in Australia for Christmas.

      Yes, it makes sense to do it then. Let’s do this. I dial Adrian’s number, despite the time. It’s one good thing about being on the other side of the world from him. He’s always awake when I’m supposed to be asleep.

      “Hey, babe.” He smiles down the phone.

      “Hi.” I smile. “You sound happy.”

      “Ah, yeah, I am. Why are you awake, though?”

      “I’m just…” I frown as I try to articulate my thoughts.

      “He’s going to be okay, Didge,” he interrupts.

      Poor Adrian had to deal with me crying all the way to Australia. He then spent the night with me before he had to turn around and fly straight back because he had to work.

      He is the most beautiful friend I could ever ask for.

      “I know,” I whisper. I don’t want this to turn into a whining session. Poor Adrian, he must be sick of me.

      “I was thinking that I might book the wedding for six-weeks’ time. That would make it around late December. Does that suit you to come home for Christmas?”

      “Of course it does.” He pauses for a moment. “I think we’re all going to Kamala for January, anyway, aren’t we?”

      I nod. “That’s right. We could maybe fly from here together.”

      I smile as I imagine my first Christmas with Ben and our growing baby. It’s going to be so special.

      “So, the wedding…” he continues. “What do you want to wear?”

      “I don’t know.” I think for a moment. “I might just look around a bit.”

      “Yeah, okay; I’ll look, too.” He thinks for a second. “Traditional?”

      I twist my mouth. “I don’t know. Maybe if it’s a fitted traditional style.” Hmm, I wonder whether or not I’ll be showing at all in six weeks. Maybe I should wear something looser, just in case.

      “Yeah, I got you. Okay. Any thoughts on the venue?” he asks.

      I blow out a breath. “No, I might go and look at some places with Mum tomorrow afternoon.” I feel the urge to tell him about the baby, but I hold my tongue. Ben needs to know first. I’m kind of annoyed with myself that I did the test with Abbie.

      I wanted Ben to be the first to know.

      “You okay?” he asks.

      “Yeah, I’m just freaking myself out over here.”

      “It’s totally understandable, baby. He’ll be home soon, maybe even tomorrow.”

      “He said he was probably just going to turn up and surprise me,” I whisper.

      “And he will. You’ll hear a knock on the door and it will be him.”

      I smile as the vision runs through my mind. “Okay, I’ll let you go.”

      “Try and get some sleep, hey?” “Thanks, babe. Love you.” “I love you, too.” He hangs up.
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        * * *

      

      “Congratulations, it’s a positive result.” The doctor smiles.

      My stomach does a little flip and I smile. “Thank you.”

      “We’ll run some blood tests now to read your hormone levels and confirm a due date.”

      “Okay.”

      “And I will give you a referral for an obstetrician. You’ll need to book in almost immediately because they’re booked out.”

      “Do I go and see one now, or…?”

      “No, you’ll make the appointment for when you’re around twelve weeks into the pregnancy, when there’s less chance you’ll miscarry.” My stomach drops. Oh, don’t even say that out loud.

      He buzzes the nurse and she comes in. “Yes, Doctor?”

      “Can you take some bloods for Bridget, please?”

      “Of course, Doctor.”

      “Can you make Bridget an appointment for a week’s time, please, so we can run through these test results? I’ll do a scan on Bridget then, too, to check everything is going well.”

      “Of course; this way, dear.” She smiles kindly.

      “Thank you for your time.” I nod to my doctor. “See you next week.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “And this room through here is where we have the dance floor.” The wedding planner smiles.

      Mum and I are beaming as we follow her through the function centre. We have looked at three venues today and we looked at three yesterday.

      “I think this one is my favourite,” Mum whispers.

      “Mine, too,” I whisper back.

      “Can you do the middle weekend in December?” I ask.

      She looks through her diary. “I’ll have to get back to you on that one. We do have a booking, but they haven’t paid their second deposit, so I’m unsure what’s going on.” She looks up at me. “Can I call you this week as soon as I find out?”

      “That would be great.”

      I watch her write down her reminder to call me.

      We all shake hands. “Thanks for your time.” I smile. “Hopefully that weekend comes up.”

      Mum and I turn and walk out, and she links her arm through mine.

      “Coffee and cake time,” Mum says.

      I laugh. “Did you only come with me for coffee and cake?”

      “Of course, dear. Why else?”

      “So, who is Ben having as his groomsmen?” Mum asks as she blows into her coffee cup. We are in Oscar’s and, as promised, are about to eat our weight in chocolate cake.

      “He said he wanted Jed and Rick as groomsmen. The other boys will come to the wedding, though.”

      “Okay. Well, you need to get these invitations done almost immediately because people will need notice to travel internationally.”

      I nod. “Yeah, okay. I might buy them and then just get them printed when we find out about this venue.”

      “What ones did you like again? Have I seen them?”

      “Adrian sent me a link to a company that did one for a wedding he went to recently. He said it was amazing. Nice and simple.

      Understated.”

      “In America?”

      “Yes. I might just order them today so they get here in time and we get them printed locally.”

      Mum smiles broadly as she watches me.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Look at you, all beautiful and grown up.” She rubs my forearm that’s resting on the table between us. “Organising your wedding to your dream man. You are just glowing, Didge.”

      I smile and I just want to blurt the words I’m pregnant, but I stop myself.

      This secret-keeping is hard.

      I check my phone for the thousandth time today. I just wish he would call and tell me he’s all right.

      Mum sips her coffee as she watches me. “Still no word?”

      I shake my head. “No.” I pause. “It’s been eight days.”

      “Well, the mission was in three from when he left, so I imagine he’ll be on his way home by now.”

      I force a smile and nod. “Yeah, I was thinking that.”

      Our cake arrives and the waitress puts the two giant pieces down in front of us.

      I exhale deeply. “I’m going to need a bigger wedding dress at this rate.”

      Mum smiles broadly. “Enjoy it. Cake fixes everything.”
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        * * *

      

      I turn my eggs in the frying pan. I’ve just got home from the gym with Abbie. It’s 7:00 on Wednesday morning.

