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  PROLOGUE


  


  Love. It’s the strongest of bonds, and the greatest of vulnerabilities. When you love someone, you hand them your heart without ever consciously doing so. To love is a risk, because you can only ever be sure of yourself. You rip your chest wide open and pray the person you love cherishes your offering for what it is, a sacrifice, a weakness, a willing vulnerability.


  I’ve spent my entire life running from such feelings. I’ve kept my walls so high, that even I couldn’t see over them. Until Theo. He besieged me within my fortress, relentlessly pressing forward in the face of my vicious rejection. I have run from him. I have fought him every way I know, and yet here he stands, true and strong.


  I don’t have the will or the strength to fight him anymore. I love him, and as much as I hate to admit it, even to myself, I need him.


  I’m standing on a precipice. I have two paths in front of me. I can take a leap of faith and hope that Theo catches me, or I can back away with my heart safely intact. One path may lead to happiness, the other won’t, but it will be a more tolerable misery than the one I will face if he rejects me.


  In the end, all any of us can really do is bare our most ugly scars, and hope that the person we love, loves us enough to overlook it. Life is brutal, and love is a war in which only the fearless may conquer. There is no second prize, there is no room for doubt. I’ve conquered my fear and placed my heart in Theo’s hands. The question is; will he crush it when he hears my story?


  There are some moments in your life that are pivotal. Moments upon which your past, present and future all hang in the very balance. This is one of those moments.


  Fighting is easy, surrendering is much harder. I surrender to love, I surrender to him, and in that, there is a certain beauty.


  


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  LILLY


  


  “My name isn’t really Lilly Parker.” The words hang between us. My pulse hammers in my ears as I watch his expression. “It’s Elizabeth Sampson.” He watches me carefully. His face is a mixture of surprise and confusion. I wait, but he says nothing. The air is suddenly heavy, and I feel as though my lungs are faltering. Time seems to stop as I wait for his response. Everything hangs on his next words. The silence is killing me. “Theo, say something.” I whisper.


  A deep frown mars his features. “Why would you lie about that?”


  I bite my bottom lip and sigh heavily. Time to tell him my sorry story. “I didn’t lie to you, my name is Lilly Parker…now.”


  I watch as comprehension registers on his face. “So you changed your name?” I nod. “Why?”


  “That…is the million dollar question.” I mumble. “Why does anyone change their name?”


  His blue eyes lock with mine. “Because they’re hiding.”


  “Exactly.”


  There’s a long beat of silence. “When did you change your name?” He asks carefully. I glance away from him. Fuck I hate talking about this shit. I need to tell him though. This is the moment, the moment where I can either take the plunge, and trust him, or walk away. His eyes meet mine, and I can see the steady devotion in his blue depths. I can’t walk away, so I really have no choice. Was there ever a choice with him? It feels as though this point was inevitable. He was always going to back me into a corner eventually. He was never going to just let me walk away. Maybe he’ll wish he had when he hears what I have to say. Complicated does not even begin to describe me.


  He’s leant forward, listening intently as though he may miss some small, vital piece of information. He’s desperate for something I’ve never given him before.


  “When I was fourteen, when we were running.”


  His brow creases in a frown. “Why were you running?”


  I sigh. “Okay, that’s…that’s a long and sorry story. Before I tell you, I need to ask something of you.” He nods slowly. “Just don’t feel sorry for me, don’t feel bad about it. You can’t change it any more than I can, and I can’t stand pity.” I drop my eyes from his. “Especially not from you.” I whisper. I feel as though brick by brick, I’m slowly relinquishing my beloved fortress. I feel stripped and exposed. There is nothing I hate more than feeling vulnerable. I fight the urge to throw my walls back up, a reaction honed over years.


  He swallows heavily and looks away. “You know I can’t promise that.” He’s right. I can’t expect him to feel nothing, and I can’t ask it of him.


  I nod. “Okay, well, try?” He gives a quick jerk of his head.


  I press my lips together and stare at a spot on the sofa. Where to begin? Jesus. “When I was five my dad died in a car crash. Up until then, we were just a normal family, you know.” Once the words start coming, I can’t stop. I just need to get it out, I need him to know. “When my dad died, everything changed. I really think he was the love of my mother’s life.” I glance at him. He’s focused on me completely. “When he died, she just stopped. She stopped living, stopped caring…about herself or anything around her. Her coping mechanism was alcohol. She couldn’t get through a single day without a drink. I thought that she would grieve, that she would move past it eventually, and get better. And so, with an optimism only a child can possess, I waited for her to get better. She never did.” I take a deep breath, this is where the story takes a dark turn.


  Theo touches my cheek gently. “It’s okay, sugar, remember, there is nothing you could tell me that could change the way I feel about you.” He smiles. I hope to god that’s true.


  “When I was eight, she met Shane.” I blurt. Just saying his name makes me feel physically sick. “She picked him up in some bar somewhere. He was a thirty something merchant banker on the rise. She was a lonely, drunk woman with a large bank balance, thanks to my dad’s life insurance. Within two months he was living in the house. At first he had very little to do with us. Mum still fed us, looked after us, but things went downhill fast.” I pause, trying desperately to hold onto my resolve. Theo is the good in my life. He can be an arse, but he makes me feel beautiful and special, and untouchable. He looks at me like I’m the world. This is the tainted ugly part of me that I never wanted him to see, and I feel like I’m ripping my chest wide open just so he can get a real good look at it all. I have to trust him with this though. I have to trust that he loves me enough to see past the ugliness. I meet his eyes, which are trained on me. “Shane was far from what he first appeared to be. He was abusive, violent, and had a seriously short temper. Jane became his own personal punching bag. Within three months her daily alcohol intake became hourly. She couldn’t physically be sober. She never kicked him out though.” I have to smirk at that. Who would take that? Weakness, it’s a poison. “And when she was passed out drunk twenty hours a day, then he would turn on Harry and me.” I watch as Theo’s jaw clenches so hard it looks as though the muscle in his cheek is about to jump out. I say nothing as I watch him try and get a handle on things. I’ve had years to deal with this, and I’m still angry about it, not for myself, but for Harry. The hardest thing to endure in life, is knowing that someone you love has been hurt. I can relate to that.


  “It’s okay.” He says quietly. “Carry on.”


  I don’t want to tell him these things, but he needs to understand. I need him to know. That may be selfish, and I can’t explain why, but I want him to know. I can’t keep running and fighting. I want to stand still…with him.


  So I tell him about my living nightmare. “This went on for years. Most of the time Harry would try and stand between Shane and I. He got beaten so badly, so many times.” My voice breaks and I dig my nails into my palms to stop the age-old pain from rising to the surface. Now is not the time. I fight back images of Harry’s broken body, and try to focus on Theo. His eyes soften and he reaches out and brushes my cheek gently. I drop my eyes. I can’t take his pity right now. I hate it. It’s not fair of me to ask him not to feel it, but I fucking hate it.


  I pull away from his touch and look away from him, unable to take his sympathy. I keep talking, the words pouring from me in a torrent of pain and anger. “When I was thirteen Shane started to treat me differently. I was no longer a dog to be kicked around for amusement. I could entertain him in a wholly different way. It did help keep him away from Harry though.” I can feel the bile threatening to creep up my throat. I clutch at my stomach and breath deep. I’ve never had to say this, never had to utter the words.


  Theo stiffens next to me. He places his hands on either side of his head. “Fuck!” He says brokenly. I feel like a monster for inflicting my pain upon him.


  “Hey.” I whisper as I place my hand against his cheek. “Look at me.” His eyes meet mine, and they’re tortured. “I made my peace with this a long time ago.” As much peace as a fuck load of vodka can bring. He closes his eyes, a frown etching across his features before he nods his head stiffly.


  “Go on.” He says the words, but his body language tells me he’s heard more than enough.


  I pull my hand back as an uneasy feeling swirls in my stomach. Doubt starts to creep into my mind, and my former resolve seems to have run out the door screaming. Some things, you can never take back. If I tell him this now, he might never look at me the same way. Can I take that risk? “Theo, I…this is my burden. There is a very good reason that I didn’t tell you about this before. You don’t need to hear the rest. I think you have a pretty good picture.” I tell him.


  “No.” He cuts me off. “If you can be strong enough to sit here and tell me these things, then I can be strong enough to hear them. I won’t pretend it doesn’t upset me, or make me angry. It does. So fucking much. But this is your life, your past, and Lilly, I want to know everything there is to know about you. The good and the bad.”


  I nod my head and fight back the tears that threaten to spill. I drop my gaze back to my hands in my lap. Shame and resentment, crawl over my skin like insects. “When I was fourteen Shane started selling me.”


  “Oh, fuck no.” He breathes. He stands up abruptly and stalks across the room. I don’t follow him. I can’t. I feel stripped bare and raw, as though every single part of my ugly is on full display. I don’t like feeling exposed. Ever. I hear the patio doors slide open. The cool autumn air blows into the house, making me shiver slightly.


  I glance toward the doors. The afternoon sun frames Theo’s form as he leans on the railings that surround the patio. He hangs his head. His entire demeanour just looks defeated. Sometimes, no matter how much you love someone, there is only so much you can give. Theo may have had an selfish mother, but his life has mainly been care free and blessed. His world is untouched by the ugliness that cloaks mine. I just brought that ugliness into his world. I just made him deal with something that I had no right to ask him to deal with. I may hate it, but I have come to terms with my past. I have spent years feeling tainted and soiled by what was done to me. I spent most of those years in self –destruct mode, not giving a shit about anything, because honestly, I was continuously chasing a fix. Whether it was alcohol or sex, I was chasing that numb feeling. I wanted to be dead inside. When I got date raped, it made me realise that I was letting my past control my present. I let it rule my actions, which resulted in me being dragged back to the very place I was trying so desperately to escape in the first place. So I stopped wallowing in it, and I decided to fight it. I focused entirely on my degree, and I made my career my escape. I used men when I wanted sex, and I didn’t let anyone get close, until Theo.


  As much as I hate to admit it though, I want him close. I want him to know every sordid detail of my life. I want him to shoulder the burden of my secrets, the way he shoulders everything else, but it’s not fair to ask that. I love him, and I don’t want those images in his head. There’s that small and broken part of me that still feels dirty and ashamed. I didn’t lose my virginity to a nice boy, or even in a drunken haze. I lost my virginity to a man almost three times my age, as he held me down whilst I screamed. Knowing that can change the way you look at a person. I wouldn’t blame Theo if he couldn’t stomach this. I’m damaged goods, a broken girl just trying to play the strong woman. My insecurities claw at me like a rabid animal. My walls come up on high alert, an instant reaction to the vile feeling that I hate so fucking much. Weakness. Vulnerability.


  I may be tainted, but I still have some dignity. I don’t want his pity. I knew this might change things, so this needn’t come as a surprise. That doesn’t mean it doesn’t fucking hurt. I’ll just release him from any pity fuelled obligations he thinks he may have, and be on my way. I wish it were that easy, but this is killing me. It seems that no matter how hard I try to rise above my past, it will always destroy me. Just when I think I’ve found my way out, it creeps up and drags me back down.


  I stand up and make my way to the patio doors. I stand in the doorway for a minute just watching him for what will probably be the last time. I approach him, but he doesn’t move.


  I have no idea what to say. “Theo, I’m sorry.” He says nothing, just keeps his back to me. “Look, you have no obligations here. I get that you probably don’t feel the same way about me now. I wouldn’t.” I force the words out through my tightening throat, though they leave a bitter taste in my mouth. The familiar feelings of disgust and self-hatred wrap around me, making me want to scream. I hate being this person.


  “Fuck!” He turns his body around to face me. He leans back and grips the railing tightly. When he lifts his head, his eyes are brimming with tears, his face streaked with them. He’s a mess. Oh my god. He stares me down for long seconds before he finally speaks. “Are you serious right now? Do you really think that little of me?” His face is contorted in an angry grimace. His body trembles as he grips the railing so hard that his knuckles turn white. I’ve never seen him like this. He’s always so implacable, so unshakeable.


  I feel like I’m being burned alive and he’s burning right along with me. My pain shouldn’t be his pain. I don’t want this. “I…I’m sorry.” I gasp, my voice breaking.


  His eyes snap to mine and widen. “Fuck Lilly, don’t you dare fucking apologise.” His voice is ragged, his anger and pain mixing violently. I can feel the tension radiating off him from here. “This isn’t your fault. I just…this is hard.” Hard? That’s a bloody understatement.


  “Theo.” I whisper. I can’t find the words to say to him. I genuinely have nothing, so I stand there mutely, feeling pathetic and weak. Shit, I can’t just drop this on him and say nothing. I shake my head as a lump forms in my throat. I need him. I feel like I’m splintering apart, but so is he. I clench my fists hard, stabbing my nails into my palms, I try to focus on the pain to pull myself together. I can’t fall apart now.


  As always though, it’s him that holds me together. Before I can do anything, he closes the space between us, and pulls me into his arms. He holds me so tight I can barely breathe. “Don’t apologise. Not for this. Not for the actions of a monster.” He whispers. I can feel his warm breath on my hair. I wrap my arms around his big body and cling to him. He’s physically trembling. If this is him shouldering my pain, sharing the load, then I don’t want it.


  After a long time he loosens his grip. “Are you okay?” His hands smooth over my hair, my face, my neck. He stares at me as though I may break at any given moment.


  “I’m fine.” I say hoarsely. My emotions are going haywire. I don’t even know what I feel any more. I’m just…drained.


  There’s a long silence as he studies my face. I can almost hear the wheels turning in his mind, the questions bubbling on his lips.


  “What happened to him?” He asks in a barely audible whisper. I want to tell him the truth, I really do, but I can’t. I just…can’t.


  “I don’t know. We left the night Harry found out about everything.” That’s true, in part. “As soon as he knew what Shaun was doing, he took me and we ran.” That is true, in part.


  “He had no idea?” He asks.


  I shake my head, meeting his eyes. He seems more together now. He’s almost back to being the unshakable man I know. There are a few cracks in his armour, and I have a feeling there may be for a while. If there’s one thing I know about Theo, it’s that I am his weakness, and I just knocked him on his arse with this blow. I feel awful, I never wanted him to have to shoulder this burden. My life is ruled by my past, by my secrets, but I don’t want it to be. I want to let Theo in, in every way. I need to be able to bare my ugliest scars to him and know that he still loves me, that he can accept the not so pretty version of me. No more protecting myself. I can’t keep running from him, and dodging the hard stuff for fear of being hurt. I can’t keep trying to shut him out. We’ve danced around this for too long. Enough is enough. If I love him and he loves me, then there should be no barriers. I’m committed to this, and that means trusting him with the hard truths of my life.


  I want to be able to tell him absolutely everything, but I can’t, not yet, maybe never. I’ve told him everything he needs to know, and more. He knows all about me, he doesn’t need to know about this.


  “He used to regularly beat Harry until he was unconscious. The night we left, Harry came to. Shane had beaten him so badly.” I bite the inside of my cheek, trying to focus on Theo and not the horrific memories. “But he woke up. He found out, and he took me away that night.” I skirt over the details, avoiding any questions. “He said we needed to change our names so the authorities couldn’t track us. He got some fake papers forged so that he was my legal guardian.” A small smile pulls at my lips. “When I say Harry saved me, I mean literally, in every way.”


  He drops his head so I can’t see his eyes. “Fuck Lilly. I mean, I knew there was something with you, but not this... I figured you had a drunk mother, maybe a few shitty boyfriends. How do you even move past something like that?” His eyes meet mine, and there’s this adoration in them that I’ve never seen before, not even from him.


  I shrug. “You let it define you, or you rise above it. That shit will eat you alive if you let it. I did for a while. I didn’t get to where I am now over-night. This has taken eight years…and you.”


  He frowns. “Me?”


  I smile and nod. “You make me feel Theo, and I haven’t allowed myself to feel anything, good or bad for a long time. I just wanted to be numb. You terrify me, but you thrill me at the same time.” He says nothing. His lips press together and his eyes go distant, glancing across the expanse of London spread out around us. “I…I need you to say something.” I stumble. “I need to know if this changes things.” I say with baited breath. I have thrown all caution to the wind, and risked my heart completely. I am one hundred percent committed to him, to us. If he runs now, I’m not sure I will ever recover. I don’t have enough faith to just trust him. I need to hear him say the words.


  He finally meets my eyes. His stare is so intense I struggle not to look away. “I told you, nothing you could say would change the way I feel about you Lilly.” He touches my cheek gently. “I’m just angry. I’m angry you had to go through that. The thought of anyone hurting you kills me. The thought of someone…doing that to you...” His voices breaks slightly, his expression becoming tortured. “…and at only thirteen years old…that makes me positively murderous. You should never have had to suffer that.” He brushes the hair away from my face and presses the lightest of kisses against my lips. “I would kill anyone that would cause you pain sugar.”


  I manage a small smile. He’s still here. I’ve told him my ugly and he’s still here. I feel as though I’ve been holding my breath ever since I fell in love with this man, and I can finally breathe again. He see’s me. He see’s the damaged and scarred person that I am, not just the person I’ve had to adapt into.


  He pulls me close to him, and I press my face into his broad chest as inhale his masculine scent. “What do we do now?” I mumble against his skin.


  He runs his fingers through my hair. “Now, you are going to eat some food…” I start to object. “Because if you don’t get those curves back, sugar, I may have to kick you to the curb.” He teases.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  THEO


  


  “What do you want to eat?” I ask her when she’s sat at the breakfast bar.


  She shrugs. “Don’t mind.”


  “Pancakes?” She nods. She’s trying to ignore the big arse fucking elephant in the room, but the strain is written all over her face. Her eyes assess my every move. I turn away from her and start trying to find some ingredients. I just…I need a minute. I really need a minute alone, but I can’t walk away from her now. I need her to see that it’s fine. She needs a show of strength.


  Fuck, I don’t even know what to do or say. I’m just…I’m in shock. I feel like I’m riding some crazy roller coaster and I need to get the fuck off for a minute. I don’t even know what I feel right now. I’m mainly angry, so fucking angry. I have this irrational need to protect her, to make sure no-one can hurt her. Lilly doesn’t need protection. The woman has walked through the fires of hell and is still standing. All I can see in my mind is a young girl with no-one to protect her, left alone and vulnerable to the perversions of a fucking monster. Fuck. I clench and release my fists. I squeeze my eyes shut and count to ten. How do you handle something like this? All I know right now is that however I handle it, I need to do it in private, not in front of her. Yesterday I watched that girl break, really break for the first time since I met her. Yesterday I didn’t know about her shitty past, but now I do, and it’s no wonder she is the way she is. Hell, it explains a lot. I want to fucking kill her mother for allowing that to happen to her own kids, under her roof. I don’t know how that woman has the balls to turn up here and even speak to Lilly. I want to ask her what happened to Shane, but I’m not sure what I’ll do with that information. Right now, it’s probably best that I don’t know. I can see her falling apart, piece by piece. The mounting pressure, breaking her. In her own way, I think she needs me.


  I need to rein in my anger, remain strong. I can’t change anything, all I can do is try to fix the things that can be fixed.


  I won’t let Lilly suffer any more than she already has, and I won’t let her down. Harry has played an enormous role in her life, he’s more than her brother, he’s everything to her. As long as she has him, she will remain strong, but without him… Fuck, if he goes to prison, what will happen to her?


  “Why did you never tell me Lilly?” I ask, turning around. She’s staring at a spot on the breakfast bar.


  There’s a long pause before she answers. “There were times when I wanted to. I tried to. How many times have I told you I’m broken?” She still doesn’t look at me.


  I tilt my head. “Lilly…”


  She cuts me off. “I didn’t tell you because it’s horrible.” She says bluntly.


  “It’s your past Lilly. It doesn’t matter what it is, it’s part of you.”


  She sighs and looks up at me from under her lashes. “I’m tainted Theo, damaged goods in every possible way. That’s not something that you willingly share with someone you love. You make me feel strong, unsullied, beautiful. I didn’t want you to see how much I am none of those things.” Shit.


  “Lilly, you are all of those things and more. This doesn’t change that, in fact it just confirms it. To have gone through all that you have, and still be as strong as you are…it’s amazing. I’m in awe of you.”


  She dips her head and says nothing. She is so strong, so impenetrable, and yet there have always been those fine cracks in her steel armour. I’ve always known they were there. Her actions highlighted them, and yet I never saw the cause of it.


  I feel like an idiot. All the times that she ran, the court case, her reactions…it was all there. If I’d looked harder I might have seen it. Am I so wrapped up in myself that I didn’t care to look? The situation with her mum. It was so obvious, and yet I paid the woman off and sent her on her merry way, no questions asked. If her mum knew about the abuse why would she come back?


  “Lilly, did your mum know what was going on?” I ask. I can’t leave this. I paid the woman to leave, not knowing any of this. I certainly wouldn’t have been giving her money had I known. And to top it all off, she fucking gets Harry arrested. She has a hell of a lot to answer for.


  “I don’t know. I don’t think so. She knew he hit us.” She bites her lip. “She would apologise to us.” Her eyes go distant. “For the brief moments she wasn’t trashed, she would seem like this okay person, you know? As a kid, I always loved her. She was my mum. The few times when she was with it, she would brush my hair, and tell me stories. For the sake of those memories, I prefer to think that she didn’t know. Harry didn’t know, and he was looking out for me.” She drops her eyes. She looks embarrassed. “I know that’s stupid right? I mean, what kind of person takes regular beatings, and knows that her kids are getting the same treatment, but stays anyway?” I watch as a spark of age old anger reaches her eyes. Anger and resentment.


  I know, because I felt a similar resentment toward my own mother. Her failings pale in comparison to Lilly’s mother, but the feeling of rejection is the same. I remember seeing a therapist when I was eighteen. I beat the shit out of a kid at college, again. The only way that they wouldn’t press charges is if I saw a therapist. I thought it was a load of bollocks at the time, but what the guy said turned out to help me a lot. He told me that there is no greater pain than the rejection of a parent. He said that it was the ultimate heartbreak, the most brutal betrayal, and that people who experience it, will often never really know real heartbreak in relationships, because no rejection will ever be as painful. That was true, until Lilly. I went through life feeling nothing, and caring for no-one. It hardened me in a way that made me emotionally invincible. Until Lilly.


  “It’s okay to be angry Lilly, and you shouldn’t be ashamed because you once loved her. Children love their parents, that’s normal. What is not normal, is for a woman to just check out and leave her kids in the hands of a fucking psycho.”


  She twists her fingers together in front of her on the breakfast bar. “She’s weak.” She says in a small voice. “She always has been. Weakness is poison.”


  “Weakness is human, Lilly.” I say quietly. She hates weakness. It’s like she has to be strong all the time, even in front of me.


  She raises her head, and those wide green eyes meet mine. “When you have children, weakness is something you cannot afford.” She purses her lips. “If you aren’t prepared for that, then you shouldn’t have them.” She says in an icy tone.


  “So, she didn’t even come looking for you?” I ask tentatively, moving away from the obvious subject.


  She shrugs nonchalantly. “She was probably trashed for a week before she even noticed either of us were gone.” God, that’s so sad. “She doesn’t give a fuck about anything except her next drink. Even when she did find us, all she cared about was the money, clearly.” She’s right. The woman obviously has no shame.


  “I wish I’d known all this Lilly. There is no way I would have paid her off. I’d have her dealt with her in an entirely different way.” I murmur.


  “I’m not going to drag you into my shit, Theo.” She huffs.


  My eyes snap to hers. “Are you fucking serious? After everything, you are now going to tell me that you don’t want to drag me into your shit.” I laugh humourlessly. “Sugar, we are knee fucking deep in each others shit, and that’s exactly how I want it.”


  A small smile pulls at her lips, and she tilts her head to the side. “Really?”


  I move around the breakfast bar until I can reach out and touch her perfect face. “I don’t know how you fucking do it sugar.”


  “Do what?” She asks quietly.


  “Function. Keep going. Not only endure, but thrive from the worst situation.” She pulls me closer until I’m stood between her legs. She winds her arms around me, pressing her face into my chest.


  “The world can be a shitty place. The best you can hope for, is that someone will hold your hand whilst you walk through it.” She mumbles into my chest. Fuck, I love this woman. I think I’d be suicidal at the cruelty of it all.


  “I love you sugar.” I tell her.


  “I love you.” She pulls away and tilts her head back, flashing me a small smile. She places her hands on my chest and pushes me away. “Now go make me pancakes.” She barks.


  “You’re such high maintenance.” I grumble.


  “I am not!” I can’t help but smile. I don’t really know what just happened, but I know it was huge. She let me in.


  I open the fridge and grab some eggs. I hope I have flour. I don’t do the food shopping, and I can’t imagine Maria buying flour for me - although she does make cakes for me sometimes. I know, best house keeper ever. Aha, and there is flour.


  “Do you even know how to make pancakes?” She asks.


  I turn around and look at her. “I’m offended.”


  She raises an eyebrow. “Now this, I have to see.”


  


  I manage to get her to eat two pancakes, which feels like a small victory.


  She puts her fork down and checks her watch. “I have to go.” She sighs. “The police are still waiting on a statement from me. I said I’d go down to the station this afternoon.”


  I nod. “Do you know what you are going to say?”


  Her eyes meet mine, her usual tenacity shining through. “Whatever I have to say to get him out.”


  I don’t disagree. He’s her brother, and I know she will do and say whatever she needs to. That said, I’m worried that she’s not looking at the bigger picture here. If she goes into that station and tells them what she just told me, the likelihood is that they will deem this as mitigating circumstances and release Harry. However, it wouldn’t take much for the press to get wind of this. They would have a fucking field day with this. I can’t let that happen to her.


  “Look, I think that for now you should say as little as possible, see how this plays out. They haven’t got anything to hold him on anyway.”


  She frowns. “If it were me in there, he’d do everything.”


  “Do you really think he would want you to do this?” I counter. She doesn’t respond, because she knows I’m right. “I’ll speak to Claudia. She’ll go with you. She can advise you.” Claudia will control the situation, and make sure Lilly doesn’t throw herself on the fire to save her brother.


  She shakes her head. “No, you don’t have to do that. I know how much money that woman charges per hour. It’s enough to make me move into criminal law.” She mumbles.


  “Lilly, I swear to god, if you start quibbling about money right now…”


  She rolls her eyes. “Okay, okay. Thank you.” She hops down off the breakfast stool, smoothing her skirt down. I spin on my stool to face her. She chews on her thumb nail nervously. I grab her wrist, pulling her hand away, and using it to pull her to me. Her body fits perfectly between my thighs.


  I cup her face in both hands. “It will be fine sugar. Just listen to Claudia, and I promise I will get Harry out. Okay?” She nods mutely. I lean forward and place a kiss on her forehead. “Will you be coming back here later?”


  “Yeah, we should probably talk about…shit.”


  I smile at her oh so eloquent speech. “We should. Go. I’ll be here when you get back.” I reach across the breakfast bar and pick up the keys to the Range Rover. “Take the car.”


  “Thanks.” She flashes me a small smile, before turning away from me.


  “And Lilly…” She glances over her shoulder. “I love you.”


  She smiles and walks away without a response. Although really, there’s none needed. I don’t need words from her to know how she feels. I watch her sashay across to the top of the stairs, her heels tapping loudly against the wood floor. That pencil skirt hugs her in all the right places. Even with less arse to fill it, she still looks incredible.


  I pick up my phone and find Claudia’s number.


  “Claudia Weston.” She barks down the line.


  “Claudia, it’s Theo.”


  Her tone instantly changes. “Ah, Theo darling. How are you?” I’ve known Claudia a long time. She has gotten me out of more shit than you would believe. She’s the only woman who could pass off a blatant beat down as self-defence. What can I say? Hugo and I used to get into a lot of bar fights. Call it the posh boy complex if you like.


  “I’m good. Listen, Lilly is going to the police station to talk to them, can you get down there?” I ask.


  “I can be there in an hour.” She says.


  “Okay, there are some things you need to know before you do…”


  


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  LILLY


  


  


  I meet Claudia outside the police station. Her tiny frame steps out of a big Mercedes saloon car. The woman is all of five foot tall, but she’s bloody scary. She strides towards me purposefully.


  “Theo called me. Gave me a brief run down on the child abuse thing.” She barks and waves her hand dismissively. I can feel my eyes go wide. I barely know this woman. What the fuck has he told her?! “Oh, shush dear. I just need to know what I have to work with. We won’t use that one unless we have to. So, what’s the story?” She asks as she pulls a packet of cigarettes from her handbag. She stands next to me as we both lean against the Range Rover.


  It takes me a moment to find my voice. She’s so abrupt. It irks me to know that she knows things about me, but I it’s all to help Harry. “I think I’m just going to tell them my mother was an alcoholic. They won’t have enough evidence or cause to hold him. He’ll at least get bail until the trial. We can work out the finer details then.” I’ve thought about this, I’d rather not talk to a room full of strangers about my past, but I would do it without a second thought if I thought it would get my brother out. I don’t want to get into it, as the police are bound to look into it - a potential paedophile ring is not something that they will just over look. If they look into Shaun, then they are going to try and find Shaun… I can’t do anything that will arouse suspicion in that direction. It’s too risky.


  


  If I tell them my mother was an alcoholic and that’s why we ran it’s giving them something, but not enough that they will dig. My mother apparently can’t be found, so essentially I can say whatever I like to implicate her. Fuck. I need more time, and I need to talk to Harry. They won’t let me see him until they’ve interviewed me. I don’t know what he’s already said. I know he wouldn’t say anything about Shaun. Harry is nothing if not predictable, especially when it comes to me. I love my brother, but he is ridiculously over-protective. He’ll always take the hit for me, and now he’s in this mess because of it. I just want him out. I need him. This all feels like some sick and twisted joke. It always seems like the good people are the ones who come off worst. Harry is good to the core. There are few who are more selfless and kind than my brother.


  He does not deserve to be behind bars because of my disgusting excuse for a mother. I will never understand her hatred of Harry. It seems so irrational, so unfounded, but then, she is a drunk. I know better than most that alcohol can mess you up, but after that many years, it must fundamentally change a person. She’s delusional. There’s a small part of me that pities her. She’s so alone in the world. No-one cares if she lives or dies, and that is a terrible thing for anyone to experience. She wasn’t always this bitter person, but she allowed her grief to control her until she became this person. She failed in her number one duty, to be a mother, and now she has stooped so low as to want to harm her own son. There is no redemption for someone like her, only bitter, twisted loneliness. I pity her at the same time as I hate her. If you want to crash and burn, that’s fine, but you don’t take the people you love, or at least once loved, down with you.


  Claudia places a cigarette between her lips and lights it. The end burns a bright cherry red. The smell of cigarette smoke usually makes me gag, but weirdly I’m fine with it today. I feel like my former fears are…not erased, but muted. It’s as though telling Theo has somehow given them less power.


  She turns to me, a tight smile on her lips. “I’m here to protect those secrets of yours. Don’t look so worried. I told you, I don’t care what your secrets are. I don’t give a shit if you’re an axe murderer dear. I just want to win - at any and all cost.” She flashes me her brilliant white smile framed with her blood red painted lips.


  I nod. “Well as you know, Theo knows, and if I have to use my secrets I will, but I’m not about to spill my guts to a court room of people all for the deluded ramblings of a drunk woman, who cannot even be found.”


  “Theo told me that I am to get your brother out at any cost Miss Parker.” She smirks. “When a man like Theodore Ellis says ‘at any cost’, it makes me fucking happy.” She smiles. “Never seen that boy so twisted up.” She adds absentmindedly.


  “Shall we go in?” I ask, changing the subject. I like Claudia, and if she can get Harry out of this I’ll be indebted to her, but the woman has a nose for secrets. I don’t like that she’s already uncovered some of mine.


  She smiles. “After you.” She drops her cigarette and stamps it out with the toe of her very expensive looking shoes.


  The police station is drab, with the usual dodgy suspects hanging around the waiting area. A tired looking police officer takes us through a side door and into a room. There’s a mirror on one wall and a plain wooden table with four chairs against the other wall.


  “If you take a seat, Detective Brown and Detective Mason will be with you shortly.” The older police officer tells us. He turns and leaves, closing the door behind him.


  “Well he seems like a fella who loves his job.” Claudia remarks.


  I huff a laugh. She may be one of the best solicitors in the business, but she has this edge to her that’s so very un-solicitor like.


  We both sit on the side of the table that’s facing the door. A few minutes later the same two detectives who came and arrested Harry walk through the door.


  I know it’s irrational but I hate them. I don’t even know them, but I hate them because they hauled my brother away in handcuffs.


  “Miss Parker. Thank you for coming to see us.” The woman says. She’s wearing a god-awful grey suit and has a greying bob. Her younger male colleague says nothing, just sits down across from Claudia. He places a small device on the table. “You don’t mind if we record this interview. It’s standard procedure.” She isn’t asking me, she’s telling me. I mean, do I have a choice? I nod anyway.


  “This is Detective Brown and Detective Mason interviewing Miss Lilly Parker in relation to case number 36542.” She smiles at me and I want to punch her in the face. “Miss Parker can you confirm that you are the sister of Mr Harry Parker?”


  “Yes, I am.”


  “And you are aware of the kidnapping charges that have been brought against Mr. Parker?” She says. Her face is expressionless.


  “Really?” I snap.


  Claudia grasps my forearm under the table and squeezes. “My client is very distressed by her brother’s situation, which she is well aware of, yes.”


  PC Plain says nothing, just watches me. The woman is seriously getting on my nerves. “We need to ask you some questions Miss Parker.”


  I sigh. “That’s why I’m here, is it not?”


  “Miss Parker, were you kidnapped by your brother eight years ago?” Jesus, she’s straight in there.


  “No.” I say.


  Claudia leans over and whispers in my ear. “I don’t have to tell you that you don’t have to answer anything.” I nod.


  “But you did leave the custody of your mother.”


  I glance at Claudia. If I say yes here then Harry may be held accountable regardless of the situation. “No comment.”


  “You were in the custody of your brother from the age of fourteen were you not?”