      I’m thinking of picking up some casual work. It’s suddenly dawned on me I won’t be able to work in eight months, and I love working. I’m going to throw myself into something I love for the next couple of months.

      The doorbell rings.

      My eyes widen. It’s him.

      He’s here!

      I run to the door and swing it open.

      There, in front of me, stand two soldiers in full uniform. They hold their hats over their chests, their faces solemn.

      My face falls.

      “Bridget Marx?

      “Yes.”

      “My name is Corporal Stuart, and this is our chaplin, Corporal Donohue. May we come in?”

      Oh, no.

      My heart starts to beat hard. “What’s wrong?” I whisper.

      They exchange looks. “Can we come in?” the chaplin asks again.

      I stand back and they walk past me into my living room. I close the door behind them.

      My eyes search theirs.

      “It is with our deepest regret to inform you that your husband, Ben

      Statham, has been killed in the line of duty.”

      My eyes instantly fill with tears. “W-what?” I whisper.

      “He died a hero, Miss Marx, but he was killed when a landmine exploded just outside of Syria yesterday.” I stare at them. No.

      No.

      No.

      I hear my heart pounding in my ears.

      The tears break free, and roll down my face.

      “Can we stay with you until you call someone, please?”

      “He’s dead?” I croak, looking between them.

      “I’m afraid so. We hope you take comfort in knowing that it was quick and he suffered no pain. He died a hero, and saved thousands of lives in his nine deployments.”

      I step back from them as agony rips through me. “He’s dead?” I whisper.

      “We’re so sorry, dear. Can we call someone for you?” I stare at them as my whole world crashes down around me.

      “Where is your phone?” the chaplin asks.

      I point to the table and he goes and retrieves it, bringing it back and passing it to me. “Can you unlock it please, Bridget?”

      I stare at him through my tears, unable to process his request.

      “Please…”

      I press the code on autopilot.

      “Who shall I call?”

      I grab onto the back of the chair to hold myself up. “My… my… mother.”

      He dials a number and I feel my chest constrict.

      “No answer. Another name?” he asks.

      “Brock.”

      I shake my head. It can’t be. No… it can’t be.

      No.

      No.

      “Hello, Brock.” He listens. “This is Corporal Stuart and I’m with Bridget Marx.” He listens for a moment. “Her husband has been killed in the line of duty and I was wondering if you can come over immediately to care for her, please?” He listens for a moment.

      “Thank you.” He hangs up.

      The tears continue to run down my face as I stare at this stranger’s face.

      Is this really happening?

      “Take a seat, dear, and I’ll make you some tea,” he says.

      I drop to sit on the lounge, staring into space.

      He’s not coming home.

      The baby… he didn’t know about our baby.

      I drop my head. No.

      They talk, but I can’t hear anything they say because I’m miles away.

      I’m with Ben… in Syria.

      My eyes rise to them. “Where is he?” I ask.

      “He’s in a morgue in camp in Syria.”

      I screw up my face in tears. “He’s in a morgue?” I whisper. I get an image of him, injured and cold in a morgue… alone.

      Alone.

      They drop their heads.

      “Get out,” I cry. “Get out of my house!”

      They both stare at me, their eyes filled with sorrow.

      “Get out!” I scream as I jump from my seat.

      The door bursts open and it’s Brock. His face falls when he sees me, and he scoops me up into his arms and holds me tight. I cry out loud.

      “No, no, no,” I cry as I pound his chest. “Get them out of my house.” I fall to the floor as he battles to keep me upright. “No, Brock. Nooooooooo.”
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        * * *

      

      I stare at the wall in my bedroom. It’s been twenty hours now. The wallpaper has a strange pattern in it, one that I’ve never noticed before.

      I wonder, did Ben notice that pattern?

      My stomach growls from hunger, but I’m too weak to feed it.

      I’ve got nothing left.

      Abbie, Brock, and Mum haven’t left my side. Mum and Brock have temporarily moved in.

      The house is silent.

      The sky is grey.

      Every breath is a struggle.

      They’re talking and the television is on, but it’s just white noise.

      Nothing matters anymore.

      Because he’s gone.

      Ben never got his happy ending.

      I couldn’t save him.

      And I’m mad.

      I’m mad at the universe because, out of everyone I know, he deserved it the most.

      How will I go on?

      “Hey,” I hear Mum call from the kitchen.

      “Where is she?” I hear Natasha’s voice, and my face instantly scrunches up as my tears threaten to fall.

      They have arrived from L.A.

      “In her bedroom,” Brock answers quietly.

      Then I see Tash standing at the door, and I feel so sad that I don’t think I can do this.

      “Baby,” she whispers as she rushes to me.

      I curl into a ball, the pain too raw to deal with, and she lies down next to me and holds me while I weep.

      “It’s okay, it’s okay,” she whispers through her own tears. “We’re here with you.” She kisses my hair. “We’re here with you, baby.”

      “Didge?” Joshua says softly. “We have to talk about the funeral. The arrangements need to be finalised.”

      I’m sitting on the lounge, Adrian is next to me, and Tash is sitting at my feet. Mum, Brock, and Abbie are sitting at the table.

      “I want him to be buried next to his sister,” I say.

      Joshua and Natasha’s eyes meet.

      “He has a twin sister, Meika. She died when she was twelve. I want him to be buried with her.” Josh’s face falls.

      “Where is that?” he asks.

      “In South Africa.”

      He writes something down on a piece of paper. “Do you know where?” he asks softly.

      “He has an aunt who will know. Her number is in his apartment in Washington.”

      He stands to leave the room.

      “Joshua?” I call. He turns back. “Can you secure me a burial plot there beside his, please?”

      His jaw clenches as his eyes hold mine. “You want to be buried in South Africa?”

      I nod softly. “With Ben.”

      I look around at my beautiful family, and I know I need to do this sooner or later. “This isn’t the circumstances that I wanted to tell you all this,” I murmur.

      Brock’s sad eyes meet mine.

      I smile softly at the memory of that perfect day. “Ben and I got married.”

      I watch the frowns grow on their faces as their eyes stay fixed on me.

      I put my hand over my stomach. “And I found out this week that I’m pregnant.”

      Tash’s face creases in pain, and Joshua drops his head, his eyes filling with tears before he rushes from the room.

      Mum begins to cry at the table and Adrian puts his head in his hands.

      The full extent of what Ben will miss out on is devastating for all who loved him.

      The happy ending he never got to have.

      I stand, void of emotion. “I’m going to go and lie down now.” I walk back into my room on autopilot and stare at the wallpaper again. Make the pain stop.
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        * * *

      

      “Bridget.” Brock comes out of the kitchen with my phone. “It’s the United States Army. They want to talk to you.”

      “Hello.”

      “Hello, Mrs. Statham. This is Corporal Martin. My deepest condolences.”

      “Thank you,” I reply flatly.

      “I’m just calling to confirm where you wanted your husband’s body delivered to.”

      I stare at Brock, unable to process the corporal’s question.

      “Are you there, Mrs. Statham? He will be given a funeral in the United States with full honours, but we will release his body to wherever you want it.”

      I frown as my eyes drop to the carpet. “Can I let you know tomorrow, please? We’re trying to tie up funeral arrangements, right now,” I whisper.

      “Of course. I will call you tomorrow.”

      I hang up and look at the pile of photographs of Ben on the table in front of me as I organise his service.

      “Joshua?”

      “Yeah,” he replies softly from his seat beside me. “Can you organise the funeral to be filmed, please?”

      Brock and Joshua exchange looks.

      “I want the baby to be able to watch it one day.

      Joshua drops his head. “Of course,” he whispers.
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        * * *

      

      I walk through the shops with Mum and Tash. They’ve dragged me out of the house. They’re trying so hard to cheer me up, and I’m trying so hard to be brave like Ben would have wanted.

      I want him to be proud of me.

      We’ve been for cake, but I needn’t have bothered.

      I’ve lost my sense of taste… smell… life.

      We walk past a toy store and something catches my eye.

      A Buzz Lightyear figure.

      I freeze on the spot and stare at it for a moment. It’s funny that I should see this now. I’ve never seen this toy before. I frown as I stare at it and I walk into the shop without thought.

      He’s all shiny, strong, and good. I press the button on his hand.

      The voice cries out, “To infinity and beyond!” I smile and pick him up to take him to the counter.

      “What are you doing?” Tash whispers.

      “I’m buying my baby his first toy.”

      I blow out a breath and take a look at myself in the mirror. I’ve got cabin fever.

      I need to get out. I need to get away.

      I walk out into the living room and everyone looks up in surprise.

      “I’m going to the gym,” I announce.

      They exchange looks. “Give me five minutes and I’ll come with you,” Tash says as she begins to stand. “Can I wear some of your gym clothes?”

      I lift my chin defiantly. “Thanks, but I want to go alone.”

      “Bridget…” Brock interrupts.

      I hold my hand up. “Thank you all for the—” I pause to get my wording right. “Pity party we’ve got going on here, but I need to get on with it now. I have a baby to get ready for. You can go home now, please. I want to be alone.” They all watch me.

      I pick up my gym bag and walk to the door.

      “Thanks for coming, everyone. Go home. I’m fine. I’ll call you all tomorrow.” I walk out the door and downstairs into my car, and then I drive out of the underground parking lot.

      

      It’s pouring rain and my windscreen wipers are going fast.

      I put the radio on and concentrate on the road.

      Ben loved the rain.

      I smile.

      We made out against his car in the rain one day, all those years ago, because he wanted to feel the rain on his face.

      The song “Perfect” by Ed Sheeran comes on, and I listen to the lyrics as my eyes fill with tears.

      Our wedding song.

      And suddenly this burning rage fills me. I’m mad. Furious. I punch the steering wheel.

      “Why did you leave me?” I cry. “If you were going to leave me anyway, why did you come back?” I can’t see the road anymore through my tears and I pull over.

      He didn’t mean to leave me. This wasn’t his choice.

      What if he heard that? What if he thinks I blame him?

      Why did I say that?

      I feel guilty and begin to sob, howl-to-the-moon crying. My shoulders bounce up and down.

      I screw up my face in pain. “Sorry,” I cry. “I’m so sorry, Ben.” I drop my head to the steering wheel. “I’m so sorry. Why did you die? I can’t do this.”

      The passenger door opens, and I look up to see Joshua jump into the car.

      He gets how I feel more than anyone. He’s been here.

      My eyes search his. “Joshua,” I whisper.

      “I know, baby,” he whispers as he wraps me in his arms and holds me. “It’s going to be okay. I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      I lie on my bed and stare at the ceiling.

      Destiny is a strange thing.

      Six weeks ago, I had a normal life, a job, a future.

      Now, I’m a pregnant war widow.

      There are no tears left. I’m an empty vessel.

      Broken beyond repair.

      I’m thinking back to the time with Ben, when I would lie on his chest and he would ask about my day.

      He was always all about me, never about him.

      Why didn’t I make it more about him?

      I go over conversations that we had, and they all seemed to revolve around Ben asking me how I was, asking me what I wanted, desperate to know if I was happy. Did I have what I needed? He never put himself first.

      But what did he need from me?

      So many regrets.

      Is he with me now?

      Is he watching over me?

      “Show yourself.”

      If I can’t have his body, I want his ghost here with me.

      “Give me a sign that you’re still with me,” I whisper into the silence.

      No answer.

      Brock comes in with my phone. “Sis, it’s the army again.”

      I roll my eyes and take the phone. Joshua has worked out a funeral plan for me to give them.

      “Hello, Mrs. Statham.”

      “Yes.”

      “This is Commander Jenkins in Syria.”

      “Hello,” I whisper.

      “I’m afraid I have more news for you.”

      “Okay.”

      “Are you sitting down?”

      My heart skips a beat; the hairs on the back of my neck rise from their slumber to pay attention. “W-Why?”

      “He’s alive.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 26

          

        

      

    

    




      Bridget

      “What?” I frown.

      “There’s been a terrible mistake. He turned up, alive, at a camp in Syria.”