  “No comment.” I repeat. Jesus, it’s just the same question re-worded. How stupid does she think I am?


  “Tell me Miss Parker, if you and your brother were to run from your family home, what would the reason for that be?” She tilts her head to the side.


  “My mother is a chronic alcoholic, and she always has been. Which not only makes her a shitty mother, but it means that you have nothing. We both know that the testimony of such a person won’t stand up in court.”


  “The accusations against your brother are very serious.” The male detective finally speaks up.


  “I am aware.” I say acerbically. “I’m also aware that they are brought against him by a woman who drinks half a bottle of vodka before you even get out of bed in the morning.” I growl. I’m losing patience fast.


  “Tell me. Have you tracked down Ms Simmons?” Claudia intercepts.


  “No. We are still looking for her.” The woman presses her lips together.


  “So what you are telling me, is that it is the word of a woman with a criminal record and several drunk and disorderly charges, against the word of a solicitor and a businessman. I should mention that neither have any prior convictions. You have arrested my client without anything to hold him.” Claudia smiles…like a shark. “This entire situation is a farce. You have no grounds or evidence to hold Mr Parker. This case is a joke, it won’t even make it to trial.” She sneers. “You have. No. Case.”


  “Perhaps, but if I have no case, then why is Miss Parker being so evasive?” The woman says.


  “Miss Parker has come into the station of her own free will.” Claudia replies.


  The detective says nothing, just holds Claudia’s hard stare. The atmosphere in the room feels tense. My eyes flick back and forth between them. It’s like watching two big cats face off against each other. I glance at the other detective. He seems just as uncomfortable as I am.


  “If that’s all, my client is now leaving.” Claudia says coolly.


  “We will need you to make a statement. I know you want to help your brother.” The woman says in a voice that just pisses me off.


  I stand and push my chair back. I lean over the desk so my eyes are level with the gnarly woman’s.


  “I want to see my brother.” I snap.


  “We can hold your brother for up to forty eight hours. That means we still have twelve hours. He will then be…”


  “Yeah, I went to law school, I know how it works.”


  “Then you know you can’t see him.” The guy adds.


  I want so shove my erect middle finger in his face. These cops are fucking dicks.


  Claudia and I leave the interview room before I follow the urge to start making offensive gestures. I make a statement. It’s half a page long.


  Claudia follows me to the car. “Well, that was interesting.” She says as she pulls her packet of cigarettes from her bag. “You realise you’re making it look as though you have something to hide. If you give them extenuating circumstances then they may let him off. If they dig deep they’re going to find the evidence they need to prove that you and your brother have been living in Bournemouth since you were fourteen. Ergo, not at your mother’s home in Kent.”


  “I don’t have anything to hide, but they’re looking to hang him. If I admit that he and I left my mother’s home together, then they are going to arrest him. They don’t care about circumstances. Plus, I neither confirmed nor denied their allegation.”


  She inhales a long drag of her cigarette. I can tell she’s unhappy with the situation, and she may think I’m not helping Harry, but she doesn’t know what I know. I’m protecting him as best I can. I can only hope that it works. “Well, this won’t make it to court. There is one thing though…”


  “What?”


  “If your mother comes back then she may have more evidence. As long as she’s MIA then it’s the word of a disappearing drunk against yours and your brother’s. The case will get thrown out. You need to tell Theo to make sure she stays gone.” She cocks an eyebrow at me. “Get him to put security on it.” Security? What the hell? Theo has security?


  I stash that comment away for later, I’m not going to get into this with her. “Okay. Thanks for your help, Claudia.” I say as I turn away from her. I open the car door and climb up into the huge Range Rover.


  I just sit for a while. Guilt eats at me. I can’t stand the thought of Harry in a cell. I hate that I can’t help him. I hate that those detectives are judging him, treating him like a criminal when he is anything but. It’s so unjust that he’s being punished like this.


  He must feel so alone in there. I bite the inside of my cheek as tears threaten. Harry is my weak spot. I would sooner be in that cell than have to think of him in there.


  My phone rings. The screen lights up with Molly’s name. “Hey.” I say quietly.


  “Where are you?” She asks.


  “I’ve just come out of the police station.”


  “Oh shit. You okay?” She asks quietly.


  “Yeah, I think so.” I’m okay. I’m sad, but I’m okay. I will get Harry out of these sham charges, one way or the other.


  “You want to meet for coffee or something? I can meet you at Costa, by the office.” She says.


  “Sure, I could use a distraction. See you in ten?”


  “Leaving now.” She sing songs down the phone to me. I need to speak to Molly, she gets it. She loves Harry like a brother. She also knows a lot about our situation. Not all of it, but most of it.


  I pull the Range Rover up outside Costa. There’s nowhere to park and I am not walking bloody miles. If I had a normal sized car I might get away with it.


  I pull my phone out of my bag and dial Theo’s number. He picks up on the second ring. “Hey, sugar.” I didn’t think I could smile after that trip to the station, but his voice has my lips twitching.


  “Hey. So I have a question for you?” I say teasingly.


  “Hmm, what?” I can hear the smile in his voice.


  “If I were to get a ticket in your car, would you be mad?”


  “Seriously?” He laughs.


  “Hey, I am deadly serious. I’m wearing heels!”


  He laughs a lot. “You are something else. Yeah, it’s fine baby. I’ll pay the ticket to save your precious feet.” He mocks.


  “I’m not worried about my feet, it’s the shoes. These are Manolo’s!”


  “You say that like I know what that means.” He drawls.


  “It means they are very pretty.” I say haughtily.


  He snorts. “I’ll save the shoes, if…you wear them when I fuck you later.” He says in that husky tone. Damn his voice is so hot. I think I might actually be blushing. Consider me officially distracted.


  “Deal!” I say a little breathily.


  He lets out a low raspy chuckle and my skin tingles with goose bumps. Jesus, I need to get a grip.


  “I have to go. I’m meeting Molly.”


  “I’ll see you later sugar.” His voice is laced with sex. Oh god, I’m too hot. I start fanning myself.


  “Arsehole.” I grumble. I hear him laughing as I pull the phone away from my ear and hang up. I shriek when I spot someone stood at the window. Oh fuck, it’s just Molly.


  I open the door. “You scared the fucking shit out of me!”


  She has her arms crossed, an eyebrow cocked, and a smirk plastered all over her model perfect face. “Why were you fanning yourself?”


  “I was hot.” I say with a ‘duh’ expression on my face.


  “Uh huh. Talking to Theo by any chance?” Her smile gets wider.


  “Maybe.”


  “Driving his car, talking to him on the phone, and clearly having a conversation that’s getting you all hot and bothered…” Her smile widens. “Does this mean?”


  I sigh and roll my eyes. “Let’s go get coffee.” She squeals and throws her arms around me. Oh god.


  We sit in a booth near the window. I like to people watch. I wrap my hands around the mochachino in front of me as Molly strips off her coat and slides into the booth opposite me. She flicks her long blonde hair over her shoulder. I’ve always been jealous of her poker straight golden locks. She always manages to look so groomed, even when she’s just rolled out of bed. I don’t, even after I have spent half an hour trying to tame my curls. She’s wearing a dark grey jumper dress that clings to her slim figure, and her seriously hot thigh high boots. Molly has a wardrobe most celebrities would kill for, and looks like some kind of catwalk model most of the time.


  “Okay, so first off, Harry. How was the interview at the police station?” She asks.


  I study a spot on the table. “Difficult. They want me to give them a valid reason for Harry taking me, which of course I have, but in the eyes of the law he still broke the law. I can’t imagine a jury sentencing him, but if I keep my mouth shut, then they have no proof of the kidnapping.” I glance up at her. “At the moment I’m denying any knowledge. It’s mine and Harry’s word against that fucking drunk bitch. They have no case.” I say adamantly. “Theo’s solicitor Claudia has been great, she’s scary though.”


  She cocks an eyebrow at me. “Of course she is, she’s Theo’s solicitor. I know you live under a rock, Miss ‘who the hell is Theodore Ellis’, but trust me when I say Theo used to have quite the reputation. He would need a good solicitor.”


  “Really?” I can’t imagine Theo like that. Or maybe I can. I’ve seen his temper. He’s gotten into fist fights over me several times. He just seems too…laid back for that shit.


  “Oh yeah, he was a proper bad boy, just… driving an Aston Martin and wearing a ten grand suit.” She giggles. “He was always in trouble for fighting. I think he got arrested for possession once.”


  “Drugs?!” I shriek. What the hell?


  “It was a few years back. Other than his drinking and fucking, he hasn’t done anything naughty in a while.” She tries to reassure me. “Or at least, he hasn’t been caught anyway.”


  I decide to stash this information as well, isn’t today proving enlightening. How much do I really know about Theo? Not a lot. I’ve been too consumed with running away from him to actually stop and get to know him. I know he doesn’t do drugs. I’ve spent way too much time with him. I would know.


  “Anyway, when are they releasing Harry?” She asks.


  “He should get bail tomorrow.” I smile wide. I cannot wait to see him again.


  “That’s great Lill’s, and you’re right. No jury will sentence him. At least if he gets bail then you guys can work it all out, in case it does go to trial.” I nod.


  There’s a moment of silence where neither of us says anything. I glance out the window at the grey London street. People wrap their coats around themselves as they walk. Red and gold leaves blow across their path violently. The lack of greenery marks the end of summer. I hate winter. I hate the bleakness of it all. Winter in the city can sometimes seem somewhat apocalyptic.


  “So, spill.” Molly says, snapping me out of my daze. I stare at her blankly. Her attention is solely focused on me, as though I’m about to feed her something vital. “Theo.” She hints.


  “I wondered how long it would take you.” I mumble.


  “Come on, put me out of my misery.” She whines. I smile at her. Girl is so bloody nosy.


  “You were right. Theo is it, the one, whatever you and your romantic little head want to call it.”


  She grins as she squeals. “I love being right.” She says with a little fist pump. “So, tell me all, was the make-up sex epic?” She raises an eyebrow.


  I roll my eyes. “It’s Theo. Any form of sex is epic.”


  “True that.” She nods. “So what about the whole baby thing?” Her smile disappears, her expression becoming tense.


  I frown. I don’t have a fucking clue. All I know is that I love him. I don’t know how it will work, but we will find a way.


  “We haven’t really worked it out.” I take a deep breath and meet her blue eyes. “I just know that I love him. He has stood by me through everything. He never falters, Molly.” I take a sip of the hot chocolate and coffee combination. “I told him everything.” I say quietly.


  She coughs as she obviously inhales her coffee. “Everything, everything?” She splutters. Well Molly doesn’t know everything. In fact, Theo knows more than her. I never let Molly have the details. It’s not that she can’t handle it, but she wears her heart on her sleeve. She loves too hard and cares too much. I love her for it, but information like this would weigh heavily on her. I’ve known her my whole life, and she would never indicate the burden, but she’s just too…good. There are some things in life that you don’t like to taint with darkness, Molly is one of them. She has this purity about her that is so rare. She is good to the very core, and in my world, that is such a precious trait.


  When I was five, I remember staying at Molly’s house after my dad died. Our dad’s worked together, so our families were close. Molly’s mum would look after Harry and I as best she could whilst our mother ensued on her downward spiral. I would sleep in Molly’s bed and cry. She would just hold me tight. She used to tell me that my daddy was an angel now. Even back then at the tender age of five, my faith in anything good had been broken, ripped from me with the death of my father. Throughout my entire life Molly has been there, her light balancing out my dark. I never wanted her to see the full extent of my nightmare world. As we got older, she put the pieces together, I would tell her snippets, but not the whole story. I never told her about the trafficking. That sort of shit can break a person. Don’t get me wrong, Molly is one tough cookie, she’s no wall flower, but she just cares too deeply. She would hurt for me, and I never wanted that. She has always accepted my closed off nature, offering her unending support, but never demanding anything. The fact that I have told Theo obviously shocks the shit out of her.


  I can’t help but laugh at her expression. “Yes, everything.”


  “What did he say?” She finally manages to ask.


  I smile. “Nothing. He was angry, but I guess I should have expected that. Bloody man thinks he can protect me from all demons, past and present.”


  “I’m proud of you Lill’s.” She smiles softly. “I genuinely never thought I would see the day when you would place that much trust in someone.”


  I shrug. “What can I say? The guy is obsessed with me. A girl can only take so much.” I smirk, blowing off her sappy comments. It’s not that I don’t agree with her, but it makes me uncomfortable.


  She snorts. “Understatement of the century.” She mumbles.


  “I figure, if he can deal with my ugly shit, then I can deal with Cassie.”


  She frowns. “There is no dealing. He’s lucky to have you.” She huffs.


  I roll my eyes and change the subject. “Anyway, enough about my odd relationship and onto yours…what is going on with you and Hugo?” She starts to speak but I hold up my hand. “If you say ‘we’re just having fun’, I may have to kill you.” I eye her meaningfully.


  She scowls at me. “It is not a relationship.” Glad to see I’m not the only one with issues. Truth be told, I’ve been so wrapped up in all the shit that’s been going on, whilst also trying to avoid Theo, that I don’t know what is going on any more. I’m a shit friend.


  “Defensive.” I mutter with a small smile on my lips.


  She sighs. “I don’t know. We are having fun, but it’s just getting complicated. I mean, these things have a time limit don’t they?”


  I shrug and take a sip of my coffee. “Not necessarily, I mean there are no rules.”


  “I know, but…I need more. I don’t want more from Hugo. He’s not that guy. I like him though.” She releases an exasperated sigh. “Ugh, fuck, it’s just…messy.”


  “I get it.” I tell her.


  “You do?”


  I shrug. “I like Hugo. He’s funny and loyal to those he cares about, but he’s a dog.” I shake my head. “I can’t even dislike him for it, because it’s just who he is. If it’s any consolation, in as much capacity as Hugo has I think he likes you.”


  She rolls her eyes. “That just makes it worse. I’d sooner he just saw me as a casual fuck. He likes me, but not enough to stop putting his cock in any fucking orifice he can find.” I snort. “I tell myself I’m stupid. I keep thinking that we’d be better as friends, but then the next thing I know we’re having sex.”


  “Oh, I know all about that.” I laugh.


  She nods. “Still, you managed to pull something from the ashes.” She remarks.


  “Oh, sweetie, do not go putting Theo on a pedestal. Our situation is so far from perfect, it’s laughable.”


  “It’s romantic.” She sighs, her blue eyes going all gushy. Oh god.


  “Oh god. You did not just say that. We fucked, we split, he fucked, we got together, his one night stand came back knocked up, we split, and now it is definitely a ‘three’s a crowd’ situation. Romantic is not what I would call this.”


  “It’s just…it’s the way he looks at you.” She says dreamily. Kill me now.


  “I think I just vommed in my mouth.” I mumble into my coffee.


  She offers me a small smile and glances out the window. I love Mole, and I really want her to find her perfect man, her happily ever after, because it’s all she wants. Hugo isn’t it though. Hugo has his own issues. I don’t know what has made him that way, but his care-free attitude and fuck everything with a pulse ethos are not the behaviours of a man who is truly happy. That may sound cliché, but it takes one to know one. I just don’t want my best friend getting hurt in his bid to try and feel something more than one night, because although he may feel something, it won’t be enough.


  “At the risk of sounding like a total hypocrite, Molly, you need to get out. Get out before you get even more hurt.”


  She focuses on me. “You’re right. I know you’re right.” She nods meekly, her expression a mixture of loss and acceptance.


  “We should go out when Harry is out. The four of us will go out.” I say in an attempt to cheer her up.


  She frowns. “Well, actually Hugo said to invite everyone to his Halloween party next weekend. I assume Theo will be there.”


  I raise my eyebrows. “I thought we just agreed you needed to get out.”


  She sighs. “We can be friends can’t we?”


  “I don’t know. Can you?”


  She lets out an exasperated huff. I take her following silence as a cue to move on. “Is it fancy dress?”


  She scoffs. “Of course. It’s a Halloween party!”


  “I swear down Molly, I am not going as a slutty nurse, or a half-naked devil.”


  “Oh please, that devil costume got you more attention in one night than you get in a year.” She grins.


  “We went out in underwear Mole. The only thing we achieved was becoming the content of every spank bank for miles around.” I huff.


  “Oh to be young and wild again.” She laughs, checking her watch. “Shit, I have to go.” She says. “Sorry.”


  “It’s fine.” I wave her off as I stand up, wrapping my scarf around my neck.


  She stands and pulls on her coat. “I can’t remember the last time we hung out sober…well, when you were sober.” She laughs.


  I narrow my eyes. “Ha fucking ha.”


  


  I drop Molly off at a meeting, not far from the coffee shop. I have to swing by the flat to grab an overnight bag. I shower and change quickly whilst I’m there. I check my watch. It’s still only four o’clock. I‘m not ready to go back to Theo’s yet. I know that we’re going to have to broach what are several big fucking pink elephants. Hanging out with Molly was a welcome reprieve. A moment, where I could pretend that things are normal. But now…as I stand here in my empty flat, it all comes rushing back in again. I need just a little longer, and so I decide to just drive.


  I drive for about half an hour, until I eventually find myself parked in front of a modern looking building. The sign reads South View Rehabilitation Facility. I don’t really know why I’m here. I wasn’t even consciously driving here. I think I feel as though I’m freefalling, out of control and scrambling to grasp onto something. In the last week, my world has turned on its axis, and my usual careful control has all gone to shit. Even this thing with Theo, it’s so intense. We’re either on or we’re off. We hate each other or we love each other. There’s no middle ground, no off switch, and I just…I need a moment. I’m scrambling to catch up. My focus is pulled in what feels like a hundred different directions.


  I guess I want to see Cassie. In a cruel way, I think it’s refreshing to hang around with someone whose life is more of a mess than mine. I can help Cassie, where I can’t even help myself, and that somehow makes me feel better. I pity her, and even though I fucking hate pity myself, it makes me want to be here for her, even at the risk of stirring some unwelcome feelings.


  I’d be lying if I said the baby thing didn’t bother me. I love Theo, in a way that I’ve never loved anyone. I’ve never been the girl that wanted the fairy tale life. Hell, I’d settle for just a little peace and happiness. I accept this, I accept that she will have his child, and I don’t begrudge them for it. I can’t resent Cassie for giving Theo something that I never will. Life is so brutally ironic. I never thought I would find someone who made me want that, and yet when I do, someone else gives him the one thing that I can’t. That’s just the way the chips fell.


  I think what makes this harder, is watching Theo shun her. I worry that it’s because of me. What he doesn’t realise is that he’s just making it harder, because I would never forgive myself if I thought he left that child because of me. If I’m honest with myself, I’m scared of what will happen if he won’t step up for that child, because I don’t think I could love a man who could just turn his back on an innocent baby.


  Yeah, my head literally feels like it’s ready to explode.


  I turn off the engine, open the door and step out onto the tarmac. My heels click rhythmically as I walk across the car park.


  I don’t know what I’m going to say to Cassie. I just know that I made a choice, and that choice includes her. Theo can’t face this right now. I have to have faith that he will come around, and I will stand in his stead until he does. I will make sure that baby is okay, even if it’s parents don’t seem to be overly bothered.


  The nurse at the reception desk directs me through to a common room. It’s all modern and sleek, with several flat screen TV’s mounted on the walls. Cassie sits in the corner of the room on a big leather chair. She has a book in her hand and her attention is fixed on its pages. The window next to her has the curtains pulled back. The red light of the fading autumn sun washes over her features.


  “Hey, Cassie.” I say quietly when I approach her.


  She looks surprised before offering me a small smile. “Oh, hi Lilly. What are you doing here?” Guilt niggles at me. I haven’t been to see her since I brought her here over a week ago. I know she has no-one, and I feel awful knowing that she’s been here all alone. I’ve just had too much of my own shit going on.


  I take a seat opposite her. She looks good. Well, better. Her skin has more colour, and she’s put on a little weight. “Well, it’s been a week. I wanted to see how you were doing.” I say quietly.


  She nods and closes her book. “I’ve been good. I just…this is a safe place for me.”


  I nod. “You’ll get better Cassie, and then you’ll be fine.” I smile at her.


  She nods, and a small frown line appears between her eyes. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but have you ever been addicted to anything?” There’s no accusation or inflection in her voice, just a simple question. There is only one thing in my life that I can say I have been properly addicted to; Theodore Ellis. If addiction is the inability to give up something because of the euphoric feeling it brings you, then I am addicted to Theo. I have a feeling that she knows that feeling all too well.


  “Uh no.” I respond, partly because being addicted to another human being is insane, and partly because I don’t think I can compare that to cocaine addiction.


  “It’s a constant struggle. I mean, why wouldn’t you give in to feeling amazing? How do you have the will power to remain miserable, when happiness is so easy?” I can relate. I used to use sex in the same way. Maybe I do have an addiction? “It’s different for you. You have a nice shiny life, something worth fighting for. I’ve always had nothing.” Funny how people perceive things sometimes.


  She’s right though, in a way. I judged her for being a drug addict. I couldn’t believe that she could do that whilst pregnant, but I don’t know her. I don’t live in her life. I know what I would do, but she isn’t me.


  “You’re right Cassie, but you don’t have to just accept your life for what it is. You don’t have to be resigned to being a drug addict, a stripper, a friendless single mother. You can turn that around at any point should you choose. Life is whatever you make of it. Nobody owes you anything. You only get in life what you are willing to go out and fight for.” She says nothing. “And you have something to fight for. That baby.” She glances away guiltily. “I get that this didn’t pan out the way you wanted it to, but that baby is the good in all this.” I smile faintly. She doesn’t respond. “Look. I can see you’re not quite in the place to see this clearly yet, but you think about it.”


  She nods. We talk for a while. I try to get to know a little about her, but there isn’t really much to know. Abusive father. Ran away from home at sixteen. Drugs, sex, stripping. It’s a sad but all too common story.


  “I have no-one.” She says quietly when she’s finished.


  “Look, I know this is weird for both of us, but I will help you, okay? You need anything, you call me.”


  “Thank you.” She whispers. I stand up, pulling on my coat. Her eyes follow me as I rise.


  “Why? Why do you keep doing this?” She asks.


  I smile sadly. “When I needed rescuing, someone risked everything for me.”


  “Who?”


  “My brother.” I choke.


  Her lips kick up a little, a dimple sinking into her cheek. “He sounds like a good man.”


  “The best.” I whisper.


  “I’ve never had anyone like that.” She says quietly.


  I nod. “Exactly. I may not be the most likely candidate, but I’m apparently all you have right now.”


  She drops her face, her hair falling forward to hide her features. “Theo hates me.” She says it as a statement.


  I sigh. What am I supposed to say to that? “Theo…Theo will come around eventually. I know him. He would never abandon that baby.” I have to believe that.


  She looks up meeting my eyes. “You still love him.” Of course I love him. There’s a sadness in her eyes that makes me bite my tongue. I should be honest. I should tell her that Theo and I are together, and yet I don’t. She may be deluded and irrational in her feelings toward Theo, but sometimes you can’t help the way you feel. She is in love with him. She’s hormonal and in rehab for a severe drug addiction. Now isn’t the time.


  “I’ll stop by next week Cassie.” I don’t wait for an answer. I leave the way I came in. Seeing her isn’t easy, but it makes me feel better, as though it makes me a stronger person somehow. It feels good to be strong for someone else. Funny that I’ve never been able to do that for anyone before.


  I get back in the car and check my phone. There are three missed calls from Theo. I sigh and start to make the short drive home. We need to talk. It feels like a swarm of bees have taken up residence inside my head. There are so many thoughts, questions and doubts flying through my skull. I feel like the game has totally changed, and I no longer know the rules. Theo and I have always had a difficult relationship. We’ve never been on the same page. I’ve always kept him at arm’s length, never quite letting him get close. Now though, I haven’t just let him get close, I’ve let him in. He sees me for what I am. How can two people who have had a largely sexual relationship, make it through all this shit? Fuck, after what I told him, he might not even want me like that anymore. Insecurities start to surface and I feel physically sick. Time to face the music. I wish I could muster some armour, but it’s blown to shit, shattered and irredeemable.


  


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  THEO


  


  I’m in the kitchen attempting to actually make food, when I hear the door downstairs shut, and Lilly’s heels tap across the wood flooring. It takes her a while to come upstairs.


  “Hey.” She says as she reaches the top of the stairs.


  I narrow my eyes at her. “Where have you been?”


  Her face becomes expressionless. “I went to the police station and then I went to see Molly. Why?” She approaches the breakfast bar. I meet her guarded eyes across the enormous marble slab.


  “I tried to call you, and then I called Molly, who said you left two hours ago.”


  She turns on me with a fierce expression. “Jesus, Theo, what are you my keeper? We’ve been back together five minutes. Do not act like you own me.”


  I stop what I’m doing and meet her glare. “What the fuck? I’m concerned for you.”


  “Yeah well, I don’t need your concern.” She snaps.


  “Oh no, you’re not doing that.”


  “Not doing what?”


  “The whole, ‘I don’t need you’, and I look after myself.” She says nothing, but if looks could kill… “Just stop. Put the claws away. I’m just asking.” I say calmly.


  “Well maybe if you didn’t interrogate me the moment I get here, then I won’t feel the need to scratch your eyes out.” She hisses. “I went for a drive. It’s been a tough few days. I needed…space.” She mumbles.


  I place my hands on the breakfast bar and drop my head forward. This was never going to be easy, but I had hoped that I would stop coming up against constant walls where she’s concerned. “Space from me?” I ask without looking at her.


  “No, I…I don’t know.” She mimics my stance, with her hands against the breakfast bar. She lets out an exasperated breath. “Look, I’m fine now.” She flashes a small smile as if to prove it. Tension radiates from her.


  “You sure?” I ask. Lilly’s default when it gets tough is to run. I want her to just stop for once, to realise that I’m on her side. She nods.


  Unconvinced, I move around the breakfast bar, closing the distance between us. I grab her, pulling her up against my chest. Her stance is still stiff and guarded.


  “I love you, sugar.” I murmur into her hair. Her muscles relax, as she softens into my hold. She’s like a cat, all predatory teeth and claws, but all she really wants is to be petted and loved. Not that I would ever fucking tell her that.


  “I’m sorry.” She whispers. “I just feel…different.” Her voice is laced with confusion.


  “Different?”


  She pulls her head away from my chest, her brilliant eyes glancing up at me. “We’re different now.” She’s right, things have changed.


  I remember the first time I ever saw her. She was beautiful, so sexy. She grabbed me by the balls, and she’s never fucking let go. I remember thinking that she was so unattainable, so untouchable. It’s only now, when her walls have crumbled around her, that I see just how untouchable she always was, even when she was telling me she loved me, there was always a wall between us. She was always protecting herself, protecting her secrets, just waiting for rejection. But I won’t reject her, not ever, and she knows it. She’s no longer protecting herself, and I see her. For her to trust me with that is huge. She’s right, we are different, because she is different. I can see it makes her unsure, uncomfortable even. I watch as a small line appears between her eyebrows.


  “You know everything.” She whispers, almost to herself.


  I cup her cheek, bringing her focus back to me. I crouch slightly, so that my eyes are level with hers. “I know everything, and I love you all the more for it sugar.”


  I tilt my head, pressing my lips to hers. Her lips part slightly, and I wrap my hand around her nape, pulling her in. As quickly as it starts, she rips her lips from mine, and pulls away from me.


  I frown. “Lilly?”


  She flicks her eyes to the floor. “We don’t have to do this right now.” I say nothing, because I don’t have a fucking clue what she’s talking about. “I mean, after what I told you…and you probably don’t…want me. Like that…right now. If you need time, it’s fine.” She stumbles over her words, blowing them off with a casual shrug, whilst her eyes tell me she’s anything but. So that’s what this is all about.


  “Are you fucking serious?” I say a little too harshly.


  She drags a shaky hand through her hair, but doesn’t respond. I wrap my arm around her waist, pulling her up against me. I step forward, pushing her back into the breakfast bar. I grip her arse, pulling her into me and grinding my pelvis against her.


  “Does that feel like I don’t want you?” I say through gritted teeth.


  I always want her. I will always want her. She’s like a damn drug. She’s sex and sin, luring me in at every opportunity. I roll my hips again and her breath hitches a little. Anger, frustration and lust mix together in my mind. How could she think that I wouldn’t want her? If I have to fuck some sense into her, I fucking will. “I’m going to forgive that quite frankly insulting accusation, because I know you’re not yourself right now.” I slam my lips over hers, giving her no time to think. She needs to stop thinking, and just feel. I swear, sometimes I have to fuck her into thinking straight.


  I move my hands from her waist, tracing the lines of her curves. The tension slowly leaves her body. She’s like a statue coming to life. Her lips slowly part as her fingers inch over my chest, creeping up my neck, and eventually into my hair. I grasp her hair, pulling it and yanking her head to the side. I drop my lips to her exposed neck, kissing, licking and nipping my way up to her ear. Her fingers claw at my neck, pulling me closer. I smile and graze my teeth across her ear lobe. Her breaths are ragged, her movements frantic. Her control slips inch by inch, until I have her right where I want her, willing, compliant, desperate and most importantly, with no doubt as to just how much I fucking want her. Any reservations or fears dissipate under my touch.


  I grip her around the waist, lifting her until she’s sat on the breakfast bar. I grab the hem of her top, ripping it over her head in one swift movement. She reaches behind her and releases her bra. Her eyes dance seductively. This is my Lilly, confident, seductive and sexy as sin. He may have taken something from her, but this…this is what I do to her. This is who she is now, and fuck, I love her more than anything in this damn world.


  I dive for her, sucking a nipple into my mouth. She moans and thrusts her chest toward my face.


  Her fingers go to the hem of my shirt and slip underneath. She traces the muscles on my stomach, making them clench and quiver under her electric touch.


  I move back to her lips, kissing her with no restraint. “I will always fucking want you.” I growl against her lips. “You drive me crazy.”


  “Show me.” She gasps between desperate kisses. It’s more than just a lust filled plea, it’s a genuine need.


  I lean forward, forcing her back. She stretches her arms out behind her, supporting her weight. I step between her thighs, forcing her to spread her legs wider. My lips never leave hers as my fingers skim over her stomach, until I reach the button of her jeans. I release the button, and slip my hand inside her underwear. Her eyes flutter closed and her head falls back as I brush her clit gently.


  “Look at me sugar.”


  Her eyes snap open, meeting mine in a lust filled haze. I push two fingers inside her wet pussy and she moans. Her skin flushes pink as her breath hitches. It’s beautiful to watch. Her eyes hold mine as my fingers move inside her. I work her until she looks ready to eat me alive. I remove my fingers, yanking down her jeans and underwear in one quick movement. She lifts her hips, allowing me to drag the clothing down her long legs. She kicks off her heels, and they hit the ground with a loud thud. She’s now completely naked and spread out on my breakfast bar. Fucking beautiful. Her red hair falls around her shoulders, brushing her erect nipples. My eyes trace her sculpted stomach and down to her long legs, which are spread wide, her beautiful pussy on show. I bite my lip, as my cock twitches impatiently against my fly. She cocks an eyebrow at me and drops her eyes to my crotch. I don’t need any more of a hint than that.


  I rip my shirt over my head and yank my jeans and boxers down in seconds. I step between her thighs, pressing my bare chest against hers. She wraps her arms and legs around me, pulling me in close. Her nails drag gently across the back of my neck. For a long moment, we don’t move. Everything suddenly stops. There’s no desperate frenzy, no hard and fast fucking. She just holds me close, and I wrap my arms around her tight. I press my face into the crook of her neck, inhaling her scent, the smell of her shampoo. I grip her waist and pick her up. Her smooth thighs instantly grip my hips. I walk her through the living space and lay her down on the sofa carefully.


  She tilts her head to the side, her red hair, splaying out around her. I kiss her, slow and deep. Her tongue touches mine tentatively, as my hands survey her body. She rolls her hips up to meet mine, her wet pussy sliding along my rigid cock. Fuck, she feels amazing. I glide one hand down the inside of her thigh, spreading her wide. Her eyes never leave mine as I press my cock against her entrance.


  “I’m going to come inside you and make you remember just how much I fucking want you.” I growl against her parted lips. I press my lips to hers, my tongue caressing hers. Her body relaxes as her fingers start to claw at me, trying desperately to pull me closer. When she’s mindless with need, I slowly thrust forward, pushing into her just an inch. I close my eyes as she clenches around me. Fuck. I grit my teeth, fighting the animal instinct to fuck her, take her, claim her. I edge forward, another inch, as my muscles tremble under the strain. She throws her head back, a low whimper escaping her lips, as her fingers grip my biceps, her nails biting into my skin. I press my forehead to hers and close my eyes. Her warm breath washes over my face as she pants beneath me.


  “Nobody makes me feel the way you do.” I grate. “Nobody has ever wanted another person the way I want you.” I roll my hips, thrusting inside her completely. “Fuck!” I growl.


  “Theo.” She rasps in that husky, sexy voice. I grin and nip at her bottom lip quickly. Her breath hitches, her body shaking underneath mine.


  My hips move of their own accord, my cock pumping into her. I run my hand down her leg, gripping her calf. I hook her knee over my shoulder. God fucking bless her dancer flexibility. She moans as I slide deeper inside her. Her back bows, as her hips attempt to find some friction. I love watching her lose control. It’s here, when I have her like this that she’s completely exposed and at her most beautiful. She’s shaking, her skin covered in a sheen of sweat, her cheeks flushed, her eyes wild with desire. Fuck, I could come just watching her.


  I feel her start to tighten around me as her eyelids flutter closed. “Oh god.” She cries. Her nails gouge into my back. Heat rushes through me as I watch her come apart, and when she’s writhing and screaming my name, I come inside her. Everything detonates, leaving me with black spots across my vision. My entire body tenses and trembles with after shocks, before leaving me feeling completely numb. I press my lips to the crook of her neck, inhaling her perfume, mixed with the smell of sex.


  She runs her fingers over the stubble of my jaw. “I love you.” She whispers.


  This is what I need from her, this feeling of peace that comes from loving her, from being loved by her.


  “I love you too.” I manage to gasp.


  I stay there for a while, whilst my breathing slows, and my pulse returns to normal. I lift myself up onto my elbows and glance at Lilly. Her eyes are closed, a blissful smile on her face.


  “Lilly?” I whisper.


  “Mmmhmm.”


  I smile. “Just checking I hadn’t fucked you to sleep.”


  She snorts. “You wish.”


  I watch her for a few minutes. “So, do you want to tell me where you really were tonight?” I ask.


  She opens her eyes and releases a heavy sigh. “Okay. Just let me go shower first.”


  


  Ten minutes later, I’m sat on the sofa with a glass of Scotch in hand. I’ve got jeans on, but no shirt. Lilly drops onto the sofa next to me. She’s wearing one of my t-shirts and I swear to god, she has never looked sexier. She curls her long bare legs underneath her.


  She fiddles with her fingers in her lap. I wait. “I went to see Cassie.” She says quietly.


  “Why?” I grate.


  She shrugs. “I don’t really know. I suppose I feel sorry for her. She’s all alone, pregnant, and fighting an addiction.”


  “All of which she brought upon herself.” I growl. I watch her bristle under my abrasiveness. I know this isn’t her fault, but as soon as I think of that woman, I get angry. I don’t want Lilly anywhere near her, so what does she do? She decides to make her a bff.


  She narrows her eyes at me. “What is it with you? You’re fine, and then the second I mention her name, you shut down. You act like she’s evil incarnate.”


  “You went to see her…fine, but after everything that has happened over the last two days, do you really want to talk about this right now?” I snap.


  Her eyes blaze, her infamous temper coming to the fore. “You asked where I was and I told you. Do not get fucking pissy when I answer. This should not be an issue Theo.” She matches my tone.


  “What do you want me to say, Lilly?” I bark.


  “Nothing, but you need to sort your head out. I get that this sucks. I get that you don’t want to be in this situation, but you are. You need to deal with it!” She says brusquely.


  “I don’t know how.” I drag my hand over my face.


  “Well then figure it out.” She wraps her arms around her legs and rests her head on her knees. Her eyes meet mine. “I love you, Theo, but I need you to do the right thing here.” She needs this. I have no idea why, but this is hurting her.


  I say nothing for a long time. “How do you manage it?”


  “Manage what?” She asks quietly.


  “You should be angry, or upset, or…something, over this shit, and yet, you’re the strong one.” She amazes me.


  She shrugs. “People make mistakes. We all have our part to play. If I hadn’t run, you may not have slept with her. If you weren’t so bloody charming the first time you slept with her, then she may not have fallen in love with you, and tried to trap you.” She cocks an eyebrow. “Note. Next time, just let her see you’re an arsehole. You don’t need to pretend to be nice to get into a girls pants. You look like that.” She rolls her eyes, a small smile on her lips. “My point is; we all have regrets, but we also have to deal with the consequences of our actions. I take responsibility for that. I help Cassie, because you won’t, but you know as well as I do Theo, that it’s not my place. It’s yours.” I say nothing. How do you force yourself to be okay with something when you really aren’t? Lilly takes my hand. “I’ll help you.” She says that now.


  “How are you going to feel about all this when she has that baby Lilly? You’re disturbingly rational now, but you can’t possibly be okay with it. I don’t want to cause you any more pain.”


  She sighs. “I can’t say how I will feel, but I will stand by you.”


  I lean close to her and stroke my fingertips over the soft skin of her cheek. “I don’t deserve you.” I whisper to her. Right now I’m angry and upset, and I’m pissed that she won’t drop it. I can also see that she’s genuinely trying to help.


  She smiles. “More than you know.”


  I reach for her and pull her across the sofa until she’s straddling me. “I know.” I whisper. I take her face in my hands and kiss her gently.


  “Just, promise me you will try, Theo.” She says quietly. “You were there for me, and although you can’t see it now, this is me doing the same.”


  I nod. I’m not ready to discuss this properly. I can’t even explain where I’m at with this. I resent Cassie, and I’m terrified I’m going to resent my own child. Everything feels tainted by this one thing. I’m a selfish bastard. With Lilly by my side, I have the perfect life. Cassie is an imperfection, a dirty smudge on the sparkling veneer. Then there is Lilly. Beautiful, strong, fearless Lilly. She deserves better. She deserves perfect. I don’t want to feel like this, but I do. I can’t help it. Lilly is right. I need to sort my shit out.


  “Okay.” I say quietly. This isn’t something that I can talk out. I need to do this on my own.


  


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  LILLY


  


  Today is the day where Harry will either come home or be charged, and I feel like I’m going to throw up. I wake up ridiculously early. I can’t sleep.


  I glance over at Theo’s sleeping form. The duvet is just grazing his hip bones, showcasing that amazing torso of his. The sight sends my heart skittering against my ribcage. His arm is thrown across his eyes, and the ink that decorates his arms and torso stands out stark in the faint morning light. I’m freaking out. Every ingrained instinct in me wants to scream, drink a bottle of vodka and go completely fucking numb. I don’t though, because of Theo. He brings this peace, which is like a drug in itself. I feel a sudden calm control, knowing that he will be there to catch me if or when it all goes to shit. Theodore Ellis may not be most people’s idea of stable, but he’s my rock. He’s always lent me his implacable strength. He keeps me centred. He’s my safe harbour. The knowledge once terrified me, hell it still does, but when you know someone loves you with everything they have, you trust them. I know Theo loves me fiercely, he knows no other way. With him it’s all or nothing. He couldn’t give a fuck about most people, but if he loves, then he loves wholeheartedly. So, I trust him with my heart. It doesn’t mean that it doesn’t scare the shit out of me to do so.


  He stirs in his sleep and rolls towards me. “Why aren’t you sleeping?” He says groggily, without opening his eyes.


  “I can’t. I’m too nervous.” I whisper to him. He reaches out an arm, feeling around until he finds me.


  A small frown line appears on his forehead. He still doesn’t open his eyes. “Why are you all the way over there?” He grumbles sleepily, before pulling me to him. He wraps his arms around me tight and tucks my head under his chin. His bare chest is like being pressed up against a radiator. “It will be fine, sugar. I won’t let anything happen to Harry.”


  I press my face against the hot skin of his chest. “Promise?” I ask quietly.


  “Of course.” I can hear the smile in his voice before he presses his lips into my hair. I feel myself relax instantly. It’s the strangest thing, as though all the weight has just been taken from me. Theo has this way of just shouldering all my troubles for me, even when I don’t want him to. That’s the essence of true love, is it not? When you love someone you share in their sorrows and their hardships, the good times and the bad. I feel like Theo and I have shared in each other’s ups and downs, although lately there seem to be more downs than ups. Either way, I feel like everything will be okay with him by my side. He makes the burden a little easier to bare. I also trust him. If he says it will be okay, then it will. I’ve seen Theo pull off some pretty impressive feats, and despite our turbulent roller coaster of a relationship, he’s never lied to me or failed me. So if he says he won’t let Harry go down, then he won’t.


  I lay there quietly trailing my fingers over his smooth skin and tracing the lines of ink across his chest. I listen quietly as his breaths deepen and he falls back into sleep. Theo is not a morning person. Hell, neither am I normally.


  My mind starts to go into over drive again. God, this is ridiculous. I’m up and down like a yoyo. I manage to extricate myself from his iron grip and get out of bed.


  I find one of his t-shirts and a pair of boxers.


  I love Theo’s open plan living space. The dull grey morning light spills through the enormous windows into the kitchen. I make coffee from his hideously expensive coffee machine. Expensive, but so bloody good.


  I take my coffee out onto the patio and sit on one of the sun loungers next to the pool. The morning air is fresh, and bites against my bare legs. I love London at this time in the morning. The patio is on the floor, and is more of an enormous balcony really. It allows a limited view of the city. There are no car horns, no distant hum of traffic. It’s quiet, and peaceful. I lay back and clasp my coffee in my hands. I take a sip and smile. Small things can make you so happy.


  I can’t stop my mind from sprinting at a hundred miles an hour. What if they charge Harry? I will have to tell them the truth. I can’t risk him going to prison. What if they find out about Shaun? Can they even find out about him? Fuck! All I know is that I will not let Harry go to prison for helping me. Part of my mind says that I can’t survive without him, whilst a small voice whispers to me that I can, because I have Theo. I stamp that voice out. No, if he gets charged today, then I will say and do whatever I have to, to get him out. He deserves more from me. I owe him everything.


  I let out a frustrated breath as my mind wages war with itself.


  A few golden leaves have blown across the pool, disrupting the perfect clear water. For some reason it really bothers me. I get up and find the little net thingy that’s tucked in the corner of the patio. I start scooping leaves out of the water. I don’t know why, but it’s something to do. Before I know it I’m sweeping the bloody patio, and watering the plants.


  I’m cleaning the outside of the folding French doors when I hear a throat clear beside me. I turn to find Theo leaning against the door frame, his arms crossed across a bare chest, and a raised eyebrow.


  “Should I be concerned?”


  I blow a loose strand of hair out of my face, which has fallen out of the messy bun on top of my head. “I just thought I would clean up a bit.”


  He presses his lips together and nods his head slowly. “Are you having some sort of mental breakdown?” He asks carefully.


  I huff out a breath. “I just need a distraction.” I grumble.


  A sensual smile pulls at his lips. “Well, sugar, if it was a distraction you needed why didn’t you wake me up? I have a morning present just for you.”


  I flick my eyes down to the boner currently tenting his trackies. I roll my eyes. “Really? God, you are such a bloke.”


  He smirks. “I’m all man sugar.” He steps close to me, everything about him oozing swagger and pure masculine sex appeal.


  I place my hands on my hips and stare him down. “You do realise that not everything can be fixed with sex, my brothers pending imprisonment included.”


  He mimics my pose with his hands on his hips. The pose show-cases that beautiful body perfectly. He throws his head back in exasperation and exhales loudly. “I told you, I have taken care of it.”


  “Define taken care of.”


  He meets my gaze. His blue eyes become serious, the sexual tension of moments ago replaced by the steely determination of the businessman that is Theodore Ellis. “Just trust me?”


  I inhale deeply. It seems like such a small thing to do, but can I really trust him to secure Harry’s future? Fuck.


  I decide to put it all out there, so I tell him exactly what will happen if Harry does get charged. “If he goes down Theo, I’m going to tell them everything.” I tell him calmly.


  His expression becomes icy before he turns away from me. He folds both hands behind his head and walks across the patio. He says nothing for a long time.


  “You would do that?” He asks without turning to look at me. “You would share something so painful with the world? Because that’s what it will come to Lilly. You’re with me, and therefore, the press will have a fucking field day with this.”


  “I would do anything for Harry.” More silence follows until I feel like I’m going to break under the weight of it.


  He turns around and meets my gaze, his eyes burning with a fierce intensity. He closes the distance between us until I have to tilt my head back to hold his gaze. His fingers skim my jaw line tenderly, as his eyes soften. “Then I would do anything for Harry. Please trust me.” He begs.


  I decide to take a leap and trust him with the fate of the most important person in my life. “Okay.” I whisper. He clasps my face gently in his hands and places the sweetest kiss on my lips. He closes his eyes and touches his forehead to mine.


  “Thank you.” He breathes.


  Oh god, he kills me. He takes my love and my trust like it’s some precious gift, which makes me feel like shit. Am I so untrusting, so closed off that he is grateful for whatever I throw him? I guess I’m just so used to fending for myself, and not letting anyone in, that it’s hard to rely on him.


  “I’m sorry.” I blurt. He says nothing, just smiles and shakes his head.


  “You must be cold sugar.” It is pretty chilly out here, but his naked chest is so warm. I let him guide me inside, where he wraps me in the throw from the back of the sofa.


  “It’s not that cold.” I roll my eyes. He lifts me onto one of the stools on the breakfast bar, like a bundled burrito, ignoring my griping.


  “Okay, you need to eat, and as much as I would cook for you, that’s a once a year kind of event, so I’ll take you out for breakfast.” He tells me.


  “Ugh, I need more coffee.” I’m not even going to argue with him about the fact that I feel like I’m going to throw up. He’ll just whine that I’m too skinny.


  “Coffee I can do.” He closes the fridge door, milk bottle in hand, he takes a swig straight from the bottle.


  “Gross.” I say.


  “What, you don’t want to share germs with me?” He says with a wry smile on his lips.


  I smile back. “Baby, I’ll share your germs any time.” I raise an eyebrow at him. He flashes me his sexy smirk, and I start to think that maybe sex can fix everything.


  I need some kind of control, because right now, I feel like I have none. I have always used sex to gain control. Theo has always been the ultimate fix. If sex were a drug, then he would be fucking heroine, the ultimate hit, the most euphoric of addictions. If I can control him, I can control anything, because he’s so dominant, so wild in so many ways. It’s fucked up, and wrong, but it’s what I need. It’s how I cope. It’s not like he’s not fucking happy to oblige.


  I crook my finger at him and beckon him closer. If there is one thing that I can safely say about Theo, it’s that he thinks with his dick approximately ninety percent of the time. He smiles wide, a knowing gleam in those baby blues. When he’s close enough I hook my fingers in the front of his trackies, pulling him closer to me. My face is level with his chest. I nip at one of his pecs before swiping my tongue across it. His muscles tense under my lips as his hands move to my shoulders. I’m not sure if he’s restraining me or holding me in place. I trace my fingertips over the taught skin of his stomach. Again, his muscles tremble and tense under my touch, making me smile. I make my way down his body, until I’m cupping his now rigid cock through the thin material of his trackies. I slip my hand beneath his waist band and gently trace the length of him with my nail. He trembles a little, his reactions a perfect blend of pleasure and torment. I smile to myself, and flick my eyes up to find him looking at me with a shit eating grin on his face. What is it with men and their ‘I’m about to get laid face’. They have a total inability to play it cool.


  “I can’t work out whether I’m distracting you, or you’re distracting me.” He smirks.


  I shrug. “Both.” I yank his trackies and boxers down over his hips. His fingers tighten on my shoulders. I move off the stool and slowly drop to a crouch in front of him. His eyes never leave mine, and I’m gripped by their smouldering intensity. I find myself desperate for his touch. I kiss his stomach and trace my tongue between the ridges of muscle. I work my lips everywhere, except his cock. His hands move from my shoulders to my hair, where he pulls at my hair tie, freeing the strands. He grabs my hair up and wraps it around his wrist, yanking my head back. I can’t help but gasp at the force of it. He holds me there, him looking down at me whilst I look up the length of that fucking amazing body. I have to admit, the view is pretty epic. Every muscle in his body is tense, dominating, controlling, but we both know that I’m in control here. I own him and he fucking knows it.


  “Don’t fucking tease me Lilly.” He growls through gritted teeth. I smirk at him and his eyes blaze.


  “Don’t be so fucking impatient.” I snap back. He’s the epitome of pure man, all hormones and muscles. He loosens his grip on my hair slightly, but not enough for me to reach him. I stick my tongue out and just lick the end of his cock. It jerks and twitches immediately. I hear the breath hiss between his teeth, and now it’s me with the shit eating grin on my face. I grab his arse cheeks and pull him forward hard. He loses his balance and staggers forward a step. I instantly wrap my lips around the head of his cock, and he groans a string of curses. I love that I hold this much power over Theodore Ellis, a man who is the embodiment of power. I love that I can make him desperate. I can have him moaning my name and begging me. It’s the biggest fucking turn on.


  I tip my head forward and allow his cock to slide down my throat. I flick my tongue across his bell end and he moans my name, though it sounds more like a prayer. I grip his balls in my hand and roll them between my fingers. His fingers wind through the strands of my hair, clenching and releasing aimlessly.


  I drag my eyes up his body to find him watching me. He’s unhinged, out of control and on the edge…because of me.


  “Fuck.” He groans as I start to work him faster. I want to watch him fall apart. His cock twitches in my mouth as he moans long and low. “I’m going to come!” He yells. That’s the cursory ‘if you want to bail now is your chance’. Pft, he knows me better than that. He lets out a hoarse shout and throws his head back. The muscles of his stomach pop as his torso clenches, and warm salty fluid hits the back of my throat. I swallow, and suck him dry, releasing his cock with a small pop.


  “Shiiit!” He says. His legs buckle and he falls to the ground in a heap. He lays down on his back on the kitchen floor, eyes closed, cock still out and glistening in spit. Wow.


  “Um, you okay?” I ask tentatively. I’m tempted to poke him to check he’s alive. Death by blow job. How poetic. Fitting really.


  He grunts a response and I shrug. I get up and go make myself a latte, before resuming my spot at the breakfast bar. I pick up yesterdays paper and start browsing through the random shit that the modern tabloids have to offer. Theo reads The Sun. Three guesses why, or should I say three pages in. I turn to said page.


  “You know, I don’t see the point in having fake boobs if they are obviously fake. Surely that defeats the object?”


  I glance down at Theo, he cracks one eye open, a sly smile creeping over his lips. “You thinking of upgrading the girls?”


  I roll my eyes. “No. I’m just saying…” I pick up the paper and point to said triple G on the page.


  He shrugs and closes his eyes again. “There are two types of women babe. There are those you fuck, and those you fuck more than once.”


  “That sounds like something Hugo would say.” I mumble.


  He smirks. “It is. That…”He gestures toward the page. “…is a girl you fuck, and quite frankly, you don’t give a shit what’s real or fake.”


  “Huh. You make it all sound so simple.” He heaves himself off the floor and pulls his trackies up, putting his cock away.


  “It is simple.” He kisses the side of my neck. “I love you.” He grins as he winks and strides past me to the coffee machine.


  “Doesn’t count.” I say in a sing song voice. Seriously, never say I love you after oral. Ever. It just loses value.


  He chuckles, that deep throaty laugh of his making my skin heat. “Give me a few minutes to regain my faculties, and I’ll fuck you seven ways to Sunday.”


  “How romantic.” I smile. There’s no need. I’ve got my fix, my power kick. I don’t actually need an orgasm, but I know he’ll insist. Such hardships I endure.


  


  I sit anxiously with my phone propped on the table in front of me. Surely if I stare at it long enough it will ring. God, this is killing me. I need to know what is going on. The last place I want to be right now is in this busy café. Turns out, my crafty blowie didn’t get me out of breakfast. When Theo said he wanted my curves back, he wasn’t kidding. He bought me the most enormous cooked breakfast. I managed to pick at some toast and a bit of bacon. I’m now sat here with my faithful coffee whilst Theo eats two breakfasts.


  “Seriously. How are you not fat?” The boy has the body of a bloody god. It certainly isn’t for lack of appetite.


  “I’m too hot to be fat.” He smirks.


  I can’t help but smile. “Just so you know, I’m inherently shallow. If you ever get fat I’m leaving your arse. I’m only with you because you’re pretty.”


  “And I have a nice voice, let’s not forget that one.” He waves his fork at me.


  “Seriously? You’re going to hang onto a drunken compliment? You do realise it doesn’t count?”


  “Yep.” He shoves a piece of toast in his mouth. “And it so counts.” He winks.


  “Because you haven’t had thousands of women tell you that you are sooo hot and god like.” I scoff.


  He smiles wide. “You said it babe. I’ll remember that one. God like.” He wiggles his eyebrows.


  “Careful. You won’t fit out the door.” I say sweetly.


  He opens his mouth to respond but my phone rings. I snatch it off the table and answer it. “Hello?” My voice is shaky with nerves.


  


  


  Theo pulls the Aston up outside the police station. The outside of the building looks so unsuspecting. My brother is in there, so close, and yet if today goes badly, who knows when I’ll see him again.


  “Breathe, Lilly.” Theo murmurs beside me. He grabs my shoulder and shakes me gently. “Relax. You look like you’re about to blow.”


  I swing my gaze to his. “My brother is being held for no reason. He may be arrested because of me. Of course I’m about to blow.” I take a breath. It’s not his fault. He’s done nothing but help me with this. “I’m sorry.” I say quickly.


  He flashes me a warm smile. “Sugar, I know what Harry means to you. Please trust me when I say I would never let anything happen to him.”


  “Theo, you can’t fix everything.”


  He smirks. “If Harry gets charged, he will get out on bail, I can promise you that. There’s also a pretty good chance that his case will be thrown out.”


  “I can’t chance Harry’s fate on if’s and maybe’s.” I lean back against the plush seat of the Aston. “I think I should tell them.” At the risk of exposing even bigger secrets. Fuck!


  I glance sideways at Theo. His expression has become serious, his actions deathly still. “You can’t do that Lilly.”


  I meet his eyes head on. “Excuse me? It is my story, and he is my brother. I will do what needs to be done.”


  He sighs and drags one hand down his face. “Lilly, I’ve already been battling on every front just trying to keep the papers from getting wind of the story about Harry. You and I are old news as far as the press is concerned, and yet my PR team are up to their eyeballs in gag orders.” His blue eyes lock with mine. “It won’t be long before they find out we are back together. You then instantly become more interesting, especially with all the shit swimming around us at the moment. They are very likely to get wind of Harry’s situation. If you make that statement, you are going to be hounded. Everyone is going to know your story.” A small frown line appears between his eyes. His eyes are soft, and full of a genuine concern. Theo and I agreed to keep our relationship quiet until everything settles with Harry, for this very reason. He wasn’t entirely happy with it, but he understands why I don’t want the press stalking my every move at the moment.


  “Theo, I can take people knowing my business as long as my brother is not behind bars.” I tell him.


  “I don’t want that for you Lilly. It would eat you alive. I won’t stand by and watch the press pick you apart. They’re fucking vultures. They won’t be sympathetic.”


  I nod. “We make sacrifices for those we love.”


  “We do, which is why I am asking you to trust me. Just give me a chance to fix it before you jump the gun and make yourself a public target for no reason.” His eyes hold mine. There’s so much sincerity in them, and this deep seated adoration that I always find when I look in his eyes. He has never let me down. He always comes through. He’s Theodore Ellis, just the name incites a certain faith.


  “Okay.” I whisper. “But please remember that I am trusting you with the fate of the most important person in my life.” I don’t want him to feel inferior. He is certainly on a level with Harry, but he’s not Harry. The connection I have with my brother, the things we’ve been through together, it’s totally different, it doesn’t compare.


  “I know.” He says with a smile. He opens the door and gets out of the car. I pick up my handbag and take a breath just as he pulls my door open. I smooth the skirt of my dress down before taking his hand as he helps me out of the low sports car.


  


  We approach the reception desk at the police station. Theo starts talking, but my mind tunes out as I start to panic again. My thoughts are a mess of ‘what if’s’. I just need to see my brother.


  We’re shown to a room where we are told to wait. There’s a leather sofa pushed up against the wall, a coffee table with various magazines and a water cooler in the corner. That’s it. It’s the waiting that is killing me.


  I pace nervously for a few minutes. Theo says nothing, even though I must be annoying the shit out of him.


  After several minutes of whirlwind thoughts, an idea crosses my mind that I’m surprised I haven’t thought of before. “Theo?”


  “Mmm hmm.” He doesn’t look up from the magazine in his lap. I glance at what has him so enraptured.


  “Really? You’re reading Cosmo?” I raise an eyebrow.


  “The sex position of the week is very interesting.” Again, still not looking away.


  Curiosity gets the better of me and I move to glance over his shoulder. “Oh wow, yeah, not happening.”


  He smirks and finally looks up. “You sure? You’d make a hot pretzel.”


  I roll my eyes. “Serious situation.” I gesture around the room.


  “Exactly. This is the perfect time for pretzel inspired sex positions.” His eyes dance mischievously.


  I drop onto the sofa next to him and shimmy until my thigh is pressed to his, he moves his arm around me and pulls me closer. “Police stations do it for you, huh?” He raises his eyebrows.


  “No.” I hiss. “I need to ask you something.” I say in a hushed voice. He says nothing. “If there were to be no testimony from my mother, could they still arrest Harry?”


  His face turns serious. “Not here.” He says quietly.


  I study his face for a long while. “You’ve thought about it.” I say without accusation.


  He presses his lips together and nods his head. Okay, this isn’t the time or place. Shit, why didn’t I think of this sooner?


  After a half hour wait, Claudia steps into the room. I think she looks angry, but I can’t tell, the woman has so much Botox in her face.


  “What’s happening?” I ask anxiously.


  She huffs out a breath. “They are charging him.” My heart plummets in my chest. “That stupid fucking dyke of a detective thinks she can build a case. The likelihood is that she can’t, but we need to be prepared.”


  “What about bail?” I say numbly.


  Her eyes flick to Theo meaningfully. “It’s taken care of. There will be a bail hearing this afternoon. The detectives will put forward their case, and the judge will decide whether Harry gets bail.”


  “He’s not a risk to anyone though, so he’ll get bail right?” Theo threads his fingers through mine and gives my hand a squeeze.


  Claudia pauses for a moment as though choosing her words carefully. Claudia doesn’t do careful, so that worries me. “They may try and detain him as a flight risk.”


  “Oh my god.” A trial could be months away. Harry will be in prison for months. The thought of my kind, amazing brother locked up with criminals makes me want to cry. My palms start to break out in sweat, and I can hear my pulse hammering in my ears.


  “Lilly.” I can’t answer Theo, because I feel like if I open my mouth I might either scream or throw up. “Lilly listen to me.” He grabs my chin and forces me to look at him. “I promised you I would take care of it. You said you trusted me.”


  “Did you not hear what she just said?” I say in a hushed whisper.


  “Lilly, I have taken care of it.” He doesn’t fucking get it.


  Claudia lets out an exasperated sigh and suddenly hugs me. “He has the judge in his pocket.” She hisses in my ear. “Now pull yourself together!” She pushes me away, and smooth’s down the front of my dress like I’m a child going to school. Her lips pull into a tight smile. “I will be at the hearing. If bail is granted then I will call you immediately.”


  I nod mutely. “Wait, the bail hearing is today?”


  “Yes.” I can tell her patience is wearing thin.


  “How did he get a hearing so fast?” She looks at Theo again. I glance between them. No fucking way. He made this happen. Did he know that Harry was going to get charged?


  “I have my contacts.” Claudia says uneasily.


  I decide to leave it for now. I can’t press either of them here. “Thank you Claudia.” Theo tells her.


  She air kisses his cheek. “Darling, always.” She wipes her lipstick mark off his cheek and turns on her spiked heals. She’s gone in a whirlwind of expensive perfume and scary arse attitude.


  Theo wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me into his side. He kisses my hair. “It will be fine, sugar.”


  “I think I need some vodka.” I say.


  He laughs and checks his watch. “Nope, no vodka before ten in the morning. Those are the rules. I can offer coffee though.”


  The thought of coffee is too much to pass up. Jesus, I literally live off coffee and vodka. I need help. “Yeah, coffee is good.” I say in a small voice that I don’t even recognise as my own. What the fuck is happening to me. I’m bloody falling apart. I try so hard to be this strong independent person, and yet I am quite literally shattering. I feel like the cracks are creeping over the surface, just waiting to implode at any given moment. I need to man the fuck up. This isn’t helping Harry, and me whining isn’t solving the problem. I’m so wrapped up in the idea of losing him, I’m not focusing on what I have to do to ensure that I don’t lose him. I’ve been acting as thought the fight is already lost.


  I spot the Detective Brown on the way out of the police station. She meets my eyes and nods her head slightly. Theo senses my tension and loops an arm around my shoulders. That woman is a fucking bitch. “Careful.” He says in a low voice. I keep walking, because me saying something only makes Harry and I look guilty. I still don’t know how the fuck you can charge someone with kidnapping their sister who willingly left with them. It’s all bullshit.


  Theo doesn’t release me until we are at the car. He holds the door open for me, a small smile on his face as he watches me get in. He slides in the drivers set next to me and shakes his head. “You are so fucking explosive.” He chuckles.


  “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to piss off a redhead?” I say curtly. “That bitch is fucking lucky she was in the middle of a police station.”


  He laughs and starts the engine. He takes my hand and places a kiss on the back of it. “That’s why I love you babe. You’re a little bit crazy.”


  


  Theo takes me for coffee at this little coffee shop on the edge of Hyde Park. I’ve never been before, but the coffee is awesome. We stroll hand in hand through the park with our paper cups in hand. I love London, but it can feel claustrophobic with all the buildings seeming to be on top of one another. I like the parks, they’re like a little oasis within the concrete jungle of buildings. It feels like a little break from the city.


  “I think I might go into work this afternoon.” I say.


  “But the hearing is this afternoon.” Theo replies.


  “I know, but I need to do something. I’m driving myself insane with possibilities.” I sigh. “I just can’t…I can’t think about it.”


  He stops and turns toward me. He cups my cheek in his warm palm. My eyes meet his, so clear, like a bottomless pool of water. “I promised you I would get him out. I don’t break my promises, sugar.”


  “I know, it’s just…I need to keep busy.” I offer him a small smile and reach up on tip toes to place a soft kiss against his perfect lips. He moves his hand to the back of my neck and holds me there a little longer.


  He eventually pulls back and watches me carefully for a few seconds. “Okay, I’ll take you in.”


  I just need a little time to myself, not because I don’t want him around. Honestly, he’s been such a rock these last few days…I just need to work through my own mind a bit. “Theo, I can handle it okay? You go do…” I wave my hand around. “…whatever it is you do.”


  “Important man stuff.” He says with a straight face. In true Theo fashion, he takes no offense, he doesn’t push me, he just makes light of it.


  I snort. “Yep, that. I will go to work for a while. Claudia will call you, and we’ll go from there.”


  He nods. “Okay.” He shrugs. “Do you want to go now?”


  “Soon, I just want to stay here for a little longer.” I just want a few minutes of peace before the carnage that is my life ensues again.


  I lean my head on his shoulder and pull just a little of his strength.


  


  When I get to the office I have a mountain of paperwork. My inbox is full, with over a hundred emails that need to be answered. I have cases that need to be actioned and clients I need to contact. I won’t lie, it’s a bloody nightmare, but it does keep my mind busy. I barely even hear my phone ring, I’m so engrossed in the contract I’m typing up.


  “Florell and Simmons. Lilly Parker speaking.” I say curtly.


  “Lilly, he’s out.” Theo’s deep voice comes over the phone. It takes me a dim witted moment to catch up.


  “Oh my god. When?”


  “Apparently you can collect him from the police station in an hour.” He says. I’m practically squealing with delight. I’m going to see Harry.


  “Okay. Thanks for letting me know.”


  “I’ll leave you and Harry to it. Just call me when you want me.” He says. I love that he wants to give me some time with my brother.


  “I always want you.” I say easily.


  He laughs. “Babe, I’m Theodore Ellis, of course you want me.”


  “Modesty always was your strong suit.” I mumble.


  “It’s okay, only you get me. Turns out, hot redheads are a rare gem, and I’m quite partial.” I can hear the smile in his voice.


  “You know Hugo once said something similar to me. You know it’s bad when you start sounding like Hugo.”


  He snorts. “Well he’s always knee deep in pussy, so he must be doing something right.”


  “I’m a quality rather than quantity kind of girl…” There’s a knock on my office door. “Ugh, I need to go. I’ll call you later. Love you.”


  “Yeah you do.” He says before I hang up the phone. ‘Yeah you do’. Seriously?


  


  My office door swings open and Josh steps in. I smile widely at him. I’ve missed Josh. As much as I love that I’m now a solicitor with my own office and everything, I really loved working as his junior.


  “How is life in your own office?” He asks brightly.


  “Good, stressful and a little boring without you.” He takes a seat in the chair on the other side of the desk and props his feet on the desk. He unbuttons his suit jacket and tucks his hands in his pockets. He kind of reminds me of an older version of Theo. He has this really laid back vibe, but he’s all smart suits and business attitude. His dark hair is greying, but it works for him.


  “I miss your…excitement.” He grins.


  “Well, I am much more exciting than you.” I smile. “You’re getting a little old for excitement.”


  “Well, that’s true.” He shrugs. “I miss the soap opera that is your life. Namely, watching you make eyes at Ellis and pretend you don’t want to bone him.”


  I blanch. “Oh my god. You did not just say that. I thought you were all professional.”


  He throws his head back and laughs. “You don’t work for me anymore, I don’t have to be professional. Anyway, what’s going on with you?”


  I sigh. “Everything. I have so much to catch up on.” I gesture to the papers scattered all over my desk. I don’t tell him why I’ve been absent for the last two days. I’m a solicitor, a young solicitor. I’m supposed to be working sixty hour weeks with no holiday and taking contracts home on the weekends. Instead I’ve taken a lot of time off recently. To be fair, most of it was before my promotion, but still. Josh must be suspect as to what can possibly be so pressing that I’m letting it effect my career. There are thousands of law school graduates who would sell their own mother to have the opportunities that I have been given. I cannot tell him that my life has borderline imploded, and my brother is in jail. I trust Josh, and I like him. I’d definitely call him a friend, but not that kind of friend. I need to keep this whole situation under wraps. I told Simmons I have a family emergency. That one has to be getting pretty old by now. The old boy does seem to let me do whatever the fuck I want. That must be Theo’s influence. Surely? Who knows? Usually I’d be pissed about that, but right now, being Theodore Ellis’ ex-girlfriend, is beneficial. I say ex, because as far as they know, that’s what I am.


  “Yeah, this looks fun. I’ll leave you to it. Oh, and I came in to say that I’ve been dealing with Hardy this week. He has a meeting scheduled with you on Monday.”


  “What for?” I ask suspiciously. The last time I spoke to Hardy was at the Florell and Simmons summer party. That was awkward to say the least. He didn’t say anything, but there was this tension about him when Theo walked in. Maybe it was just me. I don’t know. There was some serious bloody tension on my part.


  “Well, obviously you know Ellis is undercutting him on the buyout of that company. He wants your help in getting him another company.”


  “So he’s not giving me grief about it?” I ask.


  He shrugs. “He seemed pretty laid back about it to be honest. I was surprised he still wanted to stick with the firm after we fucked him like that, but apparently you have some kind of magic touch that keeps them coming back.” He raises an eyebrow, his dark eyes shining with humour.