      My heart starts to race. “Wh—?”

      “His dog chains were torn from him during an altercation just a few days prior. Another solider retrieved them and had them on him upon his return. That soldier was in the truck with civilians when the landmine hit it. We found the dog chains, and with so many bodies involved, it was assumed Ben was one of them.”

      “He’s… he’s alive?” I whisper.

      Brock’s face is disbelieving.

      “He is, and he’s asked to fly straight to Australia instead of being taken to the States.”

      My eyes search Brock’s. “He’s alive,” I repeat.

      “Ben will be retuning on an Australian army cargo plane, and his flight should be landing at the Sydney army barracks at approximately eleven hundred hours.”

      “Eleven hundred hours,” I repeat. “Sydney army barracks.”

      Brock nods as he gets the instructions.

      “Is he… okay?” I whisper.

      “He’s fine, ma’am. He’s fine. Looking forward to getting home to his family.”

      I laugh as tears fill my eyes. After a brief conversation and some goodbyes, I hang up.

      “He’s alive!” I cry, and I run out into the living room. “He’s alive!” I scream to everyone.

      They all look at me, deadpan, not understanding.

      “It’s… it’s true,” Brock stammers. “I heard the whole conversation. Ben is alive.”

      The room breaks out in jubilee, and everyone cheers and laughs. Natasha starts to cry and hugs me.

      “Fucking Statham,” Joshua snaps. “I’m going to kill that cunt again tomorrow for putting us through this.”

      “Joshua!” my mother gasps.

      Joshua’s face falls as he realises he just used the C-word in front of his mother-in-law. “Sorry,” he murmurs shamefully. She laughs. “Get in line, Joshua, get in line.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I stand on the tarmac and bounce as the plane lands. We’ve been here for half an hour.

      Everyone came.

      Three carloads.

      The hatch slowly winds down, and my heart is in my throat as I wait.

      Where is he, where is he?

      He comes into view, wearing his full army camouflage, walking down the ramp. I start to run towards him. Slowly at first, and then I run and run, and he laughs, catching me before I knock him off his feet. Ben holds me in his arms.

      “Ben!” I cry.

      He lifts me so that my legs are off the ground, and we stand in an embrace on the tarmac in the middle of a crowded airport.

      “I’m here, angel. I’m here,” he whispers into my hair as he holds me tight.

      He has a short beard and looks a little worse for wear, but other than that he is absolutely perfect.

      I hold his face in my hands and I run my thumbs through his whiskers as I stare at his beautiful face. I pat his chest and his arms.

      “Are you okay?” My eyes search his.

      “I am now.”

      Our lips touch as he holds me tight, and our friends, who all stand behind us, cheer.

      “I love you,” I whisper.

      “Marry me,” he moans as he holds me off the ground.

      He’s so strong and perfect.

      My eyes fill with tears. “Now?” I smile. “You’re asking me now?”

      “Yes, now.” He smiles.

      “Yes,” I laugh, and he embraces me again. I pull back to look at him. “Ben?” I whisper up at him.

      “What, angel?” He smiles down at me.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      His eyes search mine. “What?”

      “You’re going to be a father.”

      I grab his hand and place it on my stomach, and he frowns. “Are you serious?”

      I nod as tears rain down my face.

      He picks me up and twirls me around, causing us both to laugh out loud.

      Our friends approach us from behind, and he lets me go for a moment. Mum kisses him. “Oh, Ben,” she whispers as she holds him.

      He cuddles Tash and Adrian, and then he turns to the boys.

      Joshua punches him hard in the arm. “That’s for fucking stressing me out, prick.”

      Ben laughs, and shakes his hand, and then turns to Brock.

      Brock shakes his head as he fights his tears. Ben grabs him into an embrace and they hug.

      No words are needed.

      Our man is home.
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        * * *

      

      The steam from the shower fills the room, but we aren’t under the water.

      Ben has me pinned against the basin as he kisses me, his hand holding my jaw to guide me where he wants. It’s as if his domination over my body has revved up ten levels. Maybe it’s because he knows his baby is inside of me. Maybe it’s just him, and I have a new appreciation for the power he holds.

      He lifts my dress over my shoulders and tosses it aside, his lips dusting my neck.

      My man is here to take care of me.

      He undoes my bra and his hand cups my breast. He kneads it in his hand and frowns slightly.

      “I’m swollen,” I whisper.

      His eyes flicker with deep arousal as they find mine. “What else is swollen?”

      I smile against his lips as he takes them aggressively. Jesus.

      He slides my panties down my legs and his fingers slide between my thighs. He closes his eyes in approval. “My girl is wet,” he whispers.

      My eyes close. I swear, he could just talk to me in his deep, accented voice and I would come.

      His hand drops to my stomach and he splays his fingers out across my skin in wonder. “Our baby,” he mutters, almost to himself. He

      frowns and then looks up at me. “Can we…?”

      I smile as I take his lips in mine. “Of course we can.”

      “How rough?” he asks as he bites my neck with aggression.

      I smile and my eyes roll back in my head. Oh, hell. Who cares? “Very rough. It needs to be rough. The doctor said very rough,” I lie, distracted.

      He chuckles, and slowly takes his shirt off over his shoulders.

      My face falls. He’s bruised and completely battered.

      “Ben,” I whisper.

      “I’m okay,” he assures me softly. “It’s just superficial, nothing like your wounds.”

      My eyes fill with tears.

      He dusts the backs of his fingers down my face as he studies me. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that. It was unfair.”

      I put my hand over my stomach. “I thought you died. I thought I was going to have to bring up our baby alone.”

      He puts his hand over mine on my stomach. “I’m here now. I’m going to look after both of you now, angel.”

      I slide his pants down and drop to my knees in front of him. I need him.

      I need to worship every damn part of this body I grieved for.

      He inhales sharply as I take him deep into my mouth.

      “Good girl,” he groans, stroking my hair. I pump him with my hand, and while I suck he watches on. The ripples in his stomach clench when he flexes.

      He pulls out of my mouth and sits on the side of the bathtub on the step, lifting my legs so that I’m straddling him.