  I roll my eyes. “Yeah, something like that. Honestly, this place is like a soap opera.” I shake my head.


  He stands up and smooth’s his suit jacket down. “It wasn’t before you rocked up.” He teases before he strides out of my office.


  I check my watch. I need to clear up and go pick Harry up. I pick out a few of the more urgent contracts and put them in a file, which I shove in my handbag. I clear the rest away. I’ll have to come in early in the morning to get some of this stuff done. I really want to hang out with Harry tomorrow, but I’m treading on thin ice as it is. I cannot take any more time off work.


  I take the lift down to the garage in the basement of the building. I don’t usually drive, but I needed my car in case I needed to go and get Harry. I can’t imagine he would really want to have to use public transport after having been locked up for two days. I press the button on the fob and the car beeps in greeting. She stands out like a sore thumb amongst the sleek black and silver German saloons. The cherry red paint shines under the fluorescent lights. I open the door and slide into the seat. The smell of Italian leather engulfs me. I love this car far too much to sell it…again. Parting with the last one was hard enough. This one is even nicer. Theo will have to pry the key from my cold dead fingers. I plug in my ipod and Adam Levine’s voice blasts through the speakers. I’m in a good mood. Harry is getting out. Theo and I are good. Things are falling into place, and I feel like maybe happiness isn’t so unattainable.


  I wait anxiously outside the court house. I’m pacing back and forth when my heart leaps at the sound of Harry’s voice. “Lilly.” He rumbles.


  I spin on my heel and face my brother as he reaches the bottom step of the wide concrete stairs. “Harry.” I can barely raise my voice above a whisper. I run and throw myself into his waiting arms.


  He squeezes me tight, and it’s as though everything is right in the world again. I feel like I’ve been missing a piece of my soul being separated from him. He holds me for a long while. When he pulls away he smiles at me, his green eyes warm and affectionate.


  “Don’t cry, baby girl.” He brushes a tear from my cheek, and flashes me that smile of his. That smile has restored my faith in humanity many times.


  “I’m so happy to see you.” I choke. “I missed you.” God, I love my brother. There are some people that you just cannot function without. My brother is one of those people. He’s the other half of my soul. When two people endure the things that we have endured, an unbreakable bond is formed. Harry is my brother, my best friend, my protector.


  “It was two days, Lilly.” He grins.


  I smack his arm. “I thought you were going to be put in prison.”


  “Still might.” He shrugs. “It’s not worth worrying about, so don’t.”


  Guilt batters away at me. Harry is suffering now because he helped me. It’s all so wrong. “It’s my fault.” I say quietly.


  He frowns and shakes his head. “No. Never think that. I don’t for a second regret taking you Lilly. I would do it again in a heartbeat.” He pulls me into another bone crushing hug. “I love you more than my own life Lill’s. Never forget that.”


  “I love you.” I sniffle. God, I’m such a pansy around my brother. I get little sister syndrome. “Lets go before I turn into a sobbing mess.”


  “Can I drive?” He grins.


  I roll my eyes and throw the keys at him. “Only because you did hard time for me.” I point a manicured finger at him. “Scratch her and I will scratch your eyes out.”


  He smirks. “Just checking you haven’t turned into a total pussy.”


  “Dick.” I say with a stupid grin on my face.


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  THEO


  


  I pull into the empty car park, next to a black Mercedes, the only other car parked here. Picking up the envelope from my passenger seat, I switch off the engine and step out of the car.


  I open the rear door of the Merc and slide into the back seat. “Ellis. How are you?” A deep voice asks.


  I turn and meet the lined face of Judge Gregory Manning. “I’m well, and you?”


  “Very well, thank you.” He’s always the same. He likes his polite small talk, despite our less than ethical relationship.


  “Thank you once again for your help today.”


  He smiles. “Well, that was a small favour, considering your past transgressions.”


  I shrug. “True, but no less valued.” I hand him the envelope. “Your payment.”


  Gregory and I have had a healthy relationship for some years now. Whenever I find myself in need of a little leniency from the law, Gregory delivers. It may be that a company I wish to buy is in legal difficulties. It may be that I myself am being investigated, or charged. I have had more assault charges brought against me than I care to admit, all simple bar fights, but of course, everyone always wants to press charges, because they think they can make some money. Gregory gets me out of a lot of holes, and in exchange, I pay him. I don’t pay him in money, that would be too obvious. Like any man, Gregory seeks to earn and expand his enterprises. I have an eye for money, and so I buy shares in companies I believe will expand and earn, I then gift him these shares. There’s less of a paper trail, and I suppose it’s more…ethical. Needless to say, I have made Gregory a very rich man over the years.


  I know Harry may have been granted bail regardless, but I needed to make sure. I made a promise to Lilly.


  “Always a pleasure, Ellis.” He says. I step out of the car and close the door behind me.


  I climb back into the Aston. The Mercedes pulls away and quickly blends into the night again. Gregory and I sometimes bump into each other at functions, but as a whole, we can’t be seen together publicly, not with my track record.


  


  


  I’m almost home when my phone rings. I answer it, and Claudia’s sharp voice comes over the blue tooth system. “I have bad news.” She says quickly.


  “What now?” I grumble.


  “The police have found the evidence they needed. They’ve traced forged papers stating that Harry was Lilly’s Legal guardian. They may well try and charge him with fraud as well now.” Fuck.


  “What can you do?” I ask. Claudia always has a way out, a loop-hole.


  She sighs. “Nothing. I can probably get him off when pleading to a jury…if I can use Lilly’s story, and call her as a witness.”


  “Not happening.” I growl.


  “Well then darling, you had best find a way to make these charges go away. You’re good at making problems disappear. Apply yourself.” She drawls. I know exactly what she’s implying. It’s a drastic step.


  “Do what you can. I’ll get a team on it.” I bark and hang up. Shit. To make these charges disappear, I’m going to have to go to the source. Jane. Persuading her won’t be easy, but if she can’t be persuaded…well, I’m prepared to do whatever it takes to protect Lilly, that includes keeping her brother out of jail.


  The next morning, I set about the task of tracking down Jane Sampson.


  I dial the security office.


  “Hey.” Miles is unprofessional and refuses to adhere to the job role in pretty much anyway, but I don’t give a shit because he is amazing at what he does.


  “Hi. I have a job for you.” I tell him.


  “Oh, is it good?” He asks.


  “It’s more exciting that security software.”


  “Well that’s not difficult.” He grumbles. I laugh. Miles is ex-military and is used to working in military security. I hired him for an astronomical amount of money, to ensure that all our computer systems are impenetrable. This is just one aspect of what he does though. Miles can hack computer systems, including hijacking cameras and high level government files. Essentially, if you need to find someone, he can turn over every rock and find them. There is nowhere he cannot reach. He should be able to find her easily.


  “I need you to track down Jane Sampson again.”


  He huffs. “Okay, I should have the location within half an hour.”


  “It might not be so easy this time. I think she’s gone to ground, possibly changed her name. I’m going to email you the number of a bank account that I know she has access to. Other than that, I have nothing.” I say.


  “Okay, I’ll call you when I find something.” He says easily.


  “Thanks Miles.”


  “Oh, and Theo…do you need a guy this time?” Miles doesn’t just organise security. He can organise anything, no matter how questionable.


  “Not just yet. I need to talk to her. If she can’t be reasoned with, then we may need someone.”


  “Okay. Speak to you later.” He hangs up the phone as though he hasn’t just been discussing killing someone off. It’s not a step I want to take. Regardless of the fact that she’s a monumental bitch, she is still Lilly’s mother. I’m pretty sure Lilly would pull the trigger herself if she could, but that’s not something that you can take back.


  If I can’t get her to back down, then I will resort to threats and violence. Would I have her killed? I don’t know, but I do know that there are few things I will not do for Lilly.


  


  The next morning, I find myself staring numbly at my computer screen. I can’t fucking focus on these bullshit sales projections. I decide to leave the house. I’m not even really sure where I’m going, but I end up at Hugo’s apartment.


  If you need your mind taken off something then Hugo is the guy. I check my watch. It’s gone ten on a Friday morning. Hugo always starts his weekend early. There’s no way he’ll have made it out of the house yet.


  I have a key to his flat. He gave it to me years ago, back when he used to quite like a cheeky line, as he used to call it. He used to party and get so fucking messed up, I was pretty sure his brain was going to fall out his nose. He gave me a key for when, not if, he OD’d. He actually never did. Fucking shocker.


  I open the door to his flat. Walking into Hugo’s flat post party is like something out of the hang over. You never know quite what shit you’re going to find…literally. I found a turd floating in the hot tub one morning.


  The hallway looks relatively clear. There’s a g-string hanging on the chandelier, and an empty bottle of Jack is sitting on the side table. I step into the front room, where the real carnage is. There are one, two, three…six girls passed out in various states of undress. There are three on the sofa, one on the coffee table and two on the floor…and a dog. An enormous, drooling English Bull dog to be exact. That’s new. I feel like I should be checking for pulses, but I don’t really want to touch any of them, they don’t look to be the most hygienic. I know the dog is still alive, because it’s snoring like a fucking chain saw.


  I keep going, passing unconscious bodies, empty bottles and clothing as I go. I push open Hugo’s bedroom door. He’s on the bed, passed out, face down… in pussy. Literally. Fucking Hugo.


  There are two women and a guy all butt naked and sprawled out on the bed. The dude’s hand is on Hugo’s arse. I know he likes to tag team, but he would not be happy about that shit. I laugh as I move next to the bed. I shove his shoulder. Nothing.


  “Hugo.” I shove him again. “Hugo!” He startles awake with a shriek and lifts his head from his pillow of choice. “Wow, so manly.” His eyes squint into focus before he looks down at the pussy two inches from his face. A grin stretches across his face.


  “Morning beautiful.” Yep, he’s talking to a pussy. “Now that was a fucking party.” He says glancing around the room. He notices the guys hand on his arse, and leaps up like he’s on fire. “Dude, not cool!” He points at the unconscious man as he stands next to the bed bollock fucking naked. I’m laughing so hard my sides hurt. See, when you need your mind taking off something, you come and see Hugo.


  “Not funny. This is your fault.” He scowls at me.


  “How the fuck is it my fault you got wasted and blatantly had some weird sex party with a dude?” I snort.


  “Because you went and got all fucking hung up on that ginger gash. Now I have no tag team buddy, and I get groped by weirdo’s.” He huffs as he stands there with his hands on his hips, proudly showcasing his morning glory.


  “Dude, put some fucking clothes on. I do not need to see your fucking wang.”


  He gestures to his dick. “Rambo is a wild animal. He cannot be tamed. He needs relieving.” He points to the pussy he was just having an in depth conversation with. I glance further up the body to see a set of very fake tits. She’s laid on her back and those fuckers are not moving.


  “Don’t let me stop you. I’ll just go and find a spot on the sofa next to the pile of pussy while I wait.” I’m actually serious. We’ve done this so many times.


  “Or, we could tag team the two of them.” He wiggles his eyebrows and points to the other Barbie wannabe.


  “I’m back with Lilly.” I say in a flat voice.


  “That fucking woman ruins all my fun. Fine. Give me five minutes.”


  I cock an eyebrow. “Really, five minutes?”


  “I’m gonna bash one out in her. I’m not making fucking love to her, you pussy whipped bitch.” He rolls his eyes and turns back to the bed. He grabs Ms Silicone and pulls her legs apart. She barely even wakes up. He grabs both her tits and wobbles them. “Time to wake up.” He grins like a fucking sixteen year old as her tits bounce slightly. Okay, I’m leaving. “Stay Theo. See what you’re missing out on with your pussy whipped ways.” He laughs.


  “Bag it up.” I say on my way out.


  “He can’t be tamed or contained!” He yells. How his dick hasn’t dropped off yet I’ll never know.


  


  Two hours later and the naked bodies have dispersed. Hugo is sat next to me in his boxers, because and I quote; he refuses to wear clothes if he doesn’t have to, and his house is a naked zone. I kid you not; I have actually heard him use that line when he has a party - leave your clothes at the door. The dog is still here, parked on the sofa next to Hugo. Apparently he’s called Gary, and Hugo has adopted him. Gary used to belong to a friend of Hugo’s, but he decided to take a crap in the designer shoe of the guys girlfriend. Oh, and he spunks on everything. Literally. The dog has the biggest fucking balls I’ve ever seen.


  “Seriously, how does he not kick himself in the nuts?” I ask.


  Hugo shrugs. “He’s mastered the big bollock waddle. You know when you get sweaty balls, and one sticks to your leg…that walk.”


  “Dog has issues. Seriously, you need to find him a girl. He’s like, leaking.”


  “He’s a fucking stud aren’t you Gaz. Only time he fucking moves is when he smells some flange on the go. Good lad.” He says, patting the dog on the head. Gary, just continues to pant, and dribble…from both ends.


  


  We play Call of Duty, and drink a couple of beers. I can’t actually remember the last time we did this.


  “Ah, come on, you can do better than that.” He mocks, as he shoots me in the head. Fucker.


  “Hugo, you spend approximately half your life playing this game. You’d have to seriously suck not to beat me.” He takes a swig of his beer, because yes, hair of the dog works, and Thursday through Sunday are alcoholic days.


  “Hey, it helps with my manliness. If there was ever a war, or a zombie apocalypse, I’d be your guy. I have amazing aim.” He doesn’t move his eyes from the monster flat screen currently covered in blood and dead bodies.


  “Sure, because your Call of Duty skills would clearly directly transfer to real life.” I smirk.


  “Well, when the Zombie apocalypse happens, I’ll be leaving your arse behind. You can’t hit shit.”


  “So, who was that chick you were face planting this morning?” I ask, changing the subject.


  He shrugs. “How the fuck should I know? I think they were sisters though.”


  “And the dude?” I try not to laugh, but it’s hard.


  “Fuck you.”


  “You looked like you might be walking funny.” I laugh.


  “If I were to ever go that way, I would be a giver, not a taker.” He says very calmly.


  “Wait, like you’d be happy to stick it to a guy?”


  “Pft, no. I’m just saying, if like all the women on the planet disappeared, I’d be a giver.” He shrugs.


  “You worry me.” I take another hit, and my half of the screen splatters in blood.


  He laughs. “You’ve been saying that for years. You’re still fucking here.”


  “Yeah well, it turns out crazy people tend to make you feel better about your life, and dude, you are fucking insane.”


  Hugo glances sideways at me with a huge grin on his face. “So I’m told…on a nightly basis. Ladies love my insane skills.”


  I laugh. “One day, some chick is going to pop out of nowhere and knock you on your arse. I seriously hope I’m there to see it happen.”


  He snorts. “Never! It will never happen. Seriously? One chick. That would just be so…limiting.” His face is twisted in horror.


  “Okay, but what if that one chick was like the Holy Grail of women?” I poke.


  He pauses the game and turns to face me. “No one pussy can possibly be that good, and if you say Lilly’s is I will fucking hurt you.” He points at me in warning. “Mind you, she does look like she’d be a fucking epic lay.” He adds.


  I roll my eyes. “Yeah, that’s why I’m with her.”


  “Please, enlighten me. I cannot for the fucking life of me think of another reason.”


  “I can’t explain it to you. Your mind can’t comprehend anything beyond sex. You’re like a caveman.” I tell him.


  He smiles wide. “That’s because I’m all primal male. Women love that shit.” He wiggles his eyebrows. “I can’t even believe you got back with her. Still, at least you’re getting some.” He grumbles. “You’ve been a miserable fucking bastard the last couple of months. Why you couldn’t just find another gash to stick it to I don’t know.”


  “It’s okay, I know you don’t understand.” I say to him as if I’m talking to a child.


  “Hey, I understand. You think you love her, that’s cool. I love pussy. Hell, I fucking adore pussy. That shit is forever.” He swigs his beer. “Can you say that about your ‘love’?” I give up.


  “You still tapping Molly?” I ask. He will not admit it, but he’s into that girl. I feel the need to poke him about it a bit.


  He looks away and resumes the game. I don’t even pick up the controller, I’m losing anyway. “Yeah, girl fucks like a hooker.”


  My eyebrows shoot up and I smile. “Uh-huh, and drags you around by the balls.”


  He sighs. “Some girls like to be dominated, and some like to dominate. That girl likes both, but she likes to think she’s in charge. Now she really does have a pussy of gold, so if I have to fucking act like a pussy to get access to that pussy then I will.”


  “You do realise she’s not one of your hussy’s?” I ask.


  He pauses the game again and rolls his eyes. He throws himself back on the sofa, looking up at the ceiling. “Molly is not Lilly okay? She gets it. This cock cannot be tamed.”


  I laugh. “You have no idea how much Lilly did not want to tame my cock.”


  “Look, Molly will wise up soon. I don’t hide my shit from her. She knows what I am. I know she’s too good for this shit. She’s a nice girl. She’s the sort of girl who marries a nice guy and has cute kids.” He glances at me. “You know the type.” He says it like she has aids or something. Truth be told, that would probably bother him less. “We’re just having fun.” He drains the last of his beer and gets up. “You want a beer?” He asks.


  I shrug. “Sure. Why not?” I decide not to harass him any more about Molly, it’s clearly a sore point, even if he won’t admit it.


  I spend the rest of the day hanging out with Hugo. It’s weird, we never do this any more, but we used to do this all the time. I guess Hugo just makes me feel normal. He has no problems except where his next lay is coming from, and whether his house is stocked with adequate booze.


  Hugo is still in that place where money can buy him happiness, and I’m almost jealous. I do love Lilly, but relying on someone else to make you happy sucks balls. Their sadness is yours. Their weaknesses hurt you. It’s a blissful state that comes at a price.


  In the midst of all the shit surrounding me at the moment, being with Hugo is easy, straight-forward, care-free. I wish I could go back to this in so many ways.


  My phone rings. I check the screen. It’s Miles.


  “Hey.” I answer curtly.


  “Hey, so it wasn’t easy, but I think I’ve pin pointed her location. I don’t have an address though.” He tells me.


  “Okay, what have you got?”


  “Well, I used the account you gave me. The money was transferred to an off shore account within twenty-four hours. I’ve managed to track it. It was then separated into three different accounts, and a large chunk of cash was withdrawn. There have been no transactions since, until yesterday, when someone used a debit card to withdraw cash from one of the accounts.”


  “Where?” I ask quickly.


  “Monaco.”


  “Monaco? What the hell? Why the fuck is she in Monaco?” I ask, mainly to myself.


  “You gave her one point five mil. Why wouldn’t she be in Monaco?” He replies.


  “Okay, so you can’t pin-point her address?”


  “No, the cash was withdrawn from a cash machine. It was a small amount, taken from a machine in The Fairmont Monte Carlo. She may be staying there. What do you need from me?” He asks eagerly.


  “I’m going to make some arrangements, but I may need you to come with me. Can you fly out tomorrow night?” I ask quickly. My mind is flying through logistics.


  “Sure.”


  “Okay, keep looking. See if you can pin point her location.”


  “I’m scanning all the cameras in that area for facial recognition.” He says. “If she pops up, I will find her.”


  “Thanks, Miles.” I hang up the phone.


  I don’t have the time to fly to Monaco on the chance I might find her. That said, I don’t like loose ends, and I don’t like not knowing the outcome of a situation. I like to control people, by whatever means they choose. Some will be controlled for money, others for favours or my connections/ Whatever it is, I can usually sway people to my whim. Jane Sampson is an anomaly that I thought I had under control. I don’t like being fucked over, and she has royally fucked with things. There won’t be a second chance for her. I’m Theodore Ellis, and if she thought I was some wealthy push over businessman, then she is very much mistaken. I promised I would destroy her if she did anything to hurt Lilly, she clearly didn’t take that threat very seriously, or maybe she did, after all, she is running. For her sake, she had best keep on running, because if I catch her, I’m not sure what I will do. I need her to retract her statement, and seeing as money is clearly not a strong enough incentive, it looks like I’ll be resorting to threats.


  Hugo enters the room with a beer in hand. I tilt my head and narrow my eyes at him. “Do you still have that apartment in Monaco?” I ask.


  He shrugs. “Sure. Why? You fancying a bachelor weekend?” He grins.


  “No, but I may need your help. Fancy a trip to Monaco?”


  He shrugs. “Yeah, why not.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  LILLY


  


  “Oh my god, you’re out.” Molly shrieks, the second Harry walks through the door. She throws herself into his arms, almost knocking him over. She’s sobbing as Harry tries desperately to console her.


  George pulls me into his side. “You okay Lill’s?”


  I nod and smile. “Yeah, for now.” I know I should just be happy that Harry is out on bail, but the idea of a case hangs heavily over my head. I can’t quite find it in me to be happy about the temporary reprieve.


  “For now will do. I hear that you and Mr. hotter than hell got back together.” He wiggles his eyebrows.


  “Yeah¸ he helped get Harry out. He’s been so great about all this.”


  “Well, the guy is obsessed with you. You need to take advantage of that shit…and take advantage of him of course…the things I would do to that boy.” He shakes his head and bites his lip.


  I smack his arm. “My boyfriend.” I point out.


  “Pft, yeah yeah. Lucky bitch.” He grumbles.


  Harry manages to extricate himself from Molly long enough to give George one of those man, back slap hugs that they do. “I hear the food in prison is shit.” George says with a grin on his face.


  “Eh, I’ve had worse.” Harry laughs.


  “I ordered Pizza, and I have beer.”


  “Oh, thank fuck.” Harry laughs. “Honestly, it’s like school dinners in there.”


  I smile with him, but all I can think is that if I can’t fix this, then poor Harry is going to have bigger problems than shitty food.


  We hang out, we eat pizza, we drink, we talk, and it’s almost as if nothing happened. Harry is his typical self, putting a brave face on and ensuring that I’m alright. It’s so programmed into him to protect me that he does it even when he can’t protect himself.


  I was thinking about going to Theo’s tonight. I feel out on a limb. I feel like for once, I need to be strong for Harry, but I just don’t have it in me right now. I need Theo to prop me up, because that’s what he does. I just want him to hold me, because being in his arms makes me feel like the world can’t touch me.


  I can’t just bail though. I won’t just run to my safe place. Harry is going to stay here for a couple of days, and then he’s heading back to Bournemouth. I have to go back to work tomorrow, before I lose my job. I’m going to stay at the flat so that I can spend as much time as possible with Harry. I text Theo, explaining that. He texts me back: ‘Take all the time you need. I love you sugar. Xx’.


  Harry sleeps on the sofa. I offered my bed but he absolutely refused. Honestly, our sofa is really comfy anyway. I can attest to this, having spent many hung over days on it, sometimes for twenty four hours straight. I curl up in bed on my side, and miss the heat of Theo’s body wrapped around mine as I drift into a restless sleep.


  


  “Shh, Princess, you look ugly when you cry.” He holds his hand over my mouth. I can barely breathe, as the panic constricts my chest. My head starts to swim, and black spots cloud my vision. Yes, pass out, please pass out, I think to myself.


  He removes his hand, and I drag a lung full of air in. “Now, you are going to be a good girl. You’re going to shut up and be nice to my friend Dave here.” I glance behind him to see a suit. He has red hair, and pale blue eyes that cut through me. He doesn’t look like a nice man, but then Shaun’s friends never are. Shaun turns and leaves the room. I immediately pull back and curl myself into the corner.


  “That’s right, you run.” He groans in a low voice.


  “Please don’t hurt me.” I cry.


  “It only makes it better when you beg.” He smiles wide and the fear intensifies, clawing at my neck until I can’t move. He grabs my arm roughly and pulls me from my corner. He unbuckles his belt and lowers his fly as I fight to get away from him.


  He grabs me by the back of the neck and turns me around, forcing me face down onto the bed. He rips my shorts roughly down my legs and I scream as adrenalin floods my system. My heart hammers in my chest. I gasp for breath, but he pushes my face into the duvet harder, until I can’t breathe. I feel the familiar burning pain of him ramming himself into my body. I scream, and scream.


  “Lilly!” I wake up screaming and crying. I shoot bolt upright, ready to fight the unseen demons that haunt me. My whole body is shaking as my pulse thunders in my ears. My skin is slick with sweat, and the sheets are drenched.


  A pair of strong arms wrap around me in the darkness. “Theo?” I whisper.


  A hand strokes my hair. “Afraid not beautiful, it’s just me.” George says quietly in my ear. He’s holding me tight. I wrap my arms around his broad chest and cling to him. I take deep breathes in and out. No-one can hurt me here.


  He keeps stroking my hair until my breathing slows. “Thanks.” I whisper to him.


  He pulls back and kisses my forehead. “Anytime.”


  I slip out of his grasp and go about my usual post nightmare routine. I strip off and turn my shower to scalding hot. I scrub my skin until it hurts, until I feel like I have scoured the memories from my body, but of course they are always there, just waiting for me to drop my defences. Some things never fade, and no matter how hard you try to move on in life, they are a fundamental part of you.


  I step out of the shower and dry myself. I leave the bathroom and go to my chest of drawers. There is a pile of bedding next to my laundry basket. I glance at the bed. There are clean sheets on the bed, and George is under the duvet, one arm thrown across his eyes. I smile. I’m so lucky to have him. His room is next to mine. Whenever he hears me scream, he comes running, and he always stays with me after a nightmare, because he knows I can’t sleep.


  I change into my sleep shorts and a tank, and slip beneath the duvet. He wordlessly moves his arm to make space for me against his side. I put my head on his shoulder and he wraps his arm around me, tucking me to his side.


  He reaches over and turns off the bedside lamp. I feel safe with him here, protected. I snuggle into him and eventually fall back to sleep.


  


  I wake up in the morning when my alarm starts bleeping at me. I feel like I’m on fire. I open my eyes and move away from George’s sweltering body. Jesus, what is it with men? Do they all just run super hot? Maybe it’s just really ripped men. Who knows? I reach over and turn the alarm off. Sweet silence.


  George stirs in his sleep and rolls over. “What time is it?” He mumbles.


  “Seven thirty.”


  “Ugh, you normal people with your normal jobs.” He grumbles.


  “Have you got anything on today?” I ask.


  “Just a rehearsal for a music video. Doesn’t start until twelve.” I love that this is the norm for him, roll out of bed and start work at lunchtime, bust some moves, get paid and repeat.


  “Okay. Thanks for coming in last night.” I kiss his cheek. He doesn’t even open his eyes.


  “Seriously girl, I wouldn’t just leave you.” He huffs.


  “I know.” I ruffle his shaggy blonde hair. “You need a haircut George.”


  “I’m working the homeless person look. I hear it’s all the rage this season.” He mutters.


  “Uh- huh.” I smile and climb out of bed. I scoop my hair up into a bun and jump in the shower again. I feel all sticky, apparently being pressed up against hot men does that to a girl.


  I decide to wear my favourite navy dress. It’s a bit cleavagy, but fuck it. It’s comfy, and I can totally get away with wearing my knee high brown boots with it. I pull my hair loose and run my fingers through it. It falls around my shoulders in its natural barrel curls.


  Molly is already at the breakfast bar when I enter the kitchen. She pushes a cup of coffee toward me. Harry is nowhere to be seen. “Hey babe. Where’s Harry?” I ask.


  “Went for a run.” She says absentmindedly as she studies her magazine. Molly used to read papers, now she reads fashion magazines, even though she hates them. She’s always looking for something that she can bring to the magazine, ever the career woman.


  “Okay, well can you tell him I said bye. I need to go in early.”


  “Sure.” She waves me off. I take two big gulps of coffee and burn my tongue. I’ll take it, for the sake of my morning caffeine fix.


  


  Work is surprisingly busy, considering it’s eight o’ clock in the morning. Everyone must have a pile of work, just like me. Solicitors are not like normal people. If there is work to be done, then you simply stay longer or come in earlier to get it done. In a firm such as this one, they expect blood. God knows how I haven’t been sacked yet. Luckily I’m actually very good at my job. I just happen to have an awful lot of family drama. Either way, I’m walking a very fine line, and I need to bust my arse to make up for my time away.


  I start in on the contracts that I was working on yesterday. I meant to get them wrapped up last night, but I just didn’t have the heart to leave Harry and go do work. I needed to spend time with him, to try and rid myself of some of this guilt that keeps eating away at me.


  These contracts are lengthy and in depth. By the time I’m done it’s gone ten o’clock. Shit, where did that time go? I’m just thinking about going to get a coffee when my intercom buzzes.


  “Miss Parker.” Amy’s voice comes over the speaker.


  “Yes Amy.” I reply politely. Amy is an assistant, but she works for four solicitors here at the firm. We’re the solicitors that haven’t proven ourselves enough for our own assistant yet.


  “Mr. Hardy is here to see you. He’s waiting in the board room.” Hardy? I’m not due to see him until Monday.


  “Um, thank you. I’ll be there shortly.” Fuck. I’m totally unprepared. I planned to spend this afternoon organising a proposal for a new company. I’m going to have to wing it majorly.


  


  I push open the doors to the board room. Hardy is seated in one of the chairs. He’s perfectly groomed, his salt and pepper hair combed back, his face clean shaven. His suit is perfect, his tie in place. He and Theo are polar opposites. Theo rocks up with his shirt unbuttoned, his hair a mess, and half the time hung over, and yet, he holds an aura of power that doesn’t require power dressing, it just is. Hardy is merely trying to replicate this. I could tell by the way he looked at Theo during the summer gala; he wanted what he had, but what man wouldn’t? Men want to be him, and women want to be under him. I don’t blame Hardy for looking at him like that.


  “Mr. Hardy. How are you?” I smile wide as I take a seat opposite him.


  “Lilly.” He mimic’s my smile. “You are looking as lovely as ever.” Hardy seems to dance the line of professional and over friendly, but not enough that you could ever accuse him of anything untoward.


  “Thank you. I wasn’t expecting to see you today.” I prompt him. I don’t have time for chit chat, and I’m totally unprepared for this meeting.


  His lips twitch in an amused smirk. “I have some urgent business that I need you to look over. I tried to speak with you earlier in the week, but you were away.” I don’t know why, but I get the distinct impression he’s digging.


  I smile politely. “I apologise. My colleague Mr. Walker was able to help you though was he not?”


  “Of course. I just prefer to deal with you.”


  I narrow my eyes at him. “With all due respect Mr. Hardy, I really thought you would rather deal with somebody else after our last conversation.”


  “James, please.” He tilts his head slightly, his dark eyes regarding me carefully. “And as for that, you were just doing your job. I understand that your hands are tied in such a situation. That doesn’t mean that we can’t work together.”


  Men like Hardy, don’t like being denied in any way. Maybe he’s just here to prove a point. Maybe he’s just determined to work with me, to feel as though Theo didn’t get one up on him. I nod. “Okay. What is it that you have for me?” I say reluctantly. If I can keep both Theo and James Hardy as a client, Simmons may just double my salary. Well, not literally, but it would make him very bloody happy. I do owe the old guy.


  “There is a company that I want. It is being made available for public auction on Monday. Everyone who is anyone will want shares in it. There are parts of it that when stripped off, could be very profitable. However, with the right push, it could also be expanded into a billion pound business.”


  “Okay, so you want me to draft a proposal.”


  He nods. “Yes, but more than that, I need you to try and find a partner for me.”


  I frown. “Partner?”


  He flashes me a crooked smile and runs a hand through his dark hair. “In order to buy these shares, it will require a large financial input, more than I can justify to my board.”


  I tap my index finger against my bottom lip. “How much are we talking?”


  He shrugs one shoulder. “Roughly forty million.”


  I blanch, waiting for him to laugh. He doesn’t. “You’re serious.” I stutter.


  “Remember, with an investment of roughly eighty million, this could be a billion pound business.”


  I blow out a breath, shaking my head. “Surely you’d be better at finding someone yourself? I don’t have contacts with that kind of money.”


  He cocks his head, a small smile kicking up the corners of his lips. “Don’t you?”


  There’s only one person with that kind of money that I know. One person that he knows I know. One person that I am sure as shit not about to ask for forty million from, and certainly not for Hardy. I got the distinct impression Hardy doesn’t like Theo, so why would he want to be in business with him? I narrow my eyes at him. “No.”


  He leans his elbows on the massive table, pressing his palms together in front of him. “Think on it Lilly, and please bare in mind, that I will of course broker you a fee for finding such an investor.” Basically, he wants to pay me to get Theo on board. I start to speak but he cuts me off, obviously reading the scowl on my face. “We have a meeting scheduled on Monday. Think on it. Perhaps make some calls. I’ve already emailed you the company’s portfolio.” With that he stands up, smoothing his perfect suit.


  I grit my teeth, resenting the fact that he is trying to use my private life to get what he wants. He pauses just before he reaches the door. “Think of it like this Lilly, if you can pull this off, it will exponentially boost your career, I will make sure of it.” And then he’s gone. Fuck him and his manipulative fucking business deals.


  


  It’s almost five o’ clock when I get a text from Theo: ‘Hey, sugar. You about this evening? Xx.’


  I smile and send him a quick text back: ‘I’m at the office. I can’t see me leaving for at least another couple of hours. Sorry. Xx.’


  He doesn’t text back, and I assume he’s just busy with something. He’s probably at the office as well. Truth be told, I really have no idea what he does half the time. I mean, he runs businesses. I know his main business is advertising, but I really don’t know what that actually entails. As far as I can tell, he really just oversees stuff, whilst other people run the companies.


  I’m just wrapping up a business proposal for a client when there’s a knock on my office door. “Come in.” I say without looking up from the document on my computer screen.


  “You look busy.” That deep voice trickles over my senses, making my skin prickle. A smile unconsciously creeps onto my face. I glance up to find him standing in front of my desk, cocky smirk in place. He’s wearing jeans and a v neck jumper, which is seriously hugging him in all the right places. His dark hair is in its usual messy disarray, making me want to run my fingers through it.


  “What are you doing here?” I ask breathily.


  His smirk turns into a full blown grin. He holds up the bag in his hand. “I brought you food.”