      I frown.

      “I can’t be trusted not to hurt you. You have to ride me,” he says carefully as he kisses my stomach. He puts some saliva into his hand and smears it though my flesh.

      A frown crosses my face.

      His eyes darken. “I don’t want you warmed up.”

      “What?” I whimper.

      “If I have to be gentle, then I want you to feel every fucking inch.” My insides begin to melt and I straddle him.

      He positions himself underneath me and pulls me down by my hipbones.

      I wince. It’s tight.

      “Rock,” he commands.

      I rock from side to side, and he watches me struggle to take him with smug satisfaction on his face. His hands stay on my hips, but he doesn’t guide me at all.

      He smiles darkly as his eyes stay focused on my sex. “Can you feel the burn, baby?”

      “Yes,” I whimper.

      “I want you to give it to yourself.”

      I begin to get frantic as I rock down to try and get him in.

      “Kiss me.” He grabs me by the hair and drags my face to his. He bites my bottom lip and stretches it out. “You open up that beautiful cunt and you take your husband’s cock.” He bites me again. “Deep.” I moan as I rock.

      Oh, God, he’s so fucking hot.

      “Now, Bridget,” he growls. “Now.” He bites me harder. “Bring me home.”

      I slam down onto him and he grabs my hipbones and begins to pump me, slow and deep. I try to lift and slam, but he stops me.

      “Not too rough,” he growls.

      Fuck it… don’t tell me he’s going to be like this for nine months.

      “Ben,” I groan. “I need it harder.”

      “Naughty girl,” he scolds darkly yet sweetly, and he lifts me. “My naughty girl likes to be fucked hard.” He steps into the shower and holds me up against the wall with my legs around his waist.

      Then he’s riding me, deep and slow, and I’m going out of my mind here. I thrash beneath him and he smiles darkly as he watches on.

      Completely in control.

      I’m like a caged animal underneath him.

      I can’t stand it. I can’t stand it. I convulse around him as I reach my climax, and he pumps me harder to get me through it. I whimper into his mouth.

      His eyes flicker and he pulls out to sit down on the floor.

      I pant as I stand above him.

      He pats his lap and I squat over him before he slides back in, deep.

      “I can’t be trusted not to hurt you,” he whispers.

      His lips take mine.

      “Fuck me,” he growls. “Fuck me now.” Oh, God.

      Back and forth, back and forth, deeper and deeper.

      It goes and on and, oh God, it’s so good.

      His eyes close and he temporarily loses it as he slams me onto him, then he cries out as he comes in a rush, deep inside of me.

      He kisses me, smiling through it, and subtly shakes his head. “Rick was right,” he whispers.

      “Huh?” I pant.

      “Pregnant sex is next level.”

      I giggle and drop my head to his shoulder. “You’re an idiot.”

      He nips my neck. “And you’re a fucking MILF.”
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        * * *

      

      Ben and I sit in the doctor’s surgery, waiting to go in. We’re finding out the due date and I can’t help but think how different this appointment would have been if I were coming alone.

      “Bridget Statham?” she calls.

      We walk in and the doctor smiles warmly. “Hello.”

      “Hello.” He and Ben shake hands.

      He sits and gestures to our chairs. We sit down. He opens the file and reads the report, frowning.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Nothing.” He smiles. “Definitely pregnant.”

      Ben smiles at the floor.

      “Let’s do this ultrasound. Hop up onto the table.”

      I climb up onto the table and he pulls my top up as Ben watches on in silence. The doctor goes over my stomach with the ultrasound machine.

      “Just as I thought.” He smiles.

      Ben and I watch on, with no idea what we’re seeing.

      “Are there twins in the family?” he asks.

      My eyes widen. “Y-yes,” I whisper.

      “There will be another set soon. Congratulations.”

      My eyes find Ben’s across the room.

      “There are two?” Ben gasps.

      “Yes. I guessed from your hormone levels that something was going on.”

      I lie on the bed, in shock.

      “You can hop off now,” the doctor says before he sits down and takes a little wheel thing out and turns it. “Your babies will be with us in June.”

      I glance at Ben, completely mortified, but he smiles back at me.

      “Twins are harder, but not impossible, Bridget. It will all be fine.

      Don’t worry.”

      “Tw… t-two babies,” I croak from the bed.

      “Just carry on as normal. Treat it as a normal pregnancy.”

      “Two?” I hold two of my fingers up.

      “Yes.” He and Ben chuckle.

      “Any questions?” the doctor asks.

      Ben frowns, and I know he wants to ask about sex, but won’t.

      “Can we have sex?” I ask.

      Ben rolls his lips to stop himself from laughing.

      “Yes, of course.”

      Screw you and your twin-producing semen, Statham. I’m going to embarrass you now. “Rough sex?” I ask.

      Ben’s eyes widen in absolute mortification.

      The doctor frowns. “Well…” He coughs to clear his throat. “Well, not crazy rough, no, but normal rough should be okay.” I nod, and Ben shakes his head in embarrassment.

      “Your appointment with the obstetrician will be brought forward by a few weeks now, so when you make the appointment, make sure you tell them it’s twins.”

      Ben stands, and shakes the doctor’s hand. “Thank you.” He smiles proudly.

      He takes my hand and we walk out to the parking lot in silence.

      We get to the car and I freeze. “Ben. Two babies?” I begin to freak out.

      “I was scared to have one. How in the hell will I cope with two?”

      Ben smiles lovingly at me. “We’ll work it out. I’ll have some time off work.” He kisses me and rubs my stomach before he bends to kiss it.

      “Twins,” he whispers excitedly.

      My face falls. “I don’t think I can do this.”

      He smiles with a beautiful twinkle in his eye. “Remember what you told me, Didge?”

      “What?”

      “We can do anything as long as we have each other.”

      He kisses me and he’s so hopeful and happy, and my world stops turning, because, just like that… He was saved.

      
        
        I will love him to infinity and beyond.

        THE END

      

      

    

  







            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    




      6 Weeks Later: The Wedding

      Ben

      I glance over to Joel. “Do you have the rings?” I ask.