  He is so cute. I don’t know how I managed to bag a man who looks like that, and is sweet enough to bring me food when I’m working late. “You didn’t have to do that.”


  “I needed an excuse to see you. I’m having withdrawals.” His eyes flick down to my cleavage. The deep blue of his irises smoulders under the dimmed office lights. His perusal sends my pulse skittering like a flock of birds.


  I bite my bottom lip hard in an effort to concentrate. “Stop.” I point at him. “I have got to get this work finished, and all this…” I wave my hand in the direction of his body. “…is not helping.”


  He throws his head back and laughs easily. “All this…” He leans over the desk until his lips are grazing mine. “…really wants all this…” His finger trails down my neck and into my cleavage. “…right now.”


  I release a shuddering breath. He’s touching me, and I can’t think. I close the small gap between us and kiss him. I run my fingers into his hair, and feel the soft strands glide over my fingertips. His tongue tangles with mine as he pulls me close. His hand wraps around the back of my neck, pinning me in place.


  “I missed these lips last night.” He murmurs against my lips, his warm breath touching my tongue.


  “I missed you.” I whisper.


  He pulls back slightly, and touches my cheek gently. A small frown etches between his eyes. “You look tired, sugar.”


  “Thanks. Aren’t you supposed to just tell me I look good regardless?” I smile.


  He cocks an eyebrow. “You always look good. You just look tired good. You need to eat.”


  “I’m fine.” Between working, him and eating, I know where my priorities lay. I stand up and move around the desk. “I’m not hungry for food.” I meet his eyes, putting my point across loud and clear.


  It takes him approximately three seconds to have me on my back on the desk, and another three seconds to have the skirt of my dress up around my waist. He stands over me, watching me carefully as his hands trace the inside of my thighs. I’m practically whimpering on the desk, desperate for his touch. His fingers brush against the lace of my underwear and I have to bite back a moan. Fuck.


  “Hmm, you really did miss me.” He says with that sexier than sin smile on his perfect lips.


  “Yes.” I manage to gasp. I can’t form coherent thought as his fingers gently tease their way underneath my underwear.


  He leans forward, pressing his body against mine. He drops a soft kiss on my neck. “Do you want me?” He teases. His tongue traces a line up my neck, until he reaches my ear. I don’t respond. I can’t. His fingers stop moving and I almost scream out in frustration. I don’t know how he does this to me. He can reduce me to a hot mess with one look, one touch, one smile. He lowers his lips to my ear. “I said, do you want me?” His voice is a low rumble of authority, like thunder on the horizon.


  “Yes.” I manage to say.


  “Good.” His teeth graze my earlobe as his fingers resume their previous journey. His other hand grips my hip, he exerts a little pressure, pinning me to the desk. With no warning he presses two fingers inside me. I moan, and my hips buck to no avail. My fingers claw frantically at his hair. I need more. I need him.


  “You are wild today.” He purrs against my lips. His warm breath caresses my face, and my already foggy mind drops even further into a lust filled haze.


  I grip the back of his neck, pulling his lips to mine. I force my tongue into his mouth, and I nip at his lip. I’m out of control, mad with need, and I’m damn well taking him with me. I know how to make him snap. He moans against my lips as I demand everything from him.


  I reach down and yank his belt open, popping the button free in seconds. I slip my hand into his boxers and wrap my hand around his hard cock. He rips his lips from mine and throws his head back as his breath hisses through his teeth.


  “Fuck.” He growls. I watch his expression change from seductive lover to pure animal.


  He grabs my knickers on either side and tears the lace material from my body. I quickly unfasten the catch that holds the two sides of my dress together, before he decides to hulk me out of that too. He wraps his hand around the back of my neck and pulls me upright. My dress falls open like a robe, he doesn’t even bother to remove it.


  He pulls me off the desk and up against his hard body. His eyes are wild, feral even. He wants me, he needs me. I grasp the hem of his jumper and pull it up and over his head, he obliges in exposing that fucking amazing body to me. He’s run out of patience. He roughly shoves down his jeans and boxers, just enough to expose his cock. I love it when he’s impatient, it means I’m going to get it hard and fast. I’m not really a take your time kind of girl. As soon as he’s good to go, he grabs my waist, picking me up. My thighs automatically wrap around his hips, as my hands cling to his shoulders. The head of his cock nudges at my entrance, just begging to be let in. He turns and pins me up against the floor to ceiling glass windows of my office. Just when I expect him to give it to me all guns blazing, he pauses. He rests his forehead into the crook of my neck, his cock poised. His breathing is heavy as every muscle quivers under my fingers.


  “Theo.” I whimper. This is pure fucking torture.


  “Just…”


  “Please fuck me.” I cut him off. He pulls back, his expression fierce. His eyes blaze as he grits his teeth. He lets out a low animalistic growl as he surges into me. I throw my head back against the glass and cry out as he fills me completely. My entire body sighs in relief.


  One hand grips my thigh so hard, I’m sure I’ll bruise. The other winds into my hair, yanking my head to the side. He bites my neck, as he thrusts into me like a man possessed. This is how I like him. This is what I need from him, his unbridled passion, his desperation. I need to be able to unhinge him, and I can. His hand releases my hair and holds the side of my face, holding us cheek to cheek.


  “Fuck, Lilly.” He growls against my ear.


  I can feel my body starting to tighten, as my thighs start to tremble. He holds me firmly as my climax hits me hard. Everything explodes around me as stars dot my vision. He presses his hand over my mouth, silencing my loud cry. He buries his face in my neck and moans loudly as his entire body tenses and shudders. He eventually relaxes, and releases me from his hold. I slide down his body until my numb legs hit the floor. I stagger like a drunk to my office chair and collapse. Fuck. I don’t know if I will ever get used to the way that man fucks…like a train. I always feel like I’ve been hit with one when we’re done. I smile to myself, feeling utterly chilled out. Having him inside me is like the best kind of drug.


  “I’ll be back.” I say dreamily. I hop up and re-fasten my dress in place. I manage to make my way outside, to the toilet. It’s now nearly six, and most people have gone home. I keep my eyes down though. I can’t make eye contact. What if someone heard?


  I clean up the trail of come that is running down my thigh. Great, and I have no underwear. I should really learn to carry a spare pair around him.


  When I step back into the office, Theo is casually leant against my desk, reading something on it. His jeans are now fastened, but he’s still topless. He’s every woman’s fantasy. Everything about him is a weapon to a woman’s morale’s. I watch as his broad chest rises and falls, the Celtic art work that creeps over his chest seems so at odds with the man, but at the same time, so perfect. My eyes trail those perfect abs, which look as though they were carved from stone. I follow the line of his guide lines adorned with inked angel wings, angel my arse.


  “You’re staring sugar.” He says without looking up from the paper.


  I roll my eyes. “That’s kind of freaky when you do that, just so you know.”


  He smirks. “It’s not my fault you’re so obvious.”


  My stomach rumbles noisily, much to my embarrassment. He looks up at me and cocks an eyebrow. I shrug. He wordlessly starts digging through his take away bag.


  “It’s probably cold, but eat.” He hands me a box. I open it. Chicken Chow Mein, one of my favourites.


  “You only got chop sticks.” I moan.


  He smirks. “What, you can’t use chop sticks?”


  I tilt my head to the side and narrow my eyes at him. “No, and before you say anything, this is why forks were invented.”


  He laughs. “I can feed you if you like.” He cocks an eyebrow and flashes his ‘come hither’ smile.


  “See, you’re probably thinking that’s sexy. I’m thinking it makes me feel like I’m five.” I smile and turn on my heel.


  “Maybe I just like putting things in your mouth.” He calls after me as I step back out into the hallway. I can hear the smile in his voice. Boys!


  I go to the staff room and find a fork. Chop sticks, really? Who uses chop sticks? It’s just deliberately making life harder for yourself, and no, it’s not cool or cultured.


  I make my way back to the office. Theo hasn’t moved. He still looks like some Greek statue, the image of male perfection.


  “Why are you dealing with Hardy?” He meets my eyes, a frown carved into his features.


  “Um, because he’s my client.” I’m so bloody hungry. I pick up the plastic container of noodles and move around him to sit in my chair. I take a mouthful. Oh god, it’s just greasy goodness. I love it.


  He turns his body to face me. “I thought you dropped him.” His tone is tense, his words clipped. I swallow my mouthful and study him. Is he angry?


  “In the Wyatt case, yes.” I reply, my tone cool.


  He turns away from me and scowls at the papers in his hand. I lean forward and snatch them from his grasp. “You should not be reading confidential legal documents.” I snap.


  “You shouldn’t leave them on your desk.” Oh, he did not.


  I place the container of food on the desk and stand up. I move to the corner of the room, and unlock the filing cabinet, placing the papers inside. I take an extra few seconds before I turn and face him. When I do finally turn around, his blue eyes are fixed on me. He’s leant back against the desk, and his knuckle are white from gripping the desk so hard. Something has him riled, but right now I don’t give a fuck.


  “You do not get to come in here and start reading my stuff, and getting pissy because I have certain clients. Grow the fuck up.” I say calmly.


  His eyes blaze like a blue flame. “You told me you dropped Hardy.”


  “We did, but now he wants me to do some work for him, and seeing as you are not the only rich arsehole in London, Simmons is keen for me to work with him. This is my work, and it doesn’t concern you.” I grate.


  His expression becomes icy. “Everything about you concerns me.” He pushes himself off the desk and stalks toward me slowly, calculated.


  “Oh, fuck no. Do not start this shit!” I point at him. I don’t know what has him going all territorial on me, but I do not like the look on his face.


  He says nothing as he moves quietly in front of me. He places one hand on either side of my head, gripping the top of the cabinet and pinning me against it. His eyes meet mine. I’m gripped, and despite wanting to shrink away from the intensity of his stare, I can’t. “You are mine Lilly.” He says in that tone that drips with power. I swear I almost feel my temperature rise in a red haze. I can deal with his possessive dominant shit in most situations, but this is about my work. He does not get to do this here.


  I force myself to breath. In and out, in and out. “I am not a fucking possession.” I say through my clenched jaw. “I will work with whoever the fuck I want. You don’t like it, you know where the fucking door is.” I try to duck under his arm, but he moves and grabs me by my chin, forcing me to look at him. It’s a gesture I normally think nothing of. I know Theo would never hurt me, but given the expression on his face, it’s an aggressive move.


  “Don’t. Fucking. Do that.” He growls.


  “Fuck you.” I snap out.


  “Don’t start lashing out at me and running just because you don’t like what I have to say. There is no door. No way out. This is it. You promised me you wouldn’t run.” And there it is, just the merest hint of vulnerability in his voice. His hand moves from my jaw to the back of my neck. It feels like he’s holding on for dear life, as though I might disappear.


  My anger starts to dissipate, and as rational thought creeps back in, I start to think more clearly. This isn’t normal for him, so why is he behaving like this? James Hardy. “I have my life Theo, you don’t own me. Why do you have such a problem with James Hardy?”


  There’s a long beat of silence. He leans in until his forehead is touching mine. He takes a deep breath, as though he’s trying to breathe me in, before he pushes away and turns his back on me. Jesus, I’m going to get whiplash at this rate.


  He folds his hands behind his head and turns to face me. His naked torso is stretched out on display.


  “Years ago, I accidentally fucked his fiancée.” He says. Oh, now it all comes out.


  “Great. And this affects me why?”


  His eyes meet mine, pleading with me. “He hates me. He wants revenge, and he’s made it clear that he will use you to get it.”


  I laugh, not because it’s funny, but because it’s ridiculous. “What, so you think James Hardy is going to try and what…hurt me?”


  He shakes his head. “No…look, I don’t know.”


  “So you think he’s going to try and sleep with me or something?” He doesn’t answer, but the sheepish look on his face tells me all I need to know. “Wow. You arsehole.”


  “No!” He rushes to me. “It’s not like that. I just… I don’t know what he’s capable of. He’s a prideful man, wealthy, powerful…I just, I don’t like you working with him.”


  I roll my eyes. “Theo, if I dodged every man whose girlfriend or fiancée you’d fucked, I’d be in isolation.”


  “I deserve that.” He mumbles.


  “It’s not a dig, it’s just fact. I’m yours, and I’m not going anywhere. I will tread carefully with Hardy, but I am not about to lose a valuable client. Please just trust me?” I decide not to divulge my strange conversation from earlier. Knowing what I now know, I have to wonder what the hell Hardy is up to. Why would he want me to get Theo on board, a man he clearly hates?


  He eyes me carefully for a few seconds and then nods his head. “Look, I should go, and leave you to work. I won’t be around for a couple of days.” His tone is standoffish. I understand that he feels insecure about this, but honestly, I have a career to think of. He’s a big boy. It’s unlike him to not be around for two days though. I’m usually fighting for my own space.


  I frown. “Where are you going?”


  He reaches out and strokes my cheek. “Just some business in Europe that I have to take care of. Very last minute. I’m flying out tonight and should be back by Sunday lunchtime.” He leans in and kisses my forehead. “I’ll swing by the flat on Sunday.” I get this sudden tightness in my chest, like a small panic that he won’t be here…which is ridiculous and pathetic on more levels than I care to think about.


  “Okay.” I nod, trying desperately to hide my disappointment.


  His eyes find mine, his face just inches from mine. My heart skips a beat. “I’m sorry baby, and I’m sorry about tonight, I just…I love you, more than anyone or anything.” I nod wordlessly. He presses his lips to mine in a slow, passionate kiss. He holds my face in both hands, as if I’m precious. “I love you.” He whispers against my lips.


  “I love you.” I press my lips to his one more time. He pulls away from me and picks up his jumper. He pulls it on and grabs his keys from my desk.


  “I expect you to eat all that food.” He smirks easily, fun, cocky Theo again.


  I roll my eyes. He laughs and moves to the door. The latch clicks shut with a heavy finality. I sit in my chair and release a breath. Shit. Being with that man is like riding one big arse fucking roller coaster. Everything with us is so intense. When we love it’s intense, and when we fight it’s intense. We’re like gunpowder, just waiting to go off at any point. I used to shy away from that, but now I think that maybe that’s what life is all about. I’ve been numb for so long, and now I want to feel everything that Theo has to offer me, the good, the bad and the ugly. We’re both in new territory, both prone to explosive outbursts and over dramatic reactions. If I’m ever going to work it out with someone though, then it’s going to be him.


  I’ll miss him whilst he’s away, and that scares me. Stupid, I know. I’m terrified that if I miss him, then I won’t be able to cope without him. He tells me there is no door, no way out, but there’s always an out isn’t there? Words are after all, exactly that, just words. I don’t think I could shield myself from him anymore, even if I wanted to. I’ve already admitted to myself that I need him, I’m just clinging to the girl who needed no-one, the girl who couldn’t be hurt, because she didn’t care. That girl was lost and lonely, but she was bullet proof. She was strong. This girl is stronger for having him beside me. I just have to try and trust that that is where he will always be, because without him, I worry that this girl might crumble.


  Strange how you can become so strong, yet so vulnerable at the same time.


  


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  THEO


  


  


  “Dude, you have no booze on your plane. What the fuck?” Hugo whines as he raids, the now empty, liquor cabinet.


  “We are going to be in Monaco for twenty four hours. I need you sober. You’re supposed to be helping remember?”


  He pops his head up from inside the cabinet. “I feel totally jilted. A trip to Monaco you said. I thought it would be like the old days. Me, you, vodka and some serious amounts of trust fund pussy, but nooo…” He keeps talking, but I switch off.


  I glance at the text message I received from Lilly just before we took off: I’ll miss you. Xx. I smile, even as guilt niggles at me. I didn’t tell Lilly where I’m going. I bare face lied to her. I have good reason, but it still doesn’t sit well.


  I may not even find Jane. Lilly’s life has been disrupted so much over the last couple of weeks, I don’t want to stress her out over a possibility. There’s also an element of this that has nothing to do with Lilly. I want to find Jane, because she fucked me. I paid her to leave, and leave she did, but not before she kicked a massive fucking hornet’s nest. She has done nothing but hurt Lilly again and again. Nobody fucks with me or mine. This isn’t just me fixing something for Lilly. It’s personal.


  I have a general location for her. Miles is already out there. I sent him ahead to see what he could dig up. We need to get there, find her and get back. I don’t really like the way I left things with Lilly. I was a dick, and it didn’t go down well, unsurprisingly.


  Hugo flops down in the seat next to me with a dramatic sigh, and starts fiddling with the seat, pressing every button he can find.


  “Hugo!” I snap.


  He stops and rolls his eyes. “Ugh, seriously, what do you expect me to do without something to drink?”


  I glance sideways at him. “Seriously? There are other things to do besides drink.”


  “Yeah, fuck.” He holds his hands out. “But I don’t see any pussy. This is an alcohol free, cock only zone. God, it’s enough to make me want to kill myself.” He whines. Oh, this flight is going to be so much fun.


  


  We touch down in Monte Carlo at ten o’clock in the evening. I’ve already organised car hire, and a black Audi is waiting on the tarmac for us.


  “I’ll drive, seeing as you don’t actually know where my apartment is.” Hugo grins.


  “If you drive like a dick, I will kill you.” I point at his smug face.


  He rolls his eyes. “You act like you’ve never been in a car with me. You have, and I’d like to point out that you are still alive.”


  “The only time I get in a car with you is when I’m drunk, and a drunk man cannot be held accountable for his actions.”


  “No he cannot…thank fuck.” He laughs loudly as he opens the driver’s side door.


  “And, we’re on the wrong side of the road…please don’t crash.” I sigh, knowing damn well that anything I say will fall on deaf ears. At least he’s not driving his five hundred horse power Lambo. That is truly terrifying.


  He revs the big saloon car before lurching forward.


  We pull up outside one of the beach front apartments in Monte Carlo, barely fifteen minutes from the airport. Hugo and I have been all over the world together, but weirdly I’ve never been to his Monte Carlo apartment. He never really uses it. I think he’s mentioned coming here once in the last three years, and that was just to watch the Grand Prix. The only reason he really has it is as a tax dodge.


  Hugo jingles the keys in his hand as he approaches the door. “Been a while since I’ve been here.” He mumbles.


  He opens the door and steps into a modern looking apartment. It’s not huge, but then property in Monaco isn’t cheap, plus, what’s the point in having an enormous apartment that you never live in?


  Everything in here is white, clean, unlived in. It’s very Hugo.


  I drop my bag by the door and pull my laptop out. We’re only here for twenty-four hours, and I need to make sure I find Lilly’s mum in that time. I refuse to be here any longer than I have to be.


  I sit down on the horribly uncomfortable leather sofa. Safe to say this was designed for aesthetics, not comfort. I pull up the emails I’ve missed on the two hour flight. There are two from Miles, the last one saying that he believes he has tracked down her location, and to call him.


  “Seriously, are we just here to work?” Hugo huffs.


  “Hugo, I told you that you didn’t have to come.” I remind him.


  “Yeah, but I thought there would be a little play.” He sighs and heads into the kitchen. “You want a beer?” He asks.


  “Just water would be great. Thanks.” He grumbles a response, but I can’t hear what he’s saying.


  I open up the French doors on the far side of the apartment. There’s a small balcony with some patio furniture on it. I drop into one of the comfortable looking chairs.. The apartment block is right on the beach front. I can hear the waves creeping along the sand quietly. The moon reflects brightly off the water.


  I pull out my phone and dial Miles’ number.


  “Hey.” He says brusquely. Miles is normally pretty laid back, jokey even, but when he’s on a job, he’s deadly serious. He’s worked in high level security for years, including government work. He knows his shit, and I have no doubt that the guy has the ability to be lethal.


  “Where is she?” I ask quickly.


  “I asked around a few of the locals. There’s a small shop across from that cash machine. Turns out she’s been going in there to buy supplies. The shop keeper told me that she’s staying on a boat in the harbour.” He tells me calmly.


  “Is she alone?”


  “Don’t know. She hasn’t been seen with anyone. Are you expecting her to have company?” Part of me is expecting her to have picked up her scumbag boyfriend. Lilly said that she wasn’t strong enough to leave him. Just because her kids left, doesn’t mean that she did. She must have had some kind of dependency to be with him and stay with him. She may still be with him. I clench my fists at the thought of finding that piece of shit. I will kill him, no fucking doubt about that. I brought Hugo and Miles out here because I need them to keep me in check. I could have asked the questions that Miles has been asking. I didn’t really need to send him ahead of me, but I need the man power, and I also want to be in and out of here as quickly as possible.


  My head is not clear when it comes to Lilly and her past. I want to purge everything bad from her mind, her mother included. For now though, I just need to get her to drop the charges against Harry. The only real proof that they have is her word, worthless as it may be, she still signed a statement. I need her to renege, and change that statement.


  


  The next morning Hugo and I set out to do what we came here for. Hugo looks barely conscious as we leave the apartment. He’s wearing bright red shorts and a white tank, with Ray Ban Aviator’s. His hair looks like he hasn’t looked in a mirror for a week. He doesn’t even try to drive as he wordlessly slides into the passenger seat of the car.


  “You okay?” I ask as we pull away from the apartment and head for the harbour.


  He rolls his head dramatically toward me. “Uh, no. It’s seven thirty in the morning. No-one should be okay at this time. This is just fucking inhuman.” He moans.


  I smile to myself. “I’d forgotten what a ray of sunshine you are in the mornings.”


  “Yeah well, no sleep and pussy depravation will do that to you.” He continues to gripe.


  “You got laid yesterday.” I point out.


  “Exactly. I swear I’m breaking out in a rash. I think I’m having withdrawals.” Oh Jesus, really?


  “You are not having withdrawals.” I roll my eyes.


  “Whatever, why are we hunting down Lilly’s mum again?”


  “So that I can get her to drop the charges against Harry…” I start.


  “And be her knight in shining armour. Yeah, yeah, vomit. You best be getting a fuck tonne of head for this.” He waves his hand at me. “How far is it to the harbour?”


  I check the sat nav. “Um, about thirty minutes.”


  “Wake me up when we get there.” He pulls his baseball cap down slightly and reclines his chair back. Why oh why did I bring Hugo with me for something as important as this? He’s a bloody liability. He’s a good friend, and he’ll have my back through anything, but god he can be a pain in the arse sometimes.


  


  By the time we pull into the harbour car park, Hugo is unconscious. I shove him hard. “We’re here.”


  He frowns and glances around. I get out of the car and he follows suit. The door of a little hatchback opens, and Miles steps out. He approaches, wearing jeans and a casual t-shirt. I can’t remember seeing him in anything other than an immaculate suit. He may be a badass, but the military drill tidiness and cleanliness into their troops. I swear the poor guy has OCD.


  “Hey.” I say when he reaches us.


  “Hey.” He nods at Hugo who sort of grunts.


  “Ignore him, he doesn’t function before ten in the morning.”


  “Why is he here?” Miles eyes him.


  I shrug. “Thought we might need a little muscle.” I almost mange to say that with a straight face, almost. I watch Miles lips quirk up. Hugo is no weed, the guy is almost as big as I am. When you’re rich, and aren’t really needed to run your company, all that’s left to do is look good. The thing is though Hugo is just so…well Hugo. He’s an idiot, friends with everyone, killer smile, wouldn’t hurt a fly. He’ll throw a punch if he really has to. He once broke his nose trying to get me out of a fight when we were nineteen. He does try, and I love him for it.


  “Hang on.” He chirps in. “I thought we were finding some woman. No-one said anything about muscle.”


  I smile. “You afraid of a little rough?” I joke.


  “Hey, I like my women rough, men, not so much.” He crosses his arms across his chest and frowns at me.


  Miles throws his head back and laughs. “Don’t worry princess, I’ll save you.”


  “Yeah, yeah, can we get this shit over with, I need to go back to bed, and find some pussy. You owe me pussy after this shit.” He points at me. I am not trawling for Hugo.


  


  We follow Miles down the board-walk passing various boats, from enormous yachts, to smaller speed boats. Monaco is very wealthy, this is where the rich and famous come to lose a huge portion of their taxable money. Even just the rent in the harbour is extortionate for the average person. I gave Jane one and a half million to make her disappear. That was a couple of weeks ago. If she’s paying for things like this, then that money won’t last long.


  I won’t be buying her off again. I gave her the easy out and she stupidly didn’t take it. I’ll admit I may have been a bit rash in doing so. There are some situations in life where it’s just easier to throw money at it, many situations in fact. I’ve learnt over the years that there is nothing that money cannot get you out of if you have enough of it. I paid her off before, and told her that she needed to disappear. I thought she got the message the first time I visited her. I hoped she would realise that I am not someone she wants to fuck around with, apparently not. This time, I will leave no doubt in her mind. She will drop the charges and get the fuck out of Lilly and Harry’s lives, or I will remove her from their lives permanently. I will do anything for Lilly, and the sooner she realises that the better. This ends here, today.


  Miles stops next to a small yacht. It’s certainly not top of the range yacht, but it would have cost a pretty large chunk of the money I gave her.


  “This is it apparently, this is where she’s staying. She’s been docking the boat under the name of Jane Parker.” He tells me.


  I snort. Fucking woman has no shame. “Okay.” I step forward, but Miles steps in front of me.


  “You told me last time she was unstable. I’ll go first.” He explains.


  I shrug and allow him to climb the short ladder onto the boat. I follow him, with Hugo behind me. Miles knocks on the glass door. I stay back, out of sight. If she see’s me, then it’s pretty unlikely she’ll open the door for us. I hear the glass door slide back.


  “What?” A gruff female voice asks.


  “Are you Jane Sampson?” Miles doesn’t hesitate.


  There’s a long pause. “How do you know that name?” It’s her. I step around the side of the boat and into her line of sight.


  “He knows that name, because he works for me.” I tell her. God, she doesn’t look any better than the last time I saw her. Her hair is lank and greasy, her skin pale with dark circles under her eyes.


  “That is Lilly’s mother?” Hugo asks from behind me. Her eyes move to him, a sneer pulling at her thin lips. I nod. He snorts. “Well, they say that if you want to see what a woman will become, look at her mother.” He slaps me on the shoulder. “Looks like you’re paying for a fuck load of plastic surgery dude.”


  I roll my eyes. Really? That’s what he’s thinking right now. To be fair to Hugo, he knows nothing of this situation only that Jane is bringing false charges against Harry, and that Harry and Lilly don’t get on with their mother. That’s nothing out of the ordinary. In mine and Hugo’s world, your parents are arseholes, it’s just how it is. Her eyes flick from Hugo to me and back again. She’s watching carefully. I step closer to her. “You and I need a little chat.” I say quietly. I don’t raise my voice, simply meet her eyes, and relay everything with a look. She swallows heavily.


  “You can’t come in here.” She splutters. Her hands start shaking. Good. I want her scared. I want her to realise that this miserable little life of hers could be so easily extinguished.


  “I can, and I will.” I push past her into the cramped living area of the boat. The boat itself is nice, a luxury yacht. The place is filthy though. There are cigarette butts and empty bottles of booze everywhere. The place smells like a dive bar.


  “Wait out here.” I tell Hugo and Miles. I have things I need to say to her that they can’t hear. Lilly trusted me enough to tell me about her past, I’m not going to betray that trust. I slide the glass door closed behind us.


  “Just leave. Please.” She stammers as she keeps her eyes fixed on the floor. She sways slightly, she’s drunk. From what Lilly tells me that’s no surprise. I’m angry for Lilly. I’m angry that after losing everyone around her, this woman still can’t get her shit together. Some people are just happy to be miserable. This woman can’t help herself.


  “I’m not leaving. You know exactly why I’m here, so cut the crap.” I snap.


  “You told me to leave, and I left!” She shouts, though her voice is shaky.


  “You did, but not before you got Harry arrested. I would have thought that one and a half million pounds would have you skipping on your merry way, but no. I warned you what would happen if you crossed me.” I step closer to her, invading her personal space. She smells vile, but I suck it up. “There is nowhere you can run, nowhere you can hide. Wherever you go I will find you Jane. You fucked with what’s mine. You upset Lilly, which means you upset me. I’m really not a man you want to upset.”


  Her eyes meet mine, bloodshot and outlined in leathered skin. Everything about her looks worn and battered. Despite her broken demeanour, there’s still a fire in her. It’s a bitter, twisted fire, but it’s there nonetheless. “He deserved it.” She hisses.


  “I don’t give a fuck what you think he does or doesn’t deserve.” I growl. “You are scum. If it were up to me I’d have Miles out there put a bullet in your head and throw you in the harbour.”


  She doesn’t back down, simply meets my eyes with a scowl. “You think she’s so perfect don’t you?” She snarls.


  “I think it’s a fucking miracle she’s still sane with a mother like you.”


  “They left me!” She shrieks.


  I sigh. “Words cannot express how little I care about your miserable little existence. You will drop the charges against Harry. I don’t want to have to kill you Jane, but I will, so please just do as I say.”


  “No!” She screams. “I won’t do it.”


  I lose it. I grab her by the throat and push her back until her back touches the wall. “You will fucking drop the charges!” I snarl in her face.


  “I hate him!” She claws at my hand. All the years of booze have made her a bit crazy. Damn it, it would be easier to have Miles just take her out. He has guys that he can call in for that shit. I don’t know if I want Lilly’s mother’s blood on my hands though. I know she’s an awful mother, but is she really a monster? Let’s see.


  “If you don’t drop the charges, then I am going to have you arrested for child abuse, and sex trafficking.” I tell her.


  She narrows her eyes. “You can’t do that.” She snaps.


  I bring my face closer to hers, snarling words viciously in her face as my hand tightens around her throat. “You stood back whilst your thirteen year old daughter was raped and sold into a paedophile ring, by your boyfriend. You were involved in a sex trafficking ring.” I grit my teeth so hard my teeth hurt. I don’t want to think about this or talk about this, but I need to know how much she knew of Lilly’s situation. I can’t order a hit on her without knowing everything.


  “No.” She shakes her head. “You lie. She lied to you!” She screams hysterically. Her eyes are wide and frantic, a tear streams down her cheek. Rage beats at me. She has the audacity to call Lilly a liar. Fuck me. I don’t even have words to describe the disgusting life form that she is.


  “No, she didn’t.” I push her away, releasing her throat. She falls to her knees and coughs.


  “He wouldn’t do that. He loved me.” She cries.


  “He fucking beat you.” I growl. I am so close to losing my shit.


  “He didn’t mean to…” She stutters.


  “Jesus, fucking listen to yourself. You are pathetic. You are a failure on every level. I’m surprised you haven’t just called it a day and topped yourself already.” I crouch down until I’m eye level with her. She looks broken, ruined and irredeemable. “You’re a poison that I will not allow to affect Lilly’s life any longer. You will drop the charges, and then you will disappear. For good.” She starts to respond. “The alternative involves a dip in the harbour, so think carefully before you answer.”


  “Fine, I’ll come with you, but I’m not doing it for free Mr. Rich and powerful.” She sneers at me.


  I feign an amused smile. “You say that as though you have any grounds on which to negotiate.”


  “You need me to drop the charges, or he goes to jail.” I notice she never says Harry’s name. I wonder why she hates him so much. It seems like a classic case of someone trying to point the finger and impress their own failings onto someone else. She can’t accept that she drove her children away, so she blames Harry for taking Lilly, as though he is the cause of all the problems in her life.


  “I don’t need anything from you. I can make this go away if you’re dead. Luckily for you I have enough of a conscience to fly all the way out here and give you an opportunity to redeem yourself. If it weren’t for that, you would have opened the door to the barrel of a gun, not me. Let’s be honest, it’s not like you have anyone around to even notice you missing, or bother to report it. It would be so fucking easy. I’m not paying you any more money. You had that option and you decided to spit in my face, now it’s my way or no way.”


  “Fine.” She spits.


  “Good. We’re leaving this evening. You will come back to London with me, make your statement and then you will leave and never come back.”


  


  The flight back is less than pleasant. I can barely stand to be in the same room as Lilly’s mother. It’s hard to look at her, knowing what Lilly has been through, and knowing that this is the one person who was supposed to protect her from that, the only person who could.


  Then there’s Hugo, who in protest to my lack of booze decided to stock pile his own stash, and in further protestation is now wasted. Normally I’d deal, but I can’t right now.


  By the time the plane lands I’m ready to jump out without a parachute.


  There’s a car waiting for me on the runway. “Miles, I want you to take her to the police station with you right now. You make sure she changes the statement. If she fucks you around, then don’t hesitate to do what needs to be done.” I eye her meaningfully. If this bitch fucks me around, then I swear to god, I will not have a single drop of remorse for her.


  I need to see Lilly.


  


  I have the driver take me straight to Lilly’s flat. It’s only eight thirty, so I’m hoping she’s in. I ring the buzzer and Molly answers. “Hello.” She says.


  “Molly it’s me.”


  “Oh hey. Come up.” The door buzzes as the catch releases.


  


  Molly opens the door to the flat. Her hair looks like a birds nest on top of her head, and she has trackies and a hoody on. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen Molly so dressed down.


  “Lilly’s in the shower. She just got back from the dance studio.” She explains. “Can I get you a drink?”


  “Coffee would be great.” I’ve slept like shit for the past two days, and it’s starting to catch up with me. I need some serious caffeine.


  “Sure. You okay?” She asks carefully. Molly is far too perceptive. She’s one of those people who can pick up on things that you haven’t even realised yourself. I think she’s great for Hugo, she keeps him in check and calls him out on some of his more questionable shit. What am I saying? Everything about Hugo is questionable, but well…she deals, and that’s pretty fucking miraculous. She’s even called me out on things a time or two.


  “I’m fine.” I respond quickly. She narrows her eyes at me and eventually nods her head. It’s an acceptance. She knows I’m not fine, but she’s letting it go. I can appreciate that.


  She places a cup of coffee on the breakfast bar and I take a seat. I feel like I could fall asleep standing up. Flying to Monaco and back within twenty four hours is not advisable.


  “How was your business trip?” She asks as she blows on her own cup of coffee. She leant against the kitchen cabinets with her legs crossed at the ankles. Her big blue eyes watch me. Without make up, she has golden blonde eyelashes. Something about it makes her look young and innocent.