      He pats his pocket. “For the tenth time, yes.” I look up the street, my anxiety rising.

      “She’ll be fine,” Joshua offers.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “As fine as she can be with two of your baby apes inside of her,” Brock mutters as he fiddles with his cufflinks. “No wonder she’s fucking grumpy.”

      I smirk as I continue to look up the street.

      I’m standing outside the front of the church with the boys, Joshua, Cameron, and Brock. Rick, Matt, Ethan, and Joel have flown in, but Ally stayed at home as their baby girl is too little to fly.

      Today, I officially get to marry my Bridget, and the poor thing happens to be sicker than I have ever seen her.

      So much so that this morning I actually asked her to postpone today’s ceremony.

      She wouldn’t have a bar of it.

      She’s been on her hands and knees throwing up for three weeks, and if I thought she was snarky when she was tired, I didn’t know what was to come. Her morning sickness will be the very death of me.

      I’m quite sure she’s plotting my murder. I now sleep with one eye open.

      I don’t know why they call it morning sickness, because for Didge, it’s a twenty-four-hour exorcism.

      I wish I could do it for her.

      It kills me to watch her go through it.

      “So, what happened with the dress?” Rick frowns.

      I roll my eyes. “Ugh. Where do I start? She bought a wedding dress weeks ago and loved it. But when she tried it on yesterday it didn’t fit around her boobs. She’s grown from the pregnancy, so she went into a complete meltdown.” My eyes find his. “No shit, like, fucking

      Armageddon.”

      Rick and Ethan laugh.

      “She was throwing up and Abbie, her nut job friend, was laughing and saying she knew those boobs of hers were going to get her into trouble one day. Tash and Adrian were running around like maniacs screaming at everyone while they were trying to find a dress and shoes at the very last minute.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Fucking chaos, I tell you.” I sigh.

      Stan widens his eyes. “It was hectic. We went to the gym to hide.”

      Rick winces. “Nasty.”

      “Yeah, thanks for that, by the way,” Brock mutters as he dusts off his suit shoulder.

      “They’re your sisters,” Stan replies, deadpan. “Only fair you should get the honours.”

      “Yeah, well, this is why I’m not getting married. I can’t deal with this shit,” Brock says as he curls his lip before he turns his attention to the American boys. “So, you guys going to come over and work for

      Marx Security with Joel?”

      “I can’t yet. Ally isn’t keen.” Rick frowns. “I’m still working on it.”

      “I’m coming.” Ethan smiles.

      “Yeah, me, too,” Matt agrees.

      “I can’t wait to get over here,” Joel says.

      He moves over in a month and I smile. It’s going to be so good working with my friends and showing them around Australia without having army duties to worry about. We’re finally going to have some fun.

      That’s if Bridget stops fucking throwing up.

      “How many do you have working for you now?” Ethan asks.

      “I’ve got six guys. Jesten starts next week, and then with you three it will make ten of us,” Brock informs us.

      “Ugh.” Joshua groans. “I still can’t believe you hired that fucking idiot.”

      “He’s good at what he does,” Brock argues.

      I smirk. Stan gets worked up at the smallest mention of Jesten.

      “What’s this guy’s go?” Ethan asks. “Why does Stan hate him so much?”

      “Nothing. Jesten just digs his wife.” Brock winks. “Doesn’t he, Stan? They go way back.” He rubs salt into the wound.

      “There is no way back,” Stan snaps as he pulls the sleeves of his jacket down to straighten them. “He wishes there was history.” He glares at Brock. “However, I will break your jaw if you talk about wayback.”

      I chuckle and throw Brock a wink. I love watching him stir Joshua up. He takes the bait every time.

      “We start to work on the TC case next week.” Brock returns to the conversation.

      I nod as I look up the road. “Well, I already know who did that.”

      “Yeah, but we need to prove it.”

      Cameron releases a low whistle and smiles darkly. “Oh, hello, Little Red Riding Hood. Come to Daddy.”

      We all turn to see a gorgeous brunette in a tight red dress walking towards the church. She’s super sexy with curves in all the right places.

      “Shotgun,” Cameron whispers.

      “Fuck off, Stanton,” Brock snaps. “You can’t fucking shotgun her.”

      Cam smiles and he raises a brow. “Funny, I just did,” he mutters as

      he watches her. “Catch you losers later. I’m going to get my wolf on.” He takes off after her, disappearing inside the church.

      Stan and I roll our eyes. He’s hopeless.

      “He’s going to catch on fire in that fucking church,” Stan grumbles.

      I get an image of Cameron combusting into flames as he walks into the church and I laugh. He probably will.

      More guests arrive.

      I glance at my watch again. “Where are they?”

      “They’re coming, will you relax?”

      I take out my phone and text Max.

      
        
        What’s going on?

      

      

      A text comes back.

      
        
        We are following the car now.

        All good this end. Be there in five.

      

      

      I reply.

      
        
        How’s she feeling?

      

      

      A text comes back.

      
        
        The injection worked She’s good. Relax

      

      

      “They are almost here,” I announce. “We better get inside the church.”

      Stan looks up the street and sees Jesten crossing the road. He narrows his eyes in contempt and puts his hands on his hips.

      I roll my eyes. “Will you quit it?” I snap.

      “I’m fucking watching him.” Stan scowls as he glares up the road.

      “Stan.”

      “What?” His eyes stay fixed on Jesten.

      “This is my wedding day, and if you start any shit with him…” His eyes flicker to me.

      “I will kill you with my bare hands,” I finish.

      “I won’t be starting it, but I’ll be fucking finishing it if he pisses me off,” he growls before marching off towards the church.

      We stand and watch him disappear. “Can you keep an eye on him?” I ask Brock.

      “No.” He rubs his eyes. “That is one fucking job I am not doing. I can’t keep Joshua Stanton The Hot Head in check. Nobody can. He’s out of fucking control.”

      The white Rolls Royce pulls up and I smile. She’s here.

      “Let’s go.”

      Ten minutes later, I stand at the end of the aisle, waiting.