  “Businessy.” I smile.


  She rolls her eyes. “Clearly. I can’t imagine you got much business done with Hugo around.” She arches one eyebrow.


  Ah, so Hugo told her. “You have got that man wrapped so tight around your little finger.” I mumble. And he says I’m pussy whipped. He would never normally tell a woman where he’s going. He who cannot be tamed and all that. “I needed his help.”


  She snorts. “Nobody needs Hugo’s help. He’s an idiot.”


  I laugh, because it’s so true. “Well, yes, but he actually does have a good nose for business when it’s not buried in a shot glass…or some woman’s pussy.” She thinks I mean figuratively, but I mean very very literally. “Plus, we stayed in his apartment. Hotels piss me off.”


  “Oh, where did you go?”


  “Monaco.”


  “He never told me he had an apartment there.” She muses.


  “I’m sure you can…persuade him to take you.” I smirk.


  She rolls her eyes. “So crass.” She mutters under her breath. I laugh. She acts like such an innocent little prude, but she’s fucking Hugo, and holding his interest. She must be all kinds of nasty in bed to do that. The innocent act does not work with me.


  I feel a touch on my shoulder before warm lips touch my neck. Lilly’s scent engulfs me.


  “Hey.” She whispers against my ear as her arms wrap around my neck from behind.


  “Hey, sugar.”


  She moves to stand beside me. I twist the stool around and pull her between my legs. “I missed you.” I tell her. Her red hair is wet and plaited over one shoulder. She has on a tank top and a pair of sleep shorts that reveal her long toned legs.


  “It was one day.” She grins.


  “True, but a whole day without this arse in my life.” I cup her arse cheeks in both hands. “That’s a fucking travesty sugar.”


  She giggles and presses her lips to mine. I pull her closer, pressing my now hard cock against her. I feel her smile against my lips and flick her tongue across my bottom lip. Damn, she makes me so hot.


  “Um, guys, I’m still here.” Molly says.


  Lilly pulls away and laughs. “Sorry.” She says whilst looking very unapologetic.


  Molly has a small smile on her face. She loves this shit. I know she was routing for me the entire time that Lilly was trying to cut me out.


  “Yeah, yeah. I’m going to my room to watch a film.” She picks up her coffee and a massive bar of chocolate before leaving the kitchen.


  I focus on Lilly again. There are dark circles under her eyes, she looks like she needs some sleep.


  I brush my thumb under her eye. “You look tired.”


  “I haven’t been sleeping very well.” She frowns.


  “Me neither. I need you by my side.”


  Her lips quirk up. “You did not just say that.”


  “Yeah, I may have to check I didn’t just grow a vagina.” I smirk.


  “I think I might have vomited in my mouth a little.” Her smile gets wider.


  “Shit, we’d best go and have a mindless fuck so I can redeem my manliness.”


  “Yeah, that might work.” She nods.


  I stand up and grab her by the back of her thighs, throwing her over my shoulder. She squeals with laughter. I love that sound.


  I walk her through the flat until I reach her bedroom. I throw her on the bed. She looks up at me in a way that has all the blood in my body evacuating southward. She sits up and grabs the hem of her tank top, pulling it over her head. Her tits are full and perky, her nipples standing to attention. She’s the stuff dreams are made of, really dirty, pornographic dreams.


  She crooks her finger at me. I don’t need much encouragement. I push her back on the bed until her body is pressed against mine. My lips crush hers, fighting for dominance as she pushes back with equal force. She claws at my shirt, ripping the buttons free as quickly as she can. I duck my head and suck one of her nipples into my mouth. Her hands fly to my hair as she moans. I reach for the hem of her shorts…and my phone rings in my pocket. I ignore it and slip my hand beneath her waistband. I stroke her clit and she almost leaps off the bed. I smile and release her nipple.


  “Sensitive?” I grin.


  She doesn’t answer me, just lays there panting and writhing, this is how I like her, desperate and wanton. My phone rings again. “For fucks sake.” I growl.


  “Just answer it.” She says.


  I sigh and press the green button. “This had best be fucking good.” I growl without even looking to see who it is.


  “You need to come sort her out.” Miles says cryptically. Fuck. I stand up and walk away from Lilly slightly. Facing away from her.


  “Why? What’s going on?”


  “She won’t change her statement, and she’s laying down some pretty fucking bold accusations that could really fuck your girl over.” He says. Miles is pretty good at handling this stuff, so if he’s calling me then it must be serious.


  “Okay, meet me at my house, I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” I hang up and check my watch. Damn, this is going to fuck up my night. My cock is throbbing, and screaming at me to fuck Lilly before I go.


  “You have to go.” She says, disappointment leaking into her voice. I turn around. She’s still topless, but she’s sat up with her knee’s pulled up to her chest and her arms hugging her legs.


  “I’m sorry sugar. It’s important, I promise.” I don’t want to tell her about her mum, I’m worried that it will either cause her more stress or send her on the war path. I want to take care of this for her. For once, I don’t want it to all fall on her shoulders. “I’ll come back and spend the night with you, okay.” I lean over the edge of the bed and kiss her forehead.


  She nods and feigns a smile, trying to hide her disappointment. “Okay.”


  


  Miles is parked outside my house when I get there. He gets out of the car as soon as the taxi pulls up.


  “This had best be good.” I snap. I’m tired and horny, not a good fucking combination.


  “You’ll want to hear this.” Miles says quietly. I glance at Jane stood behind him. She glares at me fiercely.


  “Fine. Come in the house.” I unlock the door and disable the alarm system.


  I lead them both upstairs, and despite my distaste for the woman, offer them both a seat in my office. It sounds ridiculous, but I don’t want her in my house. I don’t want her in my living space.


  “What is so important that I have to come and meet you right now?” I grate.


  “I’m not changing my statement, and if you don’t want Lilly and Harry serving a life sentence then you will pay me five million pounds by tomorrow.” I laugh, a lot. Seriously? When I’ve got control of myself I meet her eyes again. Her nostrils flare as her eyes narrow at me. Well, apparently that pissed her off. I glance at Miles who looks far too serious.


  “Why the fuck would I do that?”


  “Because they murdered Shaun, and I can prove it.” She grins sadistically.


  


  


  CHAPTER NINE


  LILLY


  


  


  It’s Friday night, and it’s also Halloween. Hugo is throwing a huge Halloween party at Allure. He’s closed the entire club for the night for an invitation only party. Only Hugo would possibly justify losing a Friday night’s worth of earnings, just so he can watch his array of hot models dress in slutty outfits. These boys have far too much money.


  With all the shit that’s been going on lately, I think that a party is just what I need. It’s been a while since I’ve done fancy dress, but Hugo is insisting that everyone dress up. Nobody wants to be the boring person that didn’t bother.


  Molly is going as a vampire, the sparkly red eyed type. Yep, she went there. She’s wearing a cheek skimming dress and those infamous thigh high boots. When people say that Halloween is just an excuse for women to dress like sluts, it’s so true. I had a last minute mad dash for a costume and am going as a creepy doll, again, my dress barely covers my arse. George is going as batman, and Harry is the Joker. Don’t ask.


  I haven’t seen Theo for a couple of days, and it’s been nearly a week since we’ve slept in the same bed. He never came back when he left on Sunday night. I’ve been limited to brief visits and lunchtime meetings. He didn’t even ask how the lunch meeting with Hardy went, and given his volatile reaction, I expected to be hounded. As it is, Hardy was suspiciously boring. I waited for an ulterior motive, but none came. I told him I couldn’t help him and he accepted it. I think he just wanted me to ask Theo. He wanted Theo to know that he had approached me. Why else would he even ask me to approach Theo. They obviously dislike each other, and Theo was obviously going to say no. Needless to say, I’m not fucking happy about being dragged into their stupid bloody pissing match.


  I decided to go and see Cassie again yesterday. She seems much better. They tell me that she’s almost ready for release.


  I need to speak to Theo about Cassie. She’s going to need some support, and somewhere to live. I don’t want to push him though. I have no idea what is going on with him, or what has him distancing himself, but if there’s one sure fire way to piss him off, it’s talking about Cassie.


  Either way, I’m not going to broach the subject tonight. Lately it always seems to feel like a business meeting when we’re together. There are always issues to be resolved, things we need to discuss. We can never just be. Tonight, I just want to have fun and forget about our ever increasing issues. Theo said he would meet me here, as he had some stuff to catch up on. Usually he would always want to pick me up, but I’m desperately trying not to look too deeply at the distance he keeps putting between us. I’m hoping he’s just tired, but a small insecure voice in my head keeps whispering that maybe he’s just realised that he can’t handle all my shit.


  


  Allure is decorated to the nine’s. There are enough severed limbs, skeletons and cobwebs to create our own horror movie. The dancers are all in fancy dress. Some have on full body skeleton cat suits, whilst another is dressed as the black swan, with her tutu and mask. Considering how big the club is, and the fact that it’s a private party, there are a lot of people here. It’s an open bar, and the drinks are flowing.


  “First round is on me.” George shouts.


  “Doesn’t count!” I reply. Next time we go out, he’ll say he bought a round. Stingy fucker.


  He smiles widely and winks at me. I glance around. I can’t see Theo, but he’s almost always late at the moment. For someone who supposedly doesn’t really run his business he’s putting in a lot of time at the office.


  George brings back two pitchers of…something, and two rounds of tequila shots. “Get it down you girls, and dance like you’re being paid for it.” He crotch thrusts at me.


  “I will, if you stop thrusting at my eye level.” Molly swats at him as he edges his offending crotch nearer to her. “George! You are gross.” She laughs.


  I down the two shots. God, tequila never gets any better, no matter how many times you drink it. It definitely has the desired effect though. The burn tracks down my throat, bringing with it a familiar comfort, the comfort of a guaranteed oblivion. It’s a free one way ticket to a good time. Leave your troubles at the door, along with your dignity.


  I stick a straw in the pitcher and sip. I have no idea what it is, but it’s better than tequila. I catch Molly glancing around the club.


  “Who you looking for Mole?” I tease.


  She turns and glares at me. “No-one.” God, she’s so obvious.


  “Uh-huh.” I catch George’s eye as he grins and starts making a blow job gesture behind Molly. I laugh. He is such a child. I look around and notice that Harry is nowhere to be seen. “Where is Harry?”


  “He pulled some chick at the bar and went to ‘dance’.” He shrugs. “Clothed sex.” He slides into the booth next to Molly and throws an arm across the back of the seat behind her.


  “My. Brother.” I say slowly.


  He shrugs. “I’ve told you before Lill’s, it is not my fault that your brother is hot, and it’s definitely not my fault he’s a slut.” Molly covers her mouth with her hand, trying to hide her laugh.


  “He is not a slut.” I grumble. George cocks an incredulous eyebrow at me. “Okay, he’s a slut. Ugh, gross.”


  “If you’re talking about me, then thank you very much. I pride myself on it.” Hugo says as he drops onto the seat next to me and slides toward me, pressing his bare thigh against mine. Yes, bare, because he is wearing a nurse’s outfit, you know the kind you buy in a sex shop, with missing nipple holes. It’s Hugo, I should come to expect these things, and yet…he still manages to shock me.


  “Hugo, slut is far too tame a word for what you are.” I tell him. I glance at Molly whose face is a picture as she takes in Hugo’s attire.


  “Ah, gee, thanks beautiful.” He gushes. Seriously? I think he might have a screw lose.


  “Honestly. What are you wearing?” I shake my head.


  He grins and starts rubbing his nipples through the gaps in his dress. Jesus, only Hugo. “Does it turn you on Lilly?” He bats his eyelashes at me.


  “Actually, I think I was just sick in my mouth a little.”


  He leans back in his seat. “I’m just too much man for you. It’s okay, Theo is as close to perfection as you’ll get without getting the real deal.” He gestures the length of his body and I can’t help but laugh.


  “Wow Hugo, just wow.” I literally have no words.


  He grins. “I know you’re in awe of my manliness.” He shakes his head. George and Molly are both grinning. I have to give it to Hugo, you can’t be miserable around him. “Anyway, you ladies are looking hot.” He flicks his eyes over Molly’s body, and I suddenly feel the need to look away. He’s practically raping her with his eyes. “Although, the eyes are creeping me out a little.” Her lips quirk up at the side.


  “You were looking at her face?” I mumble.


  “Um, what about me?” George chirps in.


  “Dude, cut me some slack…I’m not trying to get in your pants.”


  George laughs. “But, you are trying to get in Lilly’s?”


  Hugo shrugs. “Well, if I could…” He smirks and quirks an eyebrow at me.


  “I’d rather go celibate for the rest of my life.” I move away from him slightly. He follows me, putting his arm around my shoulder and pulling me closer.


  “Lilly, you really need to get over this aversion you have toward me.” He winks and flashes me that cocky grin of his.


  “Never.” I shake my head. I look from Molly to Hugo and back again. Time for George and I to disappear I think. “George, come dance with me before I vomit at the sight of Hugo’s legs.”


  “Sure.” George stands up laughing. I manage to untangle myself from Hugo and exit the booth.


  “Hey, Lilly.” I flick my gaze back around to Hugo. “I’m not wearing any underwear.” He wiggles his eyebrows and starts to inch his dress up.


  “Lets go!” I shout at George. I can’t help but laugh. Hugo is such an animal.


  George leans in close to my ear as we make our way through the crowd of moving bodies. “He is the last person I ever expected Molly to go for.” He says.


  I snort. “Tell me about it.” I always pictured Molly with the perfect guy, to match her ideal story book romance. Hugo, is about as far from that guy as is physically possible. I glance over my shoulder to find them sat side by side. Hugo has his arm around her shoulder, and his lips at her ear. She has a brilliant smile on her face, and she looks genuinely happy. I suppose happiness comes in unexpected forms.


  As soon as we reach the dance floor Thriller plays. George squeals like a girl. I swear, that boy knows every move. I laugh so hard my sides hurt, as I watch him re-enact MJ, zombie dance and all.


  George and I dance for ages. He spins me around the floor and lifts me, as I squeal, because the whole fucking club can see my arse in this scrap of a dress. It’s been so long since I’ve danced with him. I’ve barely had time to dance at all recently, and I can feel it in my tense limbs. Dancing is my therapy.


  An hour later, and I’ve had four more tequila shots. My head is swimming, and I’m on the dance floor with Harry, Molly and Hugo. This time it’s George that’s wondered off in pursuit of a little action. There’s a weird kind of stand-off going on between Hugo and my brother. It’s no secret that Molly has a thing for Harry, and well, my brother is a bit of a hit with the girls…and guys, according to George. Molly dances with both of them, seemingly unaware of the testosterone fuelled pissing match going on. Every time one of them touches her, it’s a little more sensuous, with just a little more hip thrust, or a more daring brush of the lips. Boys! Molly seems completely unaware. What is hilarious though, is Hugo trying to go all alpha male, whilst wearing a dress, with his nips out. I eventually try and put an end to it, and elbow Harry in the ribs. He faces me and I give him a warning scowl. He gives me the finger and resumes doing exactly what he was doing before, checking out Molly’s arse.


  He’s known Molly as long as I have. Their relationship is almost sibling like, but not quite. He would do anything for her, and in many ways they are just like brother and sister. The problem is this, they’re not, and they are both attracted to each other. That has always been abundantly clear. Harry cannot hold down a relationship though, he never has. I love him, but I don’t want him adding my best friend to his list of conquests and subsequent heartbreak’s. It would make things…weird. Clearly Hugo is going to do the same, but that collision course is already set in motion, and he’s not my brother. Gross.


  I give up trying to death glare Harry into behaving, and decide to go off and find George. I eventually find him dancing with a seriously hot little number. He has tall dark and handsome nailed. He’s lean, unlike George’s muscled frame. George pulls out all his best moves, and I’m not going to lie, if I was that guy, I’d be in a puddle on the floor by now. George grabs my hand, pulling me between them. Hell, I’m not complaining about being sandwiched between two hot men. I have George pressed to my front and his friend to my back. I’m drunk and laughing as George spins me away from him. He lets go and I stagger a few steps. The air rushes out of me as a strong pair of arms catch me, and then wrap around me. My skin prickles with awareness, as my body is instinctively drawn to him. I can feel the heat of his chest pressing against my back, even through my dress. I smile as his lips move to my neck, delivering the most gentle of kisses. He spins me away from him and then pulls me up against his front, so we’re chest to chest.


  “Hello, officer.” I smile wide. Theo’s blue eyes meet mine, dancing with amusement. He’s dressed as a policeman, as if my womb needed any more excuse to have a stroke in his presence. Fuck. Me. He looks so hot.


  Theo smirks and drops his lips to my ear. “How did you know it was me?”


  It takes me a while to reel my tongue in enough to be able to answer. “I always know when it’s you. Otherwise you may have found yourself with a kneecap in your groin.”


  “Really?” He smiles that teasing grin.


  I laugh. “Hell no, I’d never incapacitate anyone who looks as good as you do right now.”


  “Is that so?” He pulls me up close to him and continues to dance, his hips grinding against me in a way that has my body begging for mercy. “You don’t look so bad yourself, sugar.” He says against my ear, so I can hear him over the music. His teeth nip at my ear lobe, before his lips touch my neck, nipping and sucking the sensitive skin. Holy shit. “I really…” The stubble of his jaw grazes over the skin of my neck. “…really want to fuck you right now.” He says. His voice is a low rumble that touches my skin like an open flame, setting my body ablaze with want.


  Oh god, I think I’m over-heating. My skin is prickling with anxiety. I haven’t had sex for a week. A week! I have my vibrator, but even BOB, can’t make up for Theo. I’m trying to give him his space, to do whatever it is he’s been doing, but my vagina has other ideas. I swear to god, if he doesn’t fuck me soon, I’m going all rapey on him.


  He runs his hands slowly down my body, until his palms rest on my arse, and starts to move with me. I hook my arms around his neck, writhing my entire body against him. It’s like an exquisitely erotic form of foreplay as his body moves against mine. He spins me away again, and pulls my back up against his front. His hand reaches around me, brushing across my stomach, and over the tops of my very pushed up boobs, until he has a gentle hold of my throat. I lean my head back against his shoulder, surrendering to his touch, his power. His other hand grips my hip bone, pressing my arse against his rigid cock. Everything about him is dominant, unrestrained and raw. I run my fingers up the back of his neck, scraping my nails across his skin. His teeth graze my ear, making me shiver. I roll my pelvis, pressing my arse harder against his crotch. The low growl in my ear makes me smile. A woman has to keep her power, and she does it using her strongest weapon, her body. He releases me and grabs my wrist, towing me across the packed dance floor. I can barely keep up in my sky high heels. He stops briefly and speaks to Hugo. Hugo hands him something, before he moves away again. He’s practically dragging me with him. He leads me up the stairs to the VIP section, and then left to a door that says ‘PRIVATE’ on it. He pulls out a key and unlocks it. I follow him inside what looks like the club office. It’s simple, a desk, and a couch. Nothing else.


  “Why are we here?” I ask coyly.


  He narrows his eyes at me wickedly. He’s all pent up animal aggression and sexual energy. I can feel his need from here, I can feel how much he wants me. “You can’t dance with me like that and expect me not to take you somewhere private.”


  I move away from him, walking slowly around the room as though I’m genuinely interested in the shit art on the walls. Hugo has no taste. “It’s kind of rude to leave Hugo’s party don’t you think?”


  He flashes me that wry, ‘I’m going to ruin you’ smile that I love so much. “No, I don’t think.” He closes the space between us, but I don’t move. My heart speeds as he stalks me, all pure alpha male. He grabs my hair in his hand, wrenching my head back, and exposing my throat to him. “I want you. Right here, right now.” He growls against my throat, his lips caressing my skin.


  I smile. “How much do you want me?” I tease as I reach down and stroke his bulging fly. I know he’s not a patient man, and I can’t remember ever seeing him this sexually frustrated, but I have to keep control of him. Theo is a man whom I could quite easily become consumed by.


  “Too much.” He groans.


  “Good.” I slide the zip down, and push my hand inside his boxers. His entire body tightens when I wrap my hand around his cock. He pulls my hair harder and moans into my neck. I move my hand up and down, feeling the soft skin. His breath hitches, and his teeth latch onto my neck. I gasp at the bite of pain, my entire body breaking out in goose bumps.


  “Fuck.” He hisses.


  He grabs my shoulders spinning me away from him violently. He pushes me down, bending me over the back of the sofa and holding me there. His movements are frantic and desperate. He yanks my skirt up, pushes my underwear to the side, and slides inside me easily. I’m so wet, that my body just accepts him, hell, it’s practically begging. He pulls back and thrusts forward hard, his thighs slapping against my arse. I cry out and he groans loudly. There’s nothing romantic about this, it’s just need, pure and simple.


  He stills inside me as his arm snakes around my chest, pulling me upright. His other hand trails down my thigh, gripping me by the back of the knee and lifting it, until it’s resting on the back of the sofa, with my thighs spread wide. He rips the straps of my dress off my shoulders, yanking the material down to expose my boobs. He’s everywhere, his cock pounds into me harder with each thrust. One hand pinches my nipple, sending tingles over my whole body. The other hand cups me possessively, rubbing my clit, whilst his lips, teeth and tongue work at my neck, sending me into a total sensory overload.


  He’s relentless and insatiable. He fucks me like an animal, like a man possessed. I take every inch of what he has to offer. My body starts to tremble and clench under his onslaught. “Come for me Lilly.” He growls against my ear. His fingers flick my clit harder, just as his teeth gaze my collar bone. I explode, unable to take any more. My entire body clenches and shakes as he pounds into me again and again. Just when I’m sure I can take no more, he groans my name and stills. His muscles go rigid before he thrusts into me once, twice, and then stops as a low growl escapes his throat. I put my leg back down, barely able to stand, let alone on one leg. I lean forward and rest my elbows on the sofa as I try and calm my racing heart. He wraps his arms around me and leans his head between my shoulder blades. He’s breathing hard, and I’m not surprised. I can’t remember ever being fucked like that.


  He presses his lips into my spine and stands up. I re-arrange my underwear, which is now soaked in both our bodily fluids, and pull down my skirt.


  I turn to face him. He’s watching me, studying every tiny movement.


  “You okay?” I ask as I pull up my dress.


  He flashes me a small smile. “Yeah. I missed you this week.”


  I brush my fingers over the stubble of his jaw. “I missed you too.”


  He covers my hand with his and turns his face to kiss my palm. “Sorry I haven’t been around.”


  I shrug. “It’s fine. Even you have to work sometimes, Theo.”


  He doesn’t answer, just pulls me in and places a gentle kiss on my lips. “I love you, never forget that.”


  I frown. “Theo, what’s wrong? You’re being weird.”


  He smiles, but it doesn’t touch his eyes. “Nothing.” He kisses me again. “Do you need to clean up?” He cocks an eyebrow at me and smiles like a dirty old man.


  I roll my eyes. “Yes. Is there a loo in here?” He points to a door in the corner and I go about taking care of the unpleasant after-math.


  


  We go back down the stairs and pass Molly and Hugo coming up. I don’t miss the careful exchange of the office key. Oh my god, why do I suddenly feel like one of their cheap groupie ho’s?! At least it wasn’t a toilet cubicle, it could be worse I suppose.


  We drink and hang out with Harry and George, but Theo has pulled away again. He doesn’t touch me like he usually does, and he seems completely out of it most of the time. George meets my eyes and frowns. I shrug, because I really have no idea what is going on with him. I need to talk to him, but I can’t here, the music is so loud I can barely here myself think, let alone have a conversation.


  I was having a good time, but my concern for Theo, for us, has put a damper on my night.


  I lean over, near his ear. “I’m going to go.” I hope he can hear me over the music. He nods and stands up, offering me his hand. He wraps an arm around my waist and guides me outside. I turn and face him. In the brighter lights outside the club I can see that he looks exhausted.


  “What is going on with you?” I ask bluntly.


  His eyes meet mine, and he seems to be looking for something. “Nothing, I’m just sorting through some pretty heavy shit. It’ll be fine.” He feigns a smile that is so pathetic he shouldn’t have bothered.


  I step closer to him and cup his face in both hands. “I thought we were supposed to shoulder each other’s heavy shit?”


  He nods. “Yeah, I just…I need to get my head around it first, okay?”


  “Okay.” I whisper. It feels like there’s this great big wall between us, but for once I’m not the one putting it there. “Just promise me something?” He nods. “If you need me, then you’ll come to me. I don’t want you to feel like you can’t lean on me just because of all my shit. You’ve been there for me, let me return the favour. When I said I’d stand by you, I meant through everything.”


  He smiles softly and presses his lips to mine. “I promise.”


  “Are you coming back to mine?” I ask.


  “Sure, sugar.”


  


  I wake up screaming again. It takes me a moment to realise my surroundings. I fucking hate this shit. I can feel their hands on me and it makes me feel sick. Why can I not just be free of this? My body is slick with sweat, my breathing unsteady. I suck in lungful’s of air, just trying to calm down.


  My bedroom door opens casting a strip of light across the room. Theo stands there wearing a pair of trackies and a hoody. He comes and sits down on the edge of the bed, a deep frown carved across his face.


  “You okay, sugar?” He strokes my face gently. His eyes find mine, full of concern. Something in me wants to lash out and reject any kind of pity.


  “I’m fine.” I say as I climb out of bed. I move quickly into the en-suite and pull the door closed behind me. I don’t like him seeing this side of me. Ever. It’s one thing to admit you have demons, but to let someone see how they haunt you, well…I can’t deal with it.


  I turn on the light and lean my hands against the edge of the sink. I look up and glance at my reflection. I see the demons swimming in my own eyes. I don’t want to. I close my eyes and lean my forehead against the glass, just breathing in and out, in and out.


  “Lilly.” Theo’s voice comes from the doorway, low and with that bite of authority that makes him a force to be reckoned with.


  I stand up straight and glance at the door. He’s leant against the door frame with his arms crossed over his chest. I suddenly feel cornered. My chest feels tight, like I can’t breathe. I just need him to back off. I need some space right now.


  He doesn’t move, just watches me. I feel ashamed. I know it’s irrational, but I feel tainted and I don’t want him to see me right now, whilst I’m weak.


  “Please, just wait outside.” I say, barely holding it together. I don’t know why I’m such a mess. I think it must be the lack of sleep and the nightmares catching up with me. This is the third night in a row I’ve had the nightmares, and my mind feels like it’s at snapping point.


  “No.” He says quietly.


  “Please.” I say desperately.


  “Don’t push me away, Lilly.” He says quietly.


  “What, like you’re doing to me?” I snap as tears threaten. Fuck, why won’t he just leave?


  His eyes meet mine and hold my stare for a few seconds. Wordlessly he closes the distance between us and pulls me into his arms. He holds me so tight I can barely breathe. “No.” He whispers against my ear again. I want to lash out, to push him away, because this is so one sided, and it makes me feel vulnerable and shitty, but I don’t. I inhale his scent, that rich masculine smell that is all him. I bury my face in the warmth of his chest, and I let him hold me. Despite the messed up defensive part of my mind screaming at me to stand on my own two feet, the part of me that needs him wins out and goes to him. He brings with him this calm feeling, a serenity that I’m unable to create on my own. He has that quiet power that’s present in everything he is. He makes me feel like he could take on the world. We stay like that for what feels like forever. Eventually I push away from him.


  “I need a shower.” I mumble. I keep my eyes down, embarrassed at my behaviour. Surely there will come a point where I will stop being such a fuck up.


  He grabs my chin and forces me to look at him. “I love you.” He says, before turning and leaving the bathroom. Three words. Three words that make me feel invincible with him at my side. Three words that somehow erase my questions and doubts.


  


  When I step out of the en-suite, Theo is in my bed with his laptop propped on his knees. He closes it when he sees me. I slip into a clean pair of sleep shorts and a new tank.


  I climb into bed and Theo opens his arms, inviting me to curl up against him. He switches off the light. I press my cheek against the hot skin of his bare chest. His hand strokes my hair.


  “Why didn’t you come to bed earlier?” I ask.


  “I had some work to catch up on.”


  “I thought you paid people for that.”


  He huffs a laugh. “Some things only I can do. There’s only one Theo Ellis.”


  “Thank god.” I mumble.


  “It wouldn’t be fair to the universe otherwise.” I can hear the smile in his voice.


  “Uh-huh. You keep telling yourself that.”


  He’s quiet for a long time, and I think he’s fallen asleep. “What is your schedule looking like tomorrow?” He asks, his tone suddenly very serious.


  I shrug. “Not a lot. I need to go to the office for a bit, but I’m free in the afternoon.”


  “Can you clear a couple of hours for me at some point? It’s important. If possible, Harry should be there as well.” I frown. Harry?


  “Is it to do with the case?”


  “Yeah, it is.” He murmurs.


  “Sure. I’ll have to see if Harry can make it. He was supposed to be leaving in the morning.”


  “It’s really important, sugar.” He stresses.


  “Okay, I’ll see what I can do.” I promise.


  “Thank you.” He says quietly as his hand resumes its path stroking my hair.


  “Are you really okay?” I ask as I run my fingers in circles on his chest.


  He doesn’t respond straight away. “Yeah, sugar. I’m all good.” He presses his lips into my hair and pulls me closer. I’m so tired my eyes hurt. I drift to sleep with the sound of his steady heart beat thumping under my ear.


  


  I call Harry from my office the next morning. I didn’t get a chance to speak to Theo again this morning. He was out cold, so I left him in my bed to sleep. He looked like shit yesterday. I’m not sure what it is that has him up at night, but I really need to find out. It must be Cassie, surely? I need to speak to him about her again. It feels like we’re swimming through this river of shit and there are just too many problems to tackle. I worry that I’m just adding to his problems by dragging him into mine and vice versa, but we’ve both tried to go it alone. If there is one thing I know, it’s that we are better together. I help him, even when he doesn’t want it, and in return, he helps me. I think that this is probably very much balanced in my favour, but given his situation with Cassie at the moment, it feels as though I’m dealing with that alone. He’s happy to help me with my problems, but he can’t face his own, at least not yet.


  Harry picks up after the second ring. “Hey.”


  “Hi. Where are you?” I ask. Harry wasn’t on the sofa this morning, which means he probably got laid.


  “Um, I’m not sure, hang on.” I hear a voice in the back ground. “I’m at Britney’s house in Tooting.”


  “Classy, well I called because Theo says he needs to speak to us, and that it’s really important.”


  “I don’t think so.” His tone becomes icy.


  “Fucking hell Harry, you have to let it go. He helped get you bail.” I snap.


  “He’s also the dick that fucked over my sister, plus I think he’s an arsehole, and so is his twat of a friend.” He grumbles.


  “Seriously? You’re going to drag Hugo into this, just because he’s fucking Molly?”


  “You are my sister, and she might as well be. No-one fucks with that.” I laugh, a lot. “I’m serious!”


  “Do not for one fucking second pretend that you have any kind of brotherly feelings toward Molly, because you would be in that girls pants in a heartbeat if she let you, and by that I mean, if I let her.” I huff.


  “Have I ever told you you’re a cock block?” He grumbles.


  “Yup. Anyway, you will be there for this meeting, and you will be nice Harry, okay?” No answer. “I swear to god, I will string you up by…”


  “Okay! Fucking hell, if I wanted this kind of shit I’d get a girlfriend…”


  “Two thirty.” I talk over his bullshit rant.


  I stay at the office for a few hours. I’m still playing catch up from my time off, but I think I’m pretty much there now. At one thirty I leave and head home.


  


  I swear. Harry bitches and whines like a five year old. I don’t know what part of ‘Theo is helping’ he doesn’t understand. I pull the Maserati into Theo’s driveway.


  Harry lets out a low whistle. “This is his house?”


  “Yeah, his grandmother left it to him.” I don’t know why I feel the need to defend Theo’s money. I guess it’s a knee jerk reaction. I want Harry to see more than the millionaire he’s known to be. When it comes to my brother, I want him to see Theo how I see him. I want my brother to realise that Theo is a decent guy, who is more than worthy of me. Alas, this is Harry, and Jesus himself wouldn’t be good enough in his eyes. I love him for it, but it’s infuriating.


  I get out of the car and ring the doorbell. I have a key, and I’d normally just walk in, but I don’t want to just go in with Harry here.


  Theo swings the door open. He’s wearing jeans and a long sleeved shirt which hugs his chest and arms. “Hey sugar.” He says quietly. There’s this air of grief about him that I’m starting to find more and more troubling.


  “Ellis.” Is Harry’s curt response. I roll my eyes and punch him in the arm. “Ow!” He grunts.


  “Be nice.” I hiss. Harry just scowls at me in response.


  We follow Theo through the house and up the stairs to living area. “Whoa.” Harry says quietly next to me. “I might be able to see why you’re with him.”


  “Seriously Harry, one more fucking comment…” I spit.


  “Do you want anything to drink?” Theo asks politely. This robotic version of him is really starting to piss me off. He’s not doing anything wrong, he’s not being an arse. Hell, at this point I’d be happier if he would just act like his usual arsehole self.


  “No. Thank you.” Harry fakes a smile.


  “No, I’m good.” I reply.


  Theo nods and seems to physically steel himself. He gestures to the sofa, where I pull Harry down next to me. Theo sits on the other side of the L shaped sofa, facing towards us. He drags his hands through his dark hair, his actions agitated and twitchy.


  “Theo, what is going on?” I ask carefully.


  He takes a deep breath before lifting his eyes to mine. “I have something I need to tell you. Don’t be mad. I’m working to fix it as we speak.” I say nothing. This sounds ominous. “My ‘business trip’ last week was to Monaco, as you know.” I nod. “Only it wasn’t really a business trip.” My mind races as I imagine wild parties with hoard’s of Hugo’s hookers, but then I remember that Harry is sat next to me. I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t tell me to bring my brother to that kind of confession. “I tracked down your mother.”


  Silence. I can hear Harry’s hitched breaths next to me. I can feel the tension radiating from both men from where I sit between the two. “Why?” I whisper through my suddenly tight throat.


  “To force her to change her statement, and make the case against Harry go away.” He lied to me. His eyes plead with me to understand. I look away. I don’t know what to feel. Why would he deliberately deceive me like that?


  “You have no right getting involved in our business.” Harry says through gritted teeth.


  “Maybe not, but I would do anything to save Lilly from any pain, and your possible imprisonment was causing her pain, let alone if you actually do get sentenced. I know what that will do to her, and so I tried to stop it from happening.” He explains frantically.


  “Tried?” Harry asks.


  Theo shuts his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose. “She’s now blackmailing me.”


  “Brilliant.” Harry says sarcastically.


  “What the fuck? How?” I ask. He opens his eyes, the blue so intense that I can’t look away.


  I’m staring into those perfect eyes when he says the words that make my already messy world implode. “She says you killed her boyfriend and she has proof.” Oh my god.


  Some secrets cannot be buried, no matter how much time or distance you put between yourself and the past.


  


  


  CHAPTER TEN


  THEO


  


  A heavy silence hangs in the air. Harry’s hand reaches out and takes Lilly’s. Her entire frame has gone still and she won’t look at me. Part of me doesn’t want to believe it’s true, simply because of the danger it now puts her in.


  “What kind of proof?” Harry asks suspiciously. He looks angry and defensive. His body is angled toward me, placing Lilly’s shoulder slightly behind his. He’s ready to defend her if he has to. He doesn’t know any different. Knowing what I now know, I understand Lilly and Harry’s relationship. It’s founded on a deep trust, on buried secrets and the horrific past they shared. He would do anything for her, and so would I.


  “Apparently it’s a video of you both dumping what appears to be a body.” I say quietly. Jane wouldn’t show me the video¸ but she must have it. Surely she knows that I’m not going to pay her five million without seeing exactly what I’m buying first.


  “Lill’s.” Harry says quietly to her.


  “I’m okay.” She mumbles. Shit, I don’t want to drag her through what is obviously some painful shit. This is why I wanted to deal with Jane on my own.


  “I’m sorry Lilly. I wanted to save you from this. I thought I could deal with her on my own, so the court case would go away, and you would never need to know.” I try desperately to explain. She doesn’t respond, she looks in a state of shock. “Lilly.”


  “What is she blackmailing you with?” She asks brusquely. She won’t look at me, instead she keeps her eyes fixed on the coffee table.


  “She says that if I don’t pay her five million then she will tell the police what happened, and she will hand over her evidence. If I pay her, then she will hand over the evidence to me.” She hasn’t denied the murder. I guess I knew really, the second Jane made the accusation. I knew that there was a very real chance that they had actually killed him. I don’t care, in fact I’m glad they did. My only concern is for what killing a man must have done to a fourteen year old girl who had already endured immeasurable suffering and abuse. The more I learn of her story, the more in awe of her I am. How can someone endure so much?


  “Why now?” Harry adds. “If she really had evidence, then why not before?”


  “Because she couldn’t find us before.” Lilly whispers. “Think about it, she found us because she saw me in the paper with Theo, so she knew that Theo was with me and that he had money. He bought her off almost immediately for one and a half mil, and that was just to disappear. She leaves, but brings the charges against Harry. She fucking knew you would come after her…”


  “The cash withdrawal…” I mumble. Harry looks at me questioningly. Lilly still doesn’t look away from the coffee table. “Miles tracked her down when she withdrew cash from a machine in Monte Carlo.” I explain. “It was too easy. If you were really hiding, you wouldn’t be so obvious. Then I brought her back here, giving her enough time to put the pieces in motion.”


  “I fucking said we shouldn’t have let him pay her off.” Harry waves his hand in my direction. “We should have handled this ourselves from the off.”


  “It’s not just about money…” Lilly says quietly.


  I shake my head. “When she spoke to me about it she was almost hysterical. Honestly, I can pay her, but this is about more than money. I think she wants some kind of revenge. Which means that even if I pay her, she’s still going to submit that evidence.” I sigh. “The woman is certifiably insane. Oh, and for the record, I don’t care what you did or didn’t do.” I say to Harry. “Lilly told me about her past, and I’d kill that fucker myself if I had the chance.” Lilly’s eyes meet mine for the first time since I said I knew about Shane. “I’ve spent the last week trying to figure out how to handle her. I’ve had my guys on it, and depending on your story, I think I can pin the murder on her.”


  “It was self-defence.” Lilly snaps. She looks away from me again and drags her hand through her hair. Her hands are shaking, and her face has gone a ghostly white.


  “I know Lilly, I know. I need to know what happened.” I say as gently as possible.


  “No, you don’t.” Harry says. “We don’t need your help.” He stands up abruptly and grabs Lilly’s elbow, pulling her to her feet. She looks shell shocked, unable to function or think for herself.


  “Look, Miles thinks he can frame her for it. I can pin it on her, fabricate evidence…”


  “And in doing so, you risk dragging Lilly’s past out into the public eye. No. We’re leaving.” Harry storms across the living room, taking Lilly with him. He’s angry and defensive. I don’t blame him. He’s spent his entire life looking after his sister, protecting her from all those that want to hurt her. He’s just trying to protect her again. The problem is, they’ve been running from this for eight years, and I just kicked the hornet’s nest. Shit, I need to fix this now.


  Lilly glances over her shoulder at me and tries to pull her arm free of Harry’s grip. He doesn’t release her. His fingers tighten around her arm, and it makes me angry.


  I step in front of her, placing myself between them. He still doesn’t release her. “Let go of her.” I growl.


  “Fuck you. Stay the fuck away from my sister.” He says, pushing against me. I can feel my temper creeping up as the urge to flatten him creeps along my arm until my fingers are curled in a tight fist.


  “Harry!” Lilly shouts at him.


  “Can’t do that.” I tell him. “Now, fucking let go of her.”


  He releases her, only to then try and shove me backwards. I stand my ground, and reach behind me, taking Lilly’s hand. I pull her to the side, out of the way. Tempers are high, and I don’t want her caught in the cross fire. “You say you love her, yet you bring nothing but grief to her. You cheat on her and break her fucking heart…”


  “Harry!” Lilly shouts again, and tries to move between us, but I hold her off.


  “Then you decide to go and poke around in her past, a past that I have been working for years to get her away from. Now, you’ve brought it right to our door-step. Stay the fuck out of her life!” He shouts. His fists are clenched, and his stance is rigid. I manage to keep calm. Everything he says is true. I was genuinely trying to help, but with secrets lurking in every corner of Lilly’s life, how am I supposed to know what the hell is the right thing to do? I thought she had told me everything. Hell, she could have told me this. I would have protected her. What’s worse is that her mother obviously banked on the fact that she knew Lilly wouldn’t tell me. Otherwise this blackmail scheme of hers wouldn’t have worked.


  “Harry, enough. You don’t get to make that decision for me.” Lilly grabs his arm until he looks at her. Their eyes meet, seeming to convey something, a wordless exchange that only the two of them understand. His expression softens, the anger ebbing away in the face of his sister. “I keep you safe Lill’s, it’s what I do. He just endangered us both.” He turns away from us both and folds both hands behind his head. “God damn it. Eight fucking years we’ve been running Lilly, and he just brought her right to our door.” I get it, I do. If it were Cat and I in the same situation, and Cat had a boyfriend, well…I’d be a damn sight less tolerant than Harry is being right now. I can’t begrudge him wanting to take care of Lilly. I’m glad. It’s that dedication that has got her this far, and I have no doubt in my mind that without Harry’s help, she would not have made it to become the person she is today. He sacrificed a lot to save her. I can’t help but have the utmost respect for that.


  “Look, I know it’s not great but…” She says to his retreating back.


  He huffs a laugh. “Not great…everything we worked for is all fucked. We’re going to have to run again Lill’s.” He turns around. “We’re going to have to change our names…”


  “What?!” I almost shout. Is he fucking serious? “You are not running. I can fix this.”


  Lilly wordlessly moves away from me and goes to the liquor cabinet. She pulls out a bottle of vodka and takes a gulp straight from it. Shit. She can’t run, not now, after everything we’ve been through. “Lilly, I can fix this.” I say desperately.


  I move and stand in front of her. She says nothing as she takes another swig from the bottle. A slow tear silently slips down her face. “Lilly.” I whisper. “Please.”


  Her eyes meet mine, such a vibrant shade of green. “I killed him.” She sniffs. “Harry just helped me get rid of the body. I can’t let him go down for something I did.”


  I swipe my thumbs under her eyes, wiping away her tears. God, her tears tear me apart. “Baby, he raped you.” I rasp. “Anyone would have done the same thing.” She closes her eyes as fresh tears stream steadily down her face.


  “You are my safe place Theo, and I love you so much, but you can’t protect me from this, and I wouldn’t ask you to. Harry can, he’s been doing it for years.” She cries.


  I can’t just accept that. In the short time I’ve known Lilly Parker, she has turned my world on its axis. She’s all I want in life, and if I had nothing else, I would feel like a rich man for having her. I’ve experienced life without her, and I can’t go there again. It’s a brutal torture. “You want to run sugar? I’ll run with you.” I say sincerely.


  She narrows her eyes, studying me. “You have your business, your houses, your money…You can’t run and keep all that.” She counters.


  I smile and brush a strand of hair away from her face. “Do you remember I once told you that I would give up everything I have for you?” She nods. “I wasn’t lying Lilly. Nothing is worth having without you.” I strip back everything and expose my beating heart to her. If she doesn’t want it, then she might as well cut it out.


  “You still have a baby to think of remember?” She whispers through a hoarse throat.


  “I can’t do it without you, sugar. I need you.” I clasp her face in both my hands and press my lips to hers. She tilts her head up, her lips parting slightly. Her hands grip my wrists, holding me to her.


  “You really think you can give up all of this for my sister?” I’d almost forgotten Harry was here. He gestures around the vast space of my living area.


  “In a heartbeat.” I say, keeping my eyes fixed on Lilly’s. A small smile pulls at her lips. I love this woman so much, I’m not about to let her walk out of my life.


  “You know, when you’re on the run, it’s usually to avoid detection. You’re not exactly inconspicuous, are you?”


  I shrug. “No, but I have off shore bank accounts everywhere. I have enough money for you to run properly. I still think that I can fix this though. Please give me a chance.”


  “We don’t have any time. You’ve known about this for a week and you only now decided to tell us, which means we’re fucked and out of time.” Harry snaps.


  I shake my head. “I paid her off a bit, bought us some more time. I told her that I wasn’t going to pay her off without verifying with Lilly whether it was even true. She’s gone back to Monaco.” I focus on Lilly. “Trust me when I say, there is no line I won’t cross for you Lilly. I could have had her taken out, but she says that if her friend doesn’t hear from her every day, then she’ll send the video to the police. It may be bullshit, but I can’t risk it.”


  “Theo, that would make you a murderer.” She says slowly.


  I nod. “I’d also kill for you, sugar.”


  “Yeah, yeah, we get it, you’d do fucking anything.” Harry grunts.


  “Harry, enough.” Lilly snaps. “We are not running straight away. We will give Theo a chance to fix it.”


  “You’re seriously trusting him with this?” He raises his eyebrows.


  “He’s never let me down.” She says with conviction.


  “Except when he fucked another woman and got her knocked up.” He mumbles. I can’t deny it. He’s right. I have let Lilly down, too many times, but this won’t be one of them. I will settle this one way or the other, and I will make her happy.


  “Fucking hell, Harry, don’t you think I know that? This isn’t about me and Lilly. This is about you and Lilly not going to jail. This is about you escaping your bloody mother and actually living without looking over your shoulder all the time.” Harry says nothing, but the permanent scowl that seems to be etched on his face doesn’t leave. “I am willing to sacrifice everything to help you, but I need to know what happened. I can’t frame her for a crime that I know nothing about. I need details.”


  Harry glances nervously at Lilly. She nods once, and he releases an exasperated breath. “On your head be it.” He mumbles to her.


  “What do you want to know?” She asks tentatively.


  “Everything. Start from the beginning.”


  She takes a breath and releases it slowly. “Shane was a monster and my mother was a drunk. She used to spend most of her life unconscious whilst Shane did whatever he liked to Harry and I.” She glances at Harry again and he moves to her side, taking her hand in his. “That night, Jane was passed out drunk, and he’d beaten Harry so badly he was unconscious.” She says quietly. “He’d made sure no-one could help me. He tried to rape me. By this point, I was used to it.” I feel sick already. “But Harry did help me.” She smiles at her brother sadly. “He staggered into my room, bleeding and barely able to stand. He stopped him.” She sniffs back tears. “But Shane got really angry, he hit Harry so hard. All I remember is him kicking him over and over again on the ground, and I screamed.” I want to go to her, but Harry pulls her up against his chest, crushing her to him. A small sob escapes her as her brother comforts her. He glares at me over her shoulder. I feel like I’m intruding on the two of them.


  “Hey, it’s okay, sugar, you don’t have to tell me anymore.” I say quietly.


  “No, you need to know.” She pushes away from her brother and turns to me. Her eyes lock with mine, and don’t falter as she speaks the next words. “So I grabbed the knife that I kept under my pillow and I stabbed him. I’d wanted to, for as long as I could remember.” Her eyes go distant. “I had kept that knife there for months, but I’d never been brave enough to use it, just in case I failed. Not until I watched him almost kill my brother.” She says with conviction and without a trace of regret. “I stabbed him, and once I’d started I couldn’t stop. I stabbed him over and over again. I hated him, so fucking much.” She spits. “He took everything from me. He broke me. He broke Harry. I wanted him dead so badly.” She looks at me. “We had to run after that. One stab wound would be self-defence…” She shakes her head. “But there were so many…so much blood.” Her eyes plead with me to understand. “Do you think I’m a monster?” She says in a small, broken voice.


  I shake my head. “Of course not.” I open my arms to her. She pulls away from her brother and throws herself into them. “Never.” I stroke her hair down her back, and press my lips into her hair. “Never.”


  “Are you happy now?” Harry asks as he swipes at a tear on his face.


  “What did you do with the body?” I ask, ignoring his hostility.


  “There’s a bridge that crosses the river Stour, near where we lived. I drove it there in Shane’s car, and we threw him off the bridge.” He says.


  “And do you think your mother is bluffing about the video?”


  He shrugs. “I don’t know. I can’t see how she would have got it, we were careful.” He sighs. “Or at least as careful as a fourteen year old and a sixteen year old can really be.”


  “You said she was passed out. Could she have seen you?”


  “No way.” Lilly mumbles from my chest. She pulls away. “She was out cold.”


  I nod. “Okay.” I think I can work with this.


  “You think you can help us?” Harry asks.


  Lilly turns to face him. “Not this time, Harry.”


  “What are you talking about?” He frowns.


  “This time there is no us. This time it’s on me.” He starts shaking his head before she’s even finished.


  “No, it’s always us, and it always will be.”


  She smiles. “You always tell me not to be a victim, but that’s exactly what you’ve become Harry. I don’t want you to be a victim of my actions.”


  “You were fourteen Lilly!” He shouts. “You were raped, beaten, sold. Killing him was not an action, it was justice.” He shouts angrily. I can tell he’s not angry at her, he’s angry at what happened to her. He’s angry that she has to be in this position, which she has had to endure this for so long.


  “I know, but I did what I did, and I won’t let you keep paying the price.”


  “Fuck that.” He says.


  “So stubborn.” She mumbles. Whether she likes it or not, he isn’t going anywhere. He lives to protect her, I can see it every time he looks at her, as if he would kill and die for her without a second thought. I always thought Harry was easy going, but I see now that even that is for her. Lilly hates sympathy, and she likes to put a face on everything. I think back on every time I’ve seen them together. He wears a mask for her. He goes along with her badass façade for her sake, and he does it because he loves her.


  


  Harry leaves not long after our joyful conversation. I let him out and go back upstairs. Lilly’s sat on the sofa, cradling a cup of coffee. I managed to pry the vodka away from her.


  “Lilly.” I sit next to her. She glances up, and manages a small smile.


  “Hey.” She rasps.


  I wrap my arm around her shoulders and pull her into my side. She snuggles into me. “You okay, sugar?”


  She doesn’t answer for a long time. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”


  “Well, it’s not exactly every day conversation.”


  “I know. It’s just… a lot. And then there’s Harry.” She explains.


  I grasp her chin, tilting her head up toward me. “It’s. Fine. You and Harry protect each other, because you’ve only had each other. I would be the same with my sister.”


  “But now I have you.” She whispers. “And for the first time in my life, my brother isn’t enough anymore. Being safe isn’t enough. I want to live Theo, not survive. I want to feel, not just protect myself.” She closes her eyes. “I want you.”


  I stroke my fingers along her jaw. “You have me.”


  She offers me a sad smile. “But for how long?”


  


  That night, I lay awake for hours. Lilly sleeps soundly, exhaustion taking over. I hold her to me as though she may disappear at any given moment, and truth be told, she might. If I can’t fix this, then she will have to leave. I meant what I said though. As hard as it will be to give up my life, it would be harder to give up her.


  I just need something that can pin Shaun’s murder on Jane. All she really has is a video of them dumping a body. It wouldn’t be difficult to say that they were just teenagers, following the instructions of their abusive and aggressive mother. I’ve already looked into their records. There are several records of unexplained injuries from the school they both attended, as well as long absences, and even medical records. Harry has several records of broken bones. There are even social services reports, but it would seem that Jane is very good at turning on the charm when she needs to. I’ve witnessed first-hand how she can play the regretful mother, just desperate for forgiveness from her daughter. She’s a masterful liar.


  There’s enough evidence to paint her as the abusive mother, and an aggressive person. There is one social services report in which the inspector noted that Jane had a black eye. Perhaps self-defence against domestic abuse? Who is really going to believe that two teenagers killed a man? The more I think about it, the more I realise that she has nothing. It seems too simple though. Jane seems to have thought of everything so far, surely she must have thought of this.


  


  The next morning, I leave Lilly in bed whilst I make a few calls. I can almost hear the clock ticking, and feel the figurative axe hanging over our heads. I need to make this go away. I’m not sure how much more Lilly can take. My eyes hurt from lack of sleep and I have a monster headache. I’m on my third cup of coffee by the time Lilly makes an appearance.


  “Hey, sugar.” I smile at her. She approaches my desk, and I push my chair back. She drops onto my lap, wearing only one of my t-shirts and a pair of boxers.


  “Hey.” She smiles and presses her lips to mine. “Why are you up so early on a Sunday?” She grumbles.


  “I’m doing constructive stuff.” I tell her.


  She frowns. “Sleeping is constructive stuff.” The morning light streams through the tall windows of the house, catching her hair and illuminating it in a halo of fire. The dark circles have disappeared from under her eyes, and she’s finally managed to put on some of the weight she lost when we were apart. She’s back to being the bomb shell I first fell for.


  “Did you sleep okay?” I ask. “No nightmares?” I expected her to be bad last night, given all the revelations. Whenever her past has arisen, it usually seems to trigger them.


  She shakes her head. “Nope.”


  “Huh.” Is all I say. She picks up my cup of coffee and takes a sip. “Mmm, best coffee ever.” I think she’s a little bit in love with my coffee machine.


  “Careful, I’ll start to think you’re only with me for my coffee.” I smirk. She smiles, but it fades quickly. “What is it, sugar?”


  She sighs. “I just, I need you to know that I appreciate what you tried to do.” Her eyes hold mine. I nod. “And, I also want you to know that even though we’re being blackmailed, I feel weirdly free.” Her lips quirk up. “I mean, I’ve spent so long running, and I finally feel like I can just stop. Whichever way this goes, it feels kind of good to stop.”


  “You are not going to prison, Lilly.” I grate.


  She tilts her head. “Maybe, maybe not, but you know everything there is to know about me now, and there’s a certain freedom in that.”


  “You sure?” I smirk. “You don’t have some secret love child I should know about?”


  She rolls her eyes. “That my love, is your department.” She smiles.


  “Oh, ouch.”


  She snorts. “Don’t pretend it isn’t true.” She raises an eyebrow, daring me to deny it, before thankfully changing the subject. “So, was this whole thing the reason for your absence this last week?”


  I frown. “Absence?”


  “You’ve been so distant, I was sure you were having some sordid affair with a woman in Monaco.” She huffs.


  I laugh. “A sordid affair. Damn woman, I can hardly keep up with you. My cock feels abused this morning.”


  “I think you’ll find that was your own doing. You shouldn’t be so rough with it.” She smirks.


  I grab the back of her neck and pull her closer, catching her bottom lip between my teeth. “You love it rough though.” I whisper against her lips.


  She pulls back slowly. “I need coffee, before said cock gets another seeing to.” She grins wickedly and slides off my lap.


  


  I’ve had Miles on Jane’s case for two days. It’s not going as quickly as I would like. Miles has offered to bring in a couple of guys he thinks are trustworthy, but I just cannot risk it. I trust Miles implicitly, and I know he will protect Lilly as if he would protect me. Plus, he would never say it, but secretly he loves being my go to guy for this. We pretty much have everything we need, except one concrete piece of evidence to pin her with. She doesn’t have a concrete piece of evidence either, but if we’re going to beat her, then we need to go one better.


  I’ve been thinking about this a lot though. Jane didn’t see Lilly and Harry kill Shaun, and the police obviously haven’t found a body, or they would have turned up here. Name change or not, they would be able to track them down. So that means that she can’t possibly have anything concrete, and that she is piecing together facts. If she does in fact have this video, then that would be enough to make her think they killed him. I have an idea, it’s a risky idea, but an idea nonetheless. I’m not going to threaten Jane with framing her. I’m going to go one better.


  I’m going to make her believe that she killed him.


  


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  LILLY


  


  “Lilly, it has been three days.” Harry tells me for what feels like the thousandth bloody time. I know he means well, but it’s just not helpful right now.


  “I have told you, Harry, we will give him a chance.”


  “Lilly, I know he wants to play hero, but it will be you and I who suffer when he fucks up.”


  “He won’t fuck up.” I snap.


  He slams his palms down on the breakfast bar. “For one fucking second, will you pull your head out of your loved up arse and see the writing on the fucking wall!” He shouts. What the hell?! Harry has never spoken to me like that, ever.


  “I am! I see that if we run now, we will always be running Harry. I have finally found something and someone worth standing still for, please don’t begrudge me that.”


  He presses his lips together. “I don’t want to Lilly, but you have to realise that some people, they don’t get to stand still. Life dealt us a shit hand, and now we have to deal with it. Marriage, kids, stable lives, that’s not something we can have. Maybe one day, but not right now. We’ve had it pretty good for the last few years, but we always knew it might catch up to us one day.” He says softly. “Theo, he loves you. I have no doubt about that. He will never understand this though. He lives a privileged life. We live a dangerous one. I don’t say this to be cruel. I say it because I love you and I want you to be safe.”


  “I know.” I whisper. Is he right? Am I living in a dream? To live a life with Theo, that’s surely a fantasy right? Fuck. Am I doing the right thing trusting him? Maybe Harry’s right, maybe Theo can never comprehend what it is to live with these sorts of demons constantly chasing you. I think that’s what I like about him though. He has this care free air around him all the time. His world is untouched by ugliness, and it’s very much what he makes it. When I’m with him, he pulls me into his world. He makes me feel protected, loved, safe. Am I blinded by that, by his love? Perhaps Harry is right, and safety is not a luxury that I get. Fuck, I don’t know. My mind is a jumble of random thoughts, each one conflicting with the last. I’m just praying that Theo can make this right. I really want to believe that he can, because if he doesn’t, then I have a horrible decision to make. Stay or go. Do I take the ultimate gamble and risk everything for the possibility of happiness, for love? We have the kind of love that some people search their whole lives for and never find, but I risk going to prison in an attempt to try and keep it. Or I can run, and settle for a life of freedom, but without that love. Fuck, I can’t make these kinds of decisions. There’s just too much hanging in the balance, and too many potential regrets.


  I know Theo said he would run with me, but it’s ridiculous, a romantic but stupid idea. He has too much here to leave behind, and I will not let him leave that baby here with Cassie for a mother. He seems to think that all he needs in life is me, but that’s because he’s never had to live without everything he has. Life on the run is hard. You have to change your name, be careful who you speak to. Even simple things like opening a bank account are difficult. Honestly, I don’t think he has it in him, and I worry that he would resent me for it in the long run.


  I can only hope that he manages to pull it out of the bag. Funny how a couple of weeks ago, I wished more than anything that I had never met Theodore Ellis. Him having a baby with someone else seemed so catastrophic, and yet now it pales into insignificance. Now, I would give anything for Cassie to be our only problem.


  “Look, I’m not trying to force your hand, but I’ve always done what’s best for you haven’t I?” Harry’s emerald eyes plead with me. I nod. He has always done what’s best, and until now it’s allowed us to live relatively normal lives. I won’t pretend I haven’t spent the last few years looking over my shoulder, because I have. I have also managed to become a solicitor and make something of myself, and given the circumstances, that’s pretty bloody amazing. “I have booked a flight for tomorrow evening to Norway.”


  “Norway? Why Norway?”


  He shrugs. “A friend of mine owns a cabin out there.” Of course he would want to go to some cabin in the middle of bloody nowhere. Harry is always prepared to run. When you’ve helped kill someone, you tend to be cautious. He has money stashed in bank accounts all over the world. Not Theo kind of money, but enough for us to lay low for a few months before finding somewhere to rebuild our lives. He’s right. We have been lucky up until now.


  “But it’s too soon, we haven’t given Theo…”


  “If he hasn’t managed to fix this by then, it’s too risky.” He says seriously.


  “But Harry, I can’t just leave. What about my job?”


  “Lilly, you do understand that you will go to prison if this goes bad? Your job won’t fucking matter when you are behind bars!” He shouts. I start to reply, but he holds his hand up, silencing me. “I am taking the flight tomorrow night.”


  “You would be breaching your bail Harry. No!”


  He cuts me off. “My friend Billy runs private flights to a ski resort out there. I’ll text you the address for the runway. It’s no longer up for discussion. Be there.” He narrows his eyes at me before storming out of the kitchen. The front door slams, marking his exit.


  What the hell just happened? Did my brother really just give me an ultimatum?


  


  I’ve got back to back meetings all day. I’m throwing myself into my work as a welcome distraction from…well, everything. Theo emailed me earlier saying he needs to speak to me. I’ve scheduled him in as a lunchtime meeting. We’re not publicly back together, so I can totally pass him off as a client to Simmons. Not that he cares. As long as Theo keeps writing him fat cheques, I really don’t think he cares which of his staff are hopping into bed with him.


  My last meeting is with Josh who keeps smirking at me across the conference table. We’re having to deal with a massive take over for an old friend of Simmons, but fuck me, the man is so boring. He must be about eighty, and it takes him about three times longer than the average person to speak a sentence. Josh looks about ready to kill himself by the time we’re done. Still, it’s a multi-million pound buy out, which means big fee’s, of which we get a cut, so I shouldn’t really complain.


  By the time I make it to my lunchtime meeting with Theo, I have a killer headache. I’ve been busting my arse at work, pulling early mornings and late nights, all on top of no sleep. My colleagues must think I’m the super bitch, I’m so bloody snappy.


  Theo meets me at Aroma, a small coffee shop near my office. He’s sat on one of the tall bar stools by the window. I smile. He doesn’t like the window, but he knows I do. I like people watching.


  “Hey.” I kiss his cheek quickly. He moves to kiss my lips but I duck away and eye him meaningfully. The very last thing I need right now on top of everything else, is the press. You wouldn’t believe the lengths people will go to. The way people act around him, you’d think he was a rock star, not just a hot businessman. I’ve seen people take crappy pictures of us on their phone, and have then seen them online the next day. For now, if anyone asks, we’re just business acquaintances.


  “I got you a coffee.” He says with a wry smile on his lips. He’s wearing a suit, or as close to a suit as Theo gets. Suit trousers and a shirt, unbuttoned with no tie. I swear to god, a suit is to a woman what lingerie is to a man. I slip off my blazer, feeling a bit over heated.


  “Thank you.” I pick up the cup in front of me and take a sip, trying to ignore that sexier than sin look on his face. “I am in dire need.” The caffeine hits me like a soothing blanket, easing my tension and giving me a new lease of life. Yep, I think I probably have a full-fledged addiction.


  “How is your day going?” He asks politely.


  I shrug. “Boring meetings, rich old men, standard.”


  He smirks. “Sounds very similar to my day.”


  “Do you mean to tell me you actually ventured inside the walls of your own company? Shocker!” I tease.


  “I did. Then I remembered why I hate working and I came here. Needless to say, you are far more attractive than the gnarly old men I’ve been with all morning.” He places a hand on my thigh, trailing upward. I cover his hand with mine, stilling it.


  “What part of inconspicuous do you not understand?”


  He chuckles. “Babe, trust me when I say that no-one is going to believe for a second that I’m not fucking you.”


  “And why is that?” I ask quietly.


  He leans in, until our faces are close. “Because you look like that, and there is no fucking way I could ever be friends with someone who looks like you. My cock would disown me. Plus, they’re not blind. You’re looking at me like you want to do very bad things to me.” He grins. “Two people who look like us can’t not fuck sugar. It’s a fucking travesty to the human race.”


  I snort. “You did not just say that?”


  “Don’t act like it’s not true.” He leans one elbow casually on the back of the chair, and turns his body toward me. He’s so arrogant, but fuck, it’s attractive.


  “No comment.” I mumble into my coffee cup. He throws his head back and laughs.


  I narrow my eyes at him. “You seem in a very good mood.”


  “I am. Do you want to know why?”


  “You’re going to tell me anyway…” I point out.


  He shrugs. “True. We are going to Monaco tomorrow. I think I know just how to fix this. It will require some rather skilful acting on your part though.”


  I press my lips together at the rather unpleasant thought of seeing my mother again. So, I have to make a choice by tomorrow, Monaco or Norway. Theo or Harry. How can I abandon my brother? How can I not let Theo at least try to save everything I’ve worked for? Those are my choices, but only one I can live with. I won’t live with what if’s. I’d rather go to prison than walk away, never knowing whether I threw away my only chance at real happiness. “Acting I can do.”


  


  I drive to the runway with a heavy feeling in my chest. I know in my gut, I’m making the right choice. If I don’t do this then I will always be running, always thinking what if. Whereas if I do this now, then I’m giving the man I love a chance to save me, to save us.


  The security guard at the gate allows me through, and I drive across the wide open expanse of the private airfield. A few small planes are dotted around, and Theo’s top of the range jet looks very out of place.


  I check my watch. I’m supposed to meet my brother in six hours’ time. I still haven’t told him I’m not going with him to Norway. God, for all I know I could end up going to Norway, I’ll just be flying from Monaco rather than London. Of course, if we fail, then that option may also be off the table. Everything hangs in a very precarious balance.


  I pull my car into a hangar, beside Theo’s Range Rover. He’s leant against the front of the enormous car, with his ankles crossed and his hands pushed into the pockets of his suit trousers. I’m still dressed in my work wear, and the clicking of my heels echoes around the large hangar.


  He smiles at me when I approach. “You ready?” He asks.


  I lift up my small over-night bag. “Yeah, I didn’t pack much. One night right?”


  He nods. “One night, and this should all be over if everything goes to plan.”


  “Are you going to fill me in on this plan at some point?”


  He glances up at me with a small smile on his lips. “I will tell you all on the way, but right now…” He pushes away from the car and steps up to me, his chest brushing mine. “I haven’t had a kiss yet today.”


  “I haven’t seen you yet today.” I laugh.


  He grins cockily, pressing his palm against the small of my back. “Lay one on me, sugar.” He says, making no move toward me.


  I fight a smile, as I reach up on tiptoes to press my lips against his. He nips at my bottom lip playfully, as his hands grip my waist firmly. I smile against his lips. Being near him is like stepping into a black hole. No matter how bad shit gets, when I’m with him, it all just falls into the background. It’s as though all I can focus on is him, and his electric touch.


  He releases me and steps back. “That was worth waiting for.” He winks and takes my bag from me. He holds out his hand, which I take, before he leads me toward the plane.


  I almost always bring some work with me on plane journeys, but Monaco is only a couple of hours, and I have a feeling I may need to listen well to whatever plan Theo has going on. He said I would have to act. I just hope he doesn’t want me to pretend I like my mother. That is the one thing I don’t think I can do.


  I ask the flight attendant to bring me a very strong coffee. It’s been a long day, in fact, it’s been a bloody gruelling week, and I’m running on fumes. Theo has a whiskey.


  “Okay, so the plan, tell me.” I say. His eyes flick to the flight attendant who is tidying the bar in the corner.


  “Jo, that will be all. Thank you.” He says in his big boss man voice. The young guy smiles and leaves the cabin. Once Jo has left he turns to me and leans forward slightly, resting his elbows on his knees. “This is risky, and it may not work, but if it does…” His eyes meet mine, relaying the importance of this entire situation. “If it does, then you and Harry will not only be free and clear, but you will be the ones with the leverage.”


  I nod. “Okay, tell me what you need me to do.”


  


  We land in Monaco, and even though it’s late evening, the heat is too much for my jacket and skirt ensemble. I take my jacket off as soon as we get off the plane. There’s a car waiting for us on the runway. Theo thanks the pilot and Jo as he leaves the plane.


  He opens the passenger door for me, and I slide into the cool leather of the large saloon car. I turn the air con up, and bask in the icy air blowing through the vents.


  “Warm?” He asks as he gets behind the wheel.


  “I really didn’t think Monaco would be this warm in November.”


  He smiles. “Why do you think so many rich people have houses in Monaco?”


  “Uh, for the tax dodge.” Obviously.


  “It’s the perfect place to live. No taxes and lots of sunshine.”


  “I could be persuaded.” I tease.


  He tilts his head in my direction and cocks an eyebrow. “I don’t know, I’m starting to hate the place.”


  


  We’re staying in a hotel in Monte Carlo. Theo tells me that the last time he was here he stayed in Hugo’s apartment, on the beach front. I am more than happy to stay there, but he says he wouldn’t take me there. I’m guessing because it’s a revolving door of cheap women and spunk stained upholstery. Still, if you think about it, a hotel really isn’t much better. No matter how expensive it is, other people have still had sex on the mattress. Granted, no-one could possibly be as disgusting as Hugo, but still.


  The Hermitage Hotel screams opulence wherever you look. The floors are all gold veined marble, with glittering chandeliers hanging from the high ceilings. I’ll be honest in saying that it’s really not my thing. I always feel like I have to be on show in these kinds of places. It’s here that the differences between Theo and I become glaringly obvious. He’s completely at ease in these surroundings. I suppose he’s used to it, entitled even.


  We board one of the lifts, which takes us to a suite on the top floor. He slides the key card into the heavy wooden door and holds it open for me. The sound of my heals is muted by the thick carpet under foot. I kick them off on my way to the open window. I can smell the ocean, I can even hear it crashing against the shore. The setting sun reflects off the water, painting everything in shades of orange and red.


  I feel Theo step up behind me. His fingers graze my shoulder and trail down my arm as his breath caresses the back of my neck. “You okay, sugar?” He asks. He keeps asking me that, as if I’m about to fall apart at any minute. I’m not. I’m fine. I have him.


  I nod. “It’s so beautiful. I love the beach.”


  He wraps his arm around my waist and rests his chin on my shoulder. “I took you for a city girl.”


  I smile. “Never, I was a country girl first.” Harry and I grew up in a fairly wealthy part of Kent. Our father was a businessman, but his family were farmers. He loved the open space. He used to say that it was his haven from the strains of the city. Thinking of my father makes me smile, but it also makes me sad. He would turn in his grave if he knew what had become of the family he left behind.


  I have twenty four hours here in Monte Carlo, and I should probably be exploring, or doing something, but I’m so tired. The massive four poster bed is calling my name. Theo, of course doesn’t care. “Whatever you want, sugar.” He tells me. “I’ll order us something to eat, and then you can go to sleep.” He checks his watch. “You do realise it’s only eight o’ clock right?” He frowns.


  I nod. “Don’t care.”


  


  In the end, he manages to coax me into having a bath with him. Such hardships I endure. I’m sat between his legs, with my back pressed to his chest. I can’t help but think about what will happen to us if we can’t fix everything tomorrow. My heart hurts to think of leaving him, but he can’t come with me.


  “Theo, you do know that if I have to run, you can’t actually come with me.” I say quietly.


  “It won’t come to that.” He says quickly.


  I turn and glance over my shoulder at him. “It might, and you know it.”


  He takes a deep breath and sets his jaw. “Well, let’s cross that bridge if we get to it.” He’s so bloody stubborn. I won’t let him sacrifice everything to follow me. I have nothing to offer him if I have to go on the run, and Harry was right, Theo won’t help us if we’re trying to remain inconspicuous.


  “Theo.” I say his name quietly. He doesn’t look at me. I turn around until I’m on my knees in front of him. “Theo.” I grab his chin, forcing him to look at me. “You cannot leave. You have too much to lose.”


  His eyebrows drop into a deep frown. “You’re wrong.” The tension radiates from him in waves. I get that he’s trying to be positive, but we need to be realistic. He needs to be realistic. He can’t come chasing after me on a whim. Aside from all his business commitments, he has people relying on him.


  I shake my head. “No, I’m not. Your child needs you.” He wrenches his face away from my grasp.


  “I’m not going to have this conversation with you again, Lilly.” He says harshly.


  It’s at this point that I usually back down, but I just don’t feel that I can this time. Regardless of what happens, I may not always be around. I need him to want to look after his own child. I’m pretty sure I can push him into it, but I don’t want him to do it for me. It was me who had to put Cassie in rehab, me who goes and visits her. “And I’m not going to let you avoid it again.” I reply sternly. His expression becomes steely. “I’m sorry, but I’ve given you some time. I’ve accepted the situation, even though it’s difficult. I’ve looked after Cassie in your absence and I’ve supported you as best I can. You need to pull your head out of your arse. It’s a baby Theo! An innocent child!” He sets his jaw, glaring at me fiercely.


  “Tell me how you really feel why don’t you?” He grits.


  I blow out an exasperated breath. “I don’t know what to say here Theo. All I know is that if I can accept it and support Cassie, then so can you.” He says nothing. “Just think about it please?” His eyes meet mine, they soften slightly, but the tightness around them remains. “Just consider what it really means to have a child, to have created a living being. You have to take responsibility for that.” The tension between us becomes uncomfortable.


  In the past this would have been where I storm off, but despite our glaring issues, I refuse to let them tear us apart. We need to stand united on every front. He may think that I’m attacking him, but I’m just trying to give him the push that I know he needs. I gently touch his cheek. His eyes hold mine as the silence in the room intensifies.


  “I say this because I love you, and I want to know that if I have to leave…”


  “You’re not leaving.” He growls.


  God, he’s so infuriating. I lean in and press my lips gently to his, trying to ease some of his tension. He slowly comes to life, responding to my touch. His lips mould to mine as his hand creeps around the back of my neck. He places his other hand on the small of my back and pulls me forward until I fall against him.


  I place my knees on either side of him, but don’t lower my weight onto him. My stomach brushes against his chest, my boobs against his throat. His head is tilted back as I tower over him, clinging to his broad shoulders. I placate him the only way I really know how. Our relationship tends to rely on sex to resolve a lot of our issues. Neither of us know anything else. We’re just fumbling our way through whatever this is we have together. It’s probably not healthy, but it works. If sex keeps us together and makes us strong, then who am I to complain?


  He breaks away and his lips trail my throat greedily. He reaches my breasts, where his lips latch onto my nipple. He grazes the sensitive flesh with his teeth, making my back bow toward him involuntarily. My fingers grip his hair, pulling him closer. His hands grip my waist tight, taking control, holding me firmly in place. My breaths come hard and fast as his tongue soothes the bite of his teeth.


  Fuck, how does he make me lose myself so entirely? His hand trails across the line of my waist, tracing feather light touches over my stomach. My muscles quiver and tremble under his delicate assault. He lifts his head and meets my gaze, his eyes pinning me. It’s a look that says he needs me more than his next breath. My breath hitches and my heartbeat falters under his sensual scrutiny. His eyes never release me as his fingers slowly explore between my spread thighs. He brushes my clit and I bite my lip, stifling a moan. My fingers clench as I grip his thick biceps. I stare into the blue fire of his irises. I couldn’t look away if I wanted to. The intensity between us is magnetic, his hold over my body undeniable. All I can do is hold on as he elicits the most amazing feelings in me. He slips a finger inside me and I moan, my eyes fluttering closed.


  “Look at me, Lilly.” He says in that gravelly voice, with that bite of power.


  My eyes snap open and meet his blistering gaze. His fingers move inside me, as I try desperately to focus only on him. His free hand moves to my face, his thumb brushing over my lips. My tongue flicks out to touch his thumb and his eyes darken. His fingers push deep inside me and my focus starts to waver. His hand wraps around my chin, forcing me to look at him. I’m a mess, hanging just on the edge. My entire body trembles and clenches as he pins me with a smouldering look. It’s too controlled, him watching me as he makes my body shatter and fall apart. Fuck this. I launch for him, my hands fisting in his hair as my lips crash against his. He responds eagerly, his tongue wrestling with my own. His fingers pull forward, pressing against the front wall of my vagina and pulling me forward against him. Oh shit. I moan as our wet bodies slide against each other. I’m out of control, writhing against him, desperately seeking some friction, somewhere. I grab his wrist, pulling his hand away from my trembling pussy. I lower my body, until his cock is pressed between my hips, trapped between us. I roll my hips, dragging my clit along his length. I groan against his lips. He hisses and nips at my bottom lip. Fuck, he feels amazing. I roll my hips again, slowly dragging myself along his cock. The hand on my cheek wraps around my neck, his hold becoming possessive, demanding.


  He holds me still as the head of his cock presses against my entrance. My thighs are shaking as I hold my body above his. I never was one for patience. I lower myself onto him slowly. His fingers tighten on my neck as I rise back up, just an inch. By the time I take all of him, he looks like he’s about to snap. The muscles in his neck are strained and tense as he fights for control. His hand grips my hip, stilling me and holding me in place. His eyes are closed, his breaths laboured. I hate that he tries to gain control, because I love when he loses it.


  I lean forward and whisper in his ear. “I need to fuck you, Theo.” I say breathily.


  His eyes flash open. “So fuck me.” He growls. Both hands move to my hips. He lifts me off him before slamming me back down. I throw my head back and cry out as he almost touches my cervix. Fuck! Water sloshes everywhere, but I don’t care. I’m only vaguely aware of my surroundings. All I can focus on is the sexually charged male in front of me.


  He holds me down, rolling my hips against him. His pelvis grinds against mine, causing the most amazing friction against my clit. It’s seconds, and I do mean seconds before he has me on the verge of orgasm. I’m tightly wound, like a bomb just waiting to go off. Every time I think I’m going to come he stops. Just as my body starts to tremble he stops again, gripping my hips and pinning me so I can’t move. It pisses me off. I grip his hair and wrench his head back so his eyes meet mine. I kiss him hard, sinking my teeth into his bottom lip. He growls against my lips. Suddenly, we’re moving, and the cold air of the bathroom touches my bare skin.


  He grips my waist, and I cling to him, my thighs clamped around him, his cock still inside me. He puts me down on the very cold marble vanity. He comes to life, owning me, possessing my body as only he can, with everything he has. He holds my thighs wide open and thrusts forward, his eyes watching our joined bodies. I reach down and touch my clit. He bites his lip as a low groan escapes his throat. His movements quicken as his control slips from his grasp. Everything becomes more frantic as he charges toward his release, taking me right along with him.


  I throw my head back against the mirror as my entire body clenches tight and explodes around him, wave after wave of pleasure detonates over my limbs. He buries his face in my chest and releases a hoarse shout as he stiffens between my thighs. Fuck me. We stay like that for a long time, me slumped against the mirror, him slumped forward against me. I can feel his hot, heavy breaths against my chest as he regains his breath. I close my eyes, basking in the post orgasmic bliss. After a while he moves, but I can’t. All my limbs are completely limp, and I feel like a thoroughly abused rag doll.


  “You okay, sugar?” He asks.


  “Mmm.” That’s about as close to a coherent response as I can manage.


  I feel his fingers skim over my lips gently before his lips brush over mine in a caress. He swipes back a loose tendril of hair behind my ear. My entire hair is loose tendrils right now. I pull my eyelids open to find him watching me. He smiles at me and strokes my jaw.


  “I love you, sugar.” He says. “There is nothing I wouldn’t do for you, no length I won’t go to in order to keep you.” His expression is steely and resolute. Theo is a determined man, he never gives up and he never backs down. That’s what makes him as successful and powerful as he is. He leans his forehead against mine, holding my cheek gently. I inhale his scent, breathing him in deeply. “I will never let you go.” He whispers. My pitiful little heart leaps in my chest, because I don’t want him to ever let me go. Life is worth living when I have him. How does anyone survive without love once they have experienced it? My soul, my heart won’t survive without him, and I know it. My mind and body will go on, but for what? I trust him with my heart, my body, my soul, because it’s all worth nothing without him.


  “I don’t want you to ever let go.” I whisper back. I rarely tell him these things. I don’t wear my heart on my sleeve like he does. I’ve only just come to terms with thinking and feeling these things. Saying them out loud is not easy for me. There’s still a fundamental part of my mind that screams at me to protect myself, but even my mind knows that it’s too late for that. I’m fucked. I’m in love, desperately in love.


  


  Later that night I lay in bed with my head on Theo’s chest. I listen to his even breaths and run my hand back and forth over his fore arm, which is wrapped securely around me.


  “I thought you were tired.” I can hear the smile in his voice.


  “I was, but now I can’t stop thinking about tomorrow.”


  He kisses my head and pulls me closer. “Babe, when do I ever let you down?” I don’t answer, because this isn’t the same. I worry that his extreme optimism stems from a fear of losing me. I can’t afford to be unrealistic right now.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  THEO


  


  I’ve invited Jane to meet us at the hotel. I need somewhere private. You can’t really discuss murder openly in public.


  She’s coming at ten o’ clock. Lilly is pacing back and forth with her phone in her hand. It’s been ringing all morning, and every time she sends it to voicemail. She’s twitchy and agitated, but well…she has good reason to be. Truth be told, it will be a miracle if we can pull this off. I can’t show any glimmer of doubt though. This plan can only succeed if Lilly is one hundred percent believable.


  There’s a knock at the door. Lilly’s eyes dart to mine, uncertainty written all over her face.


  I stop on my way to the door. I hold her shoulders and place a kiss on her forehead. “You can do this. Just hold onto the anger. Summon it. Remember, she has nothing on you. You own her. You have the power here, not her.”


  She takes a deep breath and nods her head. She moves away, and takes a seat in the living area of the suite.


  I open the door and come face to face with Jane Sampson. Her appearance has improved, no doubt due to her improved finances, but her features are still the battle hardened ones of a woman who has endured a hard life. No amount of money can cover up the filth that lays beneath. She’s wearing a maxi dress which flows around her ankles, but looks so at odds with the hard lines of her face. She purses her lips into a thin line as her eyes dart around the suite behind me.


  I open the door, but say nothing. She steps past me, and her eyes immediately fall to Lilly. “You told her?” She sneers at me.


  I nod. “Of course.”


  “And here I was thinking you were too chivalrous to put your precious Lilly through any more heart ache.” She mocks with a sadistic smile.


  I smirk at her. “You really don’t know your daughter at all do you?” She says nothing as her eyes flick between the two of us. Lilly fixes her with a hard stare, there’s no emotion. She looks at her mother much as you would look at an obsolete object.


  “Jane.” She greets her, her voice cold. Jane doesn’t respond.


  “Take a seat.” I gesture to the sofa opposite Lilly. She begrudgingly sits. I take a seat next to Lilly. I don’t touch her though. Jane needs to see Lilly as a stronger opponent. At the moment she see’s her as the child she once knew, innocent and at the mercy of others. Jane believes that Lilly has my protection, which of course she does. Her error is in thinking that Lilly needs my protection.


  Yes, I could pay her to go away, but Lilly doesn’t want me to. She wants to deal with her. She wants her gone for good.


  There’s along silence as they seem to size each other up. Jane’s worn features contrast heavily with Lilly’s blatant beauty. “You’ve always been a low life, but black mailing someone so that you won’t make accusations against your own children…well, that’s bad even for you.” Lilly looks her up and down like a piece of shit. Jane says nothing, just glares at Lilly across the coffee table. “Here is what is going to happen.” Lilly continues. “You are going to go, with the money that Theo has very kindly already given you. You are never going to come back, and you are going to forget that you have children, not that it should be too hard for you.” Her voice is icy and concise.


  Jane laughs like some kind of mad hyena. “Why would I do that? I could finish you, and he will pay any price to protect you. I’m not stupid.” She snaps.


  Lilly smirks at her. “You really think to frame Harry and I for something you did?” Silence. You could hear a pin drop. Lilly holds her gaze, never backing down. This is where the plan gets tricky. Can Lilly really make her mother think she killed her boyfriend? One slight falter, and this could all come crashing down around us. All she really needs to do is place a seed of doubt. Jane just needs to question the possibility, and she will have to walk away. She can’t accuse Lilly and Harry if there is a chance that she in fact killed him.


  Shock ripples over Jane’s features before she starts to turn red. “How dare you! I did not kill him. I loved him.”


  Lilly’s face is a picture of pure disgust. “That doesn’t change the facts. You killed him, and you made Harry and I dump the body. You made your teenage children dump the body. Why do you think we ran?”


  “Don’t you think I would remember killing someone?” She says confidently.


  Lilly laughs. “Are you serious? I’d hedge a bet that you can’t remember half of what has happened in your life. You are an alcoholic. You drink until you pass out for hours, sometimes days at a time, and then you wake up and do it all over again.” Lilly grates out. Her body is rigid, and I can see it’s an effort for her just to stay in place.


  “I would remember that!” She snaps, a note of hysteria creeping in. Lilly hears it and goes for the kill.


  “So you are telling me that you don’t remember killing Shane? At all?” She says with shock. She’s good. Jane says nothing. “I’ll fill you in, shall I? He hit you, the same as always. Only this time you actually fought back.” Lilly glances down at her hands, looking upset. “I heard you screaming. He punched you, and you fell against the kitchen side. He grabbed you by the hair and was about to smash your face into the side. I guess you acted on instinct. You grabbed a knife that was on the side and just started slashing wildly at him. He let go of you, and you stabbed him right in the stomach.” Lilly meets her mother’s scrutinising eyes.


  Jane purses her lips, watching Lilly like a hawk. “You think you’re so clever, don’t you? I saw the missing carpet in your bedroom, saw the blood on the floor boards. Didn’t clean up very well did you?” She sneers.


  Lilly doesn’t falter. “We needed a length of carpet to wrap the body in. The carpet in my room was the right size. There was a lot of blood. We cleaned the kitchen, but we couldn’t get it out of the wooden boards.”


  I watch as the seed is planted. Bingo. “I wouldn’t have killed him!” She shrieks.


  “He hit you. He was going to hurt you, and one day he probably would have killed you. You acted in self-defence, and that’s why Harry and I helped you dump the body.”


  “Why would you help me?” She narrows her eyes.


  Lilly’s eyes glisten with unshed tears. “Because at one point you were our mum, and I loved you.” There’s so much sincerity in her voice that I really don’t think she’s acting. Despite her hatred for her mother, she must have loved her at one time. “I may hate you now, but at one point, I still believed that you would snap out of it, and become our mum again. What can I say? Children are foolish.”


  Jane’s expression falters, just slightly. “Why did you run?”


  Lilly snorts. “Spare me the ignorance. Why the fuck do you think? Look at you!”


  “You think you’re so much better than me, don’t you?” Her face twists into an ugly scowl.


  “I think you’re a failure. You are a failure as a mother, and therefore you are a failure as a human being.”


  “You have no idea what I’ve been through!” She shouts.


  “Are you fucking serious!? What you’ve been through? Harry spent years as Shane’s punching bag. I was abused, raped and sold to his friends. All because of you.” Her voice trembles. She’s not upset though, she’s angry.


  Jane drops her eyes to the floor. “I didn’t know.”


  “You didn’t fucking care!” Lilly snaps. I place a hand on her thigh, and she flicks her gaze to me. She squeezes her eyes shut, trying to pull her focus back. She takes a deep steadying breath, fixing her expression into one of disinterest. “Look, it is what it is. I’m glad you killed him. You did us all a favour. I have my life now and Harry has his, you have yours.” She meets her mother’s eyes. “If you ever loved us, if you ever loved Dad, then you’ll go back to your life, and you’ll let us get on with ours.” At the mention of her Dad, they both seem to flinch. Some memories are just painful for all involved.


  “Your Dad left me.” A tear streaks down Jane’s haggard face.


  “No, he was taken from us, too soon.” Lilly shakes her head. “You then had a responsibility to us. I understand now what losing him must have done to you.” Lilly glances at me, her eyes locking with mine. “It must have been like having your soul ripped out.”


  Jane nods. “He was the love of my life.” Jane has suddenly changed from this rabid, feral woman, into this heartbroken woman. It’s so weird.


  Lilly tilts her head back and looks at the ceiling. She takes a deep breath and holds it. She releases it and faces her mother. “You were our mum. You were supposed to be strong. You weren’t, but I can see now, that not everyone can be strong on their own. I have hated you for years. I have blamed your weakness for everything that happened to Harry and I. You were supposed to protect us.” Her voice breaks.


  Jane’s face drops, her angry and bitter façade fading in the face of her daughter’s bleeding heart. “I’m sorry!” Jane says on a sob. “I’m sorry.”


  Lilly watches her mother for a long moment. She reaches out her hand to me and I wind my fingers through hers. “I forgive you.” She says, her voice barely above a whisper. I whip my head around, searching her face. I never expected Lilly to say that, ever. The hate she holds for her mother is strong and deep seated.


  There’s a long and awkward silence between the two of them. Mother and daughter estranged from one another. We came here today to meet an enemy and fight fire with fire, but their enemy is one and the same. Life has dealt the pair of them a shit hand. Jane didn’t handle it well and as a parent, that responsibility was hers. Some things can never be forgiven. Allowing a monster to rape your daughter is a level of failure that few will ever reach. I hate her for what she allowed to happen to Lilly. I know how hard saying those words must have been for Lilly. The things that happened to her could have been avoided, and yet they have robbed her of so much. That said, Jane is a victim of what life has thrown at her, and the two of them should have been bonded in their loss.


  To forgive her mother…that’s massive for Lilly.


  Jane stands up, wiping under her eyes.


  “I will withdraw my statement against Harry.” She says quickly. Wordlessly she moves to the door and opens it. She takes one last look over her shoulder at Lilly and I. “Look after her.” She says to me. I nod, and then she’s gone.


  As soon as the door clicks shut, Lilly releases a huge breath. She falls back against the sofa cushions, looking exhausted.


  “You okay?” I ask her. She nods.


  “Yeah, I am actually.”


  “I have to say, sugar, you should get an Oscar for that performance.”


  She nods and flicks her eyes down to her fidgeting fingers. “Do you think she really is sorry?” Her eyes find mine, a rare glimpse of vulnerability showing through. I reach out and touch her face.


  “I’d like to think so.”


  She nods. I can see the self-doubt written all over her features. I don’t blame her. Hate is an easy thing to hold onto. Forgiveness is much more difficult. “I need to call Harry.” She sighs. “He’s going to be so pissed.”


  I frown. “Why?”


  She stands up, taking her phone from her pocket. “I was supposed to get on a flight with him last night, to Norway.”


  “What?!” I snap.


  She smiles. “He didn’t think that you could do it.”


  “No shit, and you were going to go, without telling me?” I seethe.


  She shakes her head. “No, I decided to come with you instead. He gave me an ultimatum. He told me to be at that runway, even though he knew I wanted to give you time. He was asking me to choose, Theo.” Well shit. She turns away from me, typing on her phone as she goes. She heads into the bedroom and closes the door behind her. I can only imagine her brother’s response to her coming to Monaco with me. As if Harry didn’t hate me enough already. I can’t believe she did that. I know Lilly loves me, but protection and preservation is something that is so ingrained in her, I was sure there was nothing that could over-ride that. She abandoned her brother, on the chance that we could have a future together.


  She’s in the bedroom for a long time. After a while, I press my ear to the door. I can’t hear any voices, so I knock gently and push the door open.


  Lilly is sat on the bed with her back to the head-board. Her arms are wrapped around her bent knees. Her phone is on the bed in front of her and she’s just staring at it.


  “Lilly?” Her face tilts up to look at me. Her face is blotchy and her eyes are blood shot from crying. I drop onto the edge of the bed, facing her. “Sugar, what’s wrong?”


  She sniffs, and places her hands over her face. “He’s gone.” She whispers. “He’s gone to Norway.”


  “But he’s coming back?” Why wouldn’t he come back?


  She shakes her head. “He said he had already arranged to be away for a couple of months, so he’s going to stay there for a while.” She hiccups as a fresh wave of tears breaks free. “He was so hurt Theo. He thinks I chose you.”


  “He knows it’s not like that.” I assure her.


  She shakes her head. “But it is like that. He has always been there for me, given up everything for me, and when he was prepared to do it again, I chose you instead.”


  “Lilly, you chose to try and have a life, surely he understands that?” I’m not actually so sure. Harry hates me. He thinks I’m not good enough for his sister, and maybe he’s right. He see’s every fuck up, all the things I’ve done to hurt her. I very much doubt he understands.


  She nods. “He says he gets why I did it. He said that isn’t why he’s staying, but I know him. I really hurt him.” She chokes.


  “It will be okay sugar, he’ll come round.”


  “Fuck, he’s the last person I would ever want to hurt.” I reposition myself next to her on the bed, and wrap my arm around her shoulder, pulling her against my side. She cries on my shoulder. Why is life so damn hard? Poor girl can’t catch a break. One crisis is averted, and there’s another one, just waiting to kick her in the crotch.


  The flight back to London is fairly short, but Lilly sleeps almost the entire way. Then when we get home, she goes straight back to sleep. I don’t try to wake her. I get our bags from the car and bring them into the house. Her phone is ringing in her handbag, I rummage through to find it, just in case it’s important. It’s just Molly. I press the green button.


  “Hey Molly, Lilly’s asleep.”


  “Oh.” She sniffs. “Sorry. I’ll uh, I’ll call her later.” She sounds really upset, like she’s crying.


  “Wait, are you okay?”


  “Yeah, I…I’m fine. Just tell Lilly I called will you?” She says through her obvious tears.


  “Sure.” I say. This must be one of those girl things. Who knows?


  I press the red button to hang up, and see a message flashing up from Harry. I don’t open it. The first line which is visible reads: ‘I’m sorry. I love you baby girl.’


  I put her phone back in her bag and go through to my bedroom. Lilly is curled on her side in the enormous bed. I don’t undress her, I don’t want to wake her. I unbutton and remove my jeans and shirt. I get into bed and spoon her, wrapping my arms around her. She clings to my arm, snuggling into my hold. I hold her tight, and for the first time in a long time, it feels like everything might be alright, as though we may actually make it.


  


  Jane stays true to her word and barely twenty-four hours after we return from Monaco, Claudia calls and informs me that the charges have been dropped. Without Jane’s statement, there simply isn’t enough evidence to even consider charging him. Luckily, no-one seems to have realised that he’s breached his bail. The relief is somewhat marred by Harry’s absence, which hits Lilly very hard. As always, she tries to put up a front, acting as though nothing is amiss. I see the moments when she’s lost in her own thoughts, the air of grief that surrounds her. I know Harry will come back, he would never abandon her.


  Other than Harry’s absence, everything is good, quiet almost. It’s strange. Lilly is changing. The cool, hardened woman I first met is giving way to a more relaxed person. She smiles more, laughs more freely and speaks without constantly checking herself. She’s free.


  


  It’s Wednesday lunchtime, and she’s come to have a lunch ‘meeting’, which really means, I kind of mention any stuff that she may be able to pass off as work, should her boss ask. Essentially I just get some of her time, and she gets paid to work. Win, win.


  She hands me a sandwich wrapped in brown paper. There’s this little sandwich shop called Doorsteps around the corner from the office. They do the best sandwiches. She always grabs me one if she’s coming over here. You have to love a woman who provides a good sandwich. Her lips quirk as she digs in the plastic bag and pulls out another one and hands it to me.


  “You see this is why I love you.”


  She smirks. “Because I bring you sandwiches?”


  I shrug. “Among other things. None of which I can recall right now.” She rolls her eyes and I smile. “As much as I appreciate your food offerings, are you trying to make me fat?” I cock an eyebrow.


  “No, I’m pre-empting the fact that you will eat that sandwich and then stare at me until I give you mine.” She tilts her head to the side.


  “I would do no such thing.” I smile innocently at her.


  “You are worse than a scrounging dog. But you’d best not get fat. I’m only with you for your body babe, oh and your face. Without all this…” She gestures the length of my body. “You have nothing.” She flashes me a wry smile.


  “You keep telling yourself that sugar.” I gesture to my crotch. “We both know you just want what’s in my pants.” I wiggle my eyebrows at her and she laughs, throwing her head back.


  “Okay, stop, before you start doing a show and tell.”


  “Later.” I wave her off. “Anyway, I was thinking that we should do something this weekend.” I say as I unwrap the god of all sandwiches.


  “Like what?” She eyes me suspiciously.


  “Not a show and tell.” I sigh.


  Her eyes dance with amusement. “Hmm, shame.” She picks a piece of her sandwich off and pops it in her mouth.


  “Don’t tease sugar.” I point at her.


  “Mr. Ellis, are you proposing a date, like a real date?”


  “Uh, yes?” Fuck knows. I wouldn’t know. I take a bite of my sandwich. So bloody good.


  “Wow, who knew you had it in you?”


  “Um, excuse me. If you remember rightly, I wanted to take you to dinner after our first fuck, and you refused me.” I tell her.


  “Well of course. I only wanted in your pants.” She says with a sexy tilt of her lips.


  “And now?” I ask.


  “Now, I suppose we could go on a date. What do you want to do?”


  I have no clue. “I’ll surprise you.”


  She narrows her eyes. “I swear to god, if I end up in a strip bar…”


  “Hey, give me some credit. I’m not Hugo.” I say offended.


  “Thank god.” She mumbles. “Have you heard about his latest fuck up?”


  I shake my head. “He has so many on a daily basis I couldn’t possibly keep up.”


  “Well, he’s been fucking Molly…”


  I nod my head and smile. “Yeah, I didn’t miss that one babe.”


  “I have no idea what is going on, but apparently he invited her over the other night and when she got there, he had a hooker tied to his bed whilst he fucked her.” She says with disgust. “I mean, who does that?”


  I shrug. “It’s Hugo. Who knows why he does anything? Anyway, I thought they were just fucking?” I frown.


  She shrugs. “I think it got…complicated.”


  “Babe, Hugo isn’t me. I will hold my hands up and admit I was a slut, but Hugo…”


  “Hugo redefines the word.”


  “That is never going to be anything more than a convenient fuck that he doesn’t have to pay for. I love Hugo, but Molly can do so much better.” I say resolutely.


  “Oh, I know that, but Molly was clearly way more into it than she let on.”


  “She called your phone on Friday night. She was upset…”


  She nods. “Yeah. She’s fine now though. My girl knows better than to get hung up on an aids riddled dog like Hugo.” She says haughtily.


  I snort. “Babe, your insults are pure gold.”


  


  I don’t know why I let Lilly talk me into this. To say I’m uncomfortable is a serious fucking understatement. Things have just settled down, and now she wants to stir up a different shit storm. The last person in the fucking world I want to see right now is Cassie.


  Lilly thinks that a kid needs it’s mother. No-one needs a junkie stripper for a mum. I suppose there’s this stupid fucking part of me that really hoped that Lilly would grow attached to the child, my child. Maybe that’s ridiculous. I can’t even voice it to her. I’m so afraid that she won’t want that, and in light of the fact that she can’t have kids, it may just be cruel. She’s been pestering me non-stop about it, so I finally told her my thoughts on it. The thoughts I was afraid to voice, for fear of hurting her or pushing her away. She knows I want custody now, what she doesn’t know is that I don’t want Cassie anywhere near that kid, or our lives. I’ve already had Claudia look into drawing up papers that will essentially give me immediate custody until a custody hearing can take place. Given her drug issues, it shouldn’t be difficult to obtain. She has no money, no job, no home and she’s a junkie stripper. What court is going to award her custody? I feel like I’m walking this desperately thin line, trying to do what’s best for everyone, but whichever way I jump, I risk fucking up. Fuck, I’m in such unchartered territory. I rarely feel out of my depth, even in the most impossible situations, but I’m barely treading water here.


  Lilly takes my hand, leading me through the halls of the rehab centre. This place looks more like a modern hotel than a treatment facility.


  She keeps glancing at me as though I may bolt. I want to, believe me. I have no interest in talking to that woman. She almost destroyed everything for me.


  We’re shown to a room, which again, looks like a hotel room. Cassie is sat on a chair in the corner, typing on a laptop in front of her. She has a small bump showing through her t-shirt. She looks better than the last time I saw her. She’s put on weight, and just looks generally healthier.


  “Hey Cassie.” Lilly greets her as if they’re old friends. Cassie regards me carefully, her eyes skating over me, and locking onto mine and Lilly’s entwined hands.


  “Hey.” She says quietly.


  “I brought Theo. I thought you two should probably talk.” About what? I slam the lid on my temper. I’m here for Lilly. She wants this. Fuck knows why. She’s one of the most explosive people I know, and yet this is where she has chosen to be tolerant. Figures.


  Cassie gets up and moves to a sofa near the window. Lilly pulls a couple of chairs over and we both sit facing her.


  “I hear you’re being released tomorrow.” Lilly beams at her. Cassie’s eyes never move from me, even as Lilly talks to her. I shift, laying my arm across the back of Lilly’s chair, my fingers just grazing her arm. Her eyes zero in on the movement.


  She eventually nods. “Yeah, I’m going to a safe house, where I can be independent, but have support.”


  “That’s great.” Lilly encourages. I glance sideways at her. I swear I’ve never heard her use that tone of voice, ever. “You guys need to discuss what’s going to happen now…”


  I say nothing and she elbows me in the ribs. I clear my throat. “Uh, yeah.” Lilly releases an exasperated sigh next to me.


  “Maybe I should leave…” She says. I grab her shoulder, pinning her in her chair.


  “No, you should stay.” Her eyes meet mine quickly as I try to silently beg her not to leave me.


  She rolls her eyes. “You need help Cassie, and Theo is willing to provide that, aren’t you Theo?”


  I nod. “Whatever you need. You can use my doctors, and I have a spare flat near where Lilly lives. I’ve already issued the tenants with their notice. They’ll be out by the end of the month.” Lilly and I discussed this earlier, and as you can imagine, these are all her suggestions. She thinks that Cassie would be better off with her near by. I hate that she is friendly with Cassie, only because I worry that it’s difficult for her, in fact I know it’s difficult for her. Our lives are hardly straight forward, but the way that I feel about Lilly is like some bullshit story out of a book. Somehow, amongst all the shit, we have perfection…except for Cassie. She’s like a stain on this chaotic perfection that we’ve created, and I resent her for that. I will admit that. She is an inconvenience to my life. Equally, she was a mistake that I made, and now have to deal with, for the rest of my life. In that sense, I am so grateful to Lilly. Her willingness to help Cassie just shows what an amazing person she is, and this makes me feel even more guilt for causing her any hurt.


  Cassie avoids eye contact with either of us. “Thank you. Could you please leave now.” She whispers.


  I glance at Lilly who looks hurt by Cassie’s words. “Cassie, Lilly is just trying…” Lilly puts her hand over mine, which is still resting on her shoulder. She glances at me and shakes