      My friends are here. My aunt and uncle flew in from South Africa, and I wish I could tell you that this is the happiest day in my life.

      But it’s not. My first wedding day was.

      Our real wedding.

      In New York, when it was the just the two of us.

      It was so unexpected and so premature… but that day meant so much to me because it was unbelievable that she jumped off a cliff.

      For me, with me.

      Her faith in me is unwavering.

      And like this beautiful, pure angel, she has completely transformed my life.

      From one of hardened regret to a hopeful future filled with love.

      She comes into sight and my breath catches.

      I feel my eyes well up.

      She’s wearing the ice-pink dress she wore to our first wedding and I have to drop my head to control my emotions.

      Same shoes, same hair with the big white flower tucked behind her ear.

      Same perfect woman with the same beautiful smile.

      Seeing the effect she has on me, she beams brightly, and I just want to run to fetch her.

      God, she’s perfect.

      Taking slow steps, she walks down the aisle, her arm hooked through her brother Brock’s as her gaze holds mine.

      “Hi,” she whispers as they approach.

      I rise up onto my toes, fighting excitement I can hardly control. “Hi,” I whisper back.

      Brock shakes my hand and then passes her hand to me. I can’t help it. I take her in my arms and kiss her softly. “You look beautiful,” I whisper.

      Bridget and Natasha giggle from their place beside her.

      For a moment, I forget where I am as I stare down at her.

      “Are we ready?”

      “Oh, yes.” I step back from her.

      “We are gathered here today to celebrate the marriage of Bridget

      Marx to Benjamin Statham.”

      The minister keeps on talking, but I’m lost.

      My eyes roam over her perfect face, her big pouty lips, and then lower. My eyes rise to meet hers and I smile, forgetting where I am. I lean down and softly kiss her again.

      Everybody chuckles and I stand up, realising what I just did.

      Bridget laughs and kisses me again, our lips lingering over each other’s.

      “Not yet, you two.” The minister frowns.

      We both smirk as we try to behave.

      He continues on. I watch her as she smiles goofily up at me, as if daring me.

      I lean forward to kiss her again and she laughs. “Behave yourself,” she whispers as the church all break into laughter.

      “Repeat after me.”

      “I, Benjamin Statham, take thee, Bridget Marx, to be my wedded wife. To have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death do us part. According to God's holy ordinance, and thereto I pledge thee my faith.

      She slides the ring onto my finger and I kiss her again. She giggles and shakes her head.

      “Repeat after me.”

      “I, Bridget Marx, take thee, Benjamin Statham, to be my wedded husband. To have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death do us part.

      According to God's holy ordinance, and thereto I pledge thee my faith.

      She slides the ring onto my finger.

      “I now pronounce you man and wife, and I now give you permission to kiss your bride.”

      The crowd cheer and I take her in my arms, kissing her softly. “I don’t need his permission to kiss you,” I whisper in her ear.

      She laughs and whispers back, “Will you behave?”

      “Never.”

      

  




EIGHTEEN MONTHS LATER

      “Thank you all for joining me today,” says The President to the crowd.

      “Today we come together to celebrate the bravery of one of the army’s finest soldiers from our Elite Delta force. Benjamin Statham.”

      I stand before him in full uniform. Today I’m receiving a medal of honour, the army’s highest award.

      He continues to talk, but my eyes fall to the front row to where Bridget and our two beautiful daughters are sitting. Rosie and Meika are twelve months old and they are the light in our lives. Meika sits on her mother’s lap while Rosie is climbing all over Adrian as he tries to control her. Joshua, Natasha, Cameron, Brock, Abbie, Victoria, and all of my friends are here. I’m very grateful for the family I married into, that the one I now call my own.

      The twins are beautiful. It was tough in the beginning, but we’ve settled into a routine now and we can’t imagine life without them. Rosie is strong willed, walking, and refusing to eat anything other than bananas. She’s a handful already. Meika is smaller, easy going, and placid. She’s not walking yet, although it won’t be long. She is clingy and never far from her mother’s side. Both girls are olive-skinned and pretty with dark hair, just like Didge. We live by the ocean, about an hour out of Sydney in a beautiful house, high in the mountains and surrounded by trees.

      The view out over the water is majestic.

      “This soldier single-handedly brought down one of the army’s biggest threats to date, and he saved thousands of lives in the process,” The President continues.

      My mind goes to that night in Syria, and how different it could have ended.

      
        
        The mist fills the air as I exhale. The temperature is cold, just one degree.

        The landscape is unforgiving, hard and dry. It’s 2:00 a.m. and we are lying in long grass outside a farmhouse in the middle of nowhere, but it’s the location of the missing nuclear weapon.

        We gained intelligence that the farm owners have been killed and their house taken over. The two dogs that were shot dead and left on the driveway support that theory.

        There are five of us left on this mission. Two nights ago we were ambushed in a bar, unprepared, and one of our men was stabbed. The fight turned ugly and somehow my dog chains were torn from my neck. Thankfully, our fellow soldier is all right and recovering in camp.

        I put my hand up and signal that we are going in. We begin to creep closer to the property, remaining stealth.

        Four men walk out of the front door and we all duck low. They are talking and smoking as they lean against a car. We can’t understand what they are saying but they are very animated, as if reacting to something that has just happened.

        Two of them walk one way around the house, while the other two walk off towards the barn.

        I put my fingers up to the two that are going around the side of the house and point to two soldiers to follow them to the barn. I symbol to my eyes to the other two to tell them to stay and watch the front of the house.

        The two soldiers turn and begin to crawl through the grass, back towards the barn, leaving me to crawl towards the house.

        I make it and lean up against the wall I can hear men talking inside.

        Many voices. I concentrate to count how many.

        Seven.

        Eleven men in total.

        I sneak around the side of the house, my heart beating hard in my chest, and I peer through a window.

        A woman, a man, and three small children are tied up and gagged, sitting on the floor. The children are asleep sitting upright.

        They’re still alive, but for how long?

        The fire ignites inside of me and I grip the gun in my hand.

        We can’t use guns…yet.

        The guards have to be taken out by hand so the others aren’t notified.

        One walks around the corner and I jump him, twisting our bodies until my hands are around his throat. I hear the swift, sharp crack as his neck breaks. His body falls to the ground.

        I wait in silence for the other one to appear.

        He walks around the corner. I jump on him and slam his head into the wall until he is unconscious.

        I walk back around to the front corner of the house.

        “Position?” I whisper into the headpiece.

        “In front.”

        “I’m going in the back door,” I whisper.

        “Affirmative. Say the word and we come in the front.”

        If I can get into the house undetected, I can locate the weapon before all hell breaks loose. We have a truck waiting a few kilometres up the road, ready to transport the weapon.

        We are all fitted with cameras. The White House is watching our every move.

        They see what we see.

        I step over the bodies of the two guards and check the back door, thankful that, miraculously, it’s open.

        My heart is beating hard.

        I twist it slowly and walk in as I grip my gun in front of me.

        I’m in the kitchen and I can hear them talking in the living area at the front of the house.

        I will have to come around the corner and shoot the lot of them in five seconds or I’ll be dead.

        “I’m in,” I whisper through the headpiece.

        “Roger that.”

        I walk up the darkened hall, past the doorway of the room where the family sit, bound and gagged.

        The man sees me and his eyes widen in fear. I put my finger to my mouth to tell him to remain silent.

        He nods, terrified of what’s about to happen.

        I stand in the hallway, gun drawn, and I listen to them for a moment. I take a quick glance at the stairs behind me, mentally giving the place an internal risk assessment.

        I need to secure upstairs first. We have no idea who’s up there, if anyone.

        “No weapon sighting,” I whisper. “I’m going upstairs.”

        “Be careful.”

        I get down low and sneak up the stairs. The second top stair creaks loudly and I close my eyes.

        My heart hammers as I stand still for a moment.

        Clear.

        I check upstairs room by room. Nobody. “Upstairs clear,” I whisper.

        “Roger that.”

        “The front door is separated from where they currently are. I’m going to come at them from the back. Wait for three shots, and then come in through the front.”

        “Copy that.”

        I sneak back down the stairs and out into the back of the house, making my way into the kitchen. I peer into the living area. I can see the weapon sitting in a box on the table.

        “Visual on the weapon. I repeat: visual on the weapon. Shoot to kill,” I whisper.

        I wait for a moment and then I twist my body, emerging from the corner.

        I shoot one.

        I shoot two.

        They all jump and reach for their weapons, and I shoot another.

        The room turns to chaos.

        The front door bursts open and my four soldiers run in, spraying bullets in all directions.

        “All men down.

        Get the truck around here now,” I growl. “Get it outside!” I cry.

        The soldiers all grab a corner and carry it out the front, but it’s heavy. I can’t imagine the damage it could do.

        I run into the room and rip the camera off as I begin untying the family.

        “You speak English?” I ask as I untie the man first.

        The man shakes his head.

        The woman and children are crying.

        He helps me untie the others.

        I hear the truck pull up out front.

        “Buzz, get out here.”

        I struggle to untie the little girl. “Buzz, get out here now!” I struggle with the ropes.

        Gunfire rips through the air.

        Fuck. I pick up the little girl.

        “Buzz. Where the fuck are you?”

        “Go without me. I can’t leave them here,” I cry.

        “Get out here!”

        “Go, get the weapon out of here now!” I yell.

        The truck takes off at full speed, and I grab the family. We run out the back and to the barn.

        Gunfire explodes everywhere.

        We make it across the paddock and hide in the darkness of the barn.

        I listen.

        So many male voices.

        I hear the truck leaving and I hear a car take off after them.

        The truck is armoured.

        Just a kilometre up the road and the weapon will be safe.

        They’ll be outnumbered and killed.

        We have many soldiers waiting. We couldn’t risk them coming in in case the weapon was detonated.

        There is car in the barn and I open the door.

        “Key?” I say.

        The man looks at me, not understanding.

        “Keys...” I whisper. I make a hand gesture, trying to turn an imaginary key, but he shakes his head and points to the house.

        Fuck it.

        I get in, rip the dash off and begin to hotwire it.

        I can hear voices getting louder as they approach, obviously after the car.

        Fuck.

        The family are huddled in the car in the dark. The woman is sobbing in fear.

        I gesture for the man to get into the driver’s seat.

        “When I start it, you drive,” I whisper.

        He frowns.

        “Go!” I point to the road. “Go, I’ll cover you.”

        He seems to understand and I zap the wires together. The car starts with a roar.

        I run to the side of the barn and begin to fire at the men. I need to cover the car or they won’t get away. I shoot one man, and then another.

        Only two more to go.

        The car screams down the driveway. I keep shooting so that they can’t pull their weapons.

        They get away.

        Thank God.

        I run around to the outside back of the barn and I check my ammunition.

        Six bullets.

        Two men.

        I close my eyes. I can’t miss.

        I grip my gun in my hand as I hear them approaching.

        My heart is pounding so fucking hard. Bridget. I need to get home to Bridget.

        I pant as I try to catch my breath.

        With renewed determination, I grip my gun.

        Nobody is going to stop me getting home to her.

        Not today, motherfuckers.

        Not ever.

        I spin my body around, appearing out of nowhere to fire a spray of bullets at the enemy.

        Both men down.

        I pant, desperately trying to catch my breath, and I fall to the ground in relief.

        

      

      “He then walked twenty-two kilometres alone until he made it back to camp,” The President continues and I am brought back to the present moment.

      I have no idea what he’s been saying.

      “Congratulations, son. You are the army’s finest.” He puts the medal on the blue ribbon around my neck and shakes my hand with a broad smile on his face. The crowds cheer.

      I turn to see Bridget laughing, clapping, and crying with pride, and I smile.

      A medal is just a medal.

      But her love is my lifeline.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AFTERWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you so much for reading.

        You are making my dreams come true.

      

      

      

      
        
        If you would like to chat to others about your thoughts on this book, join the Facebook discussion group

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/569886986692125

      

        

      
        Visit my website for updates and new release information. www.tlswanauthor.com
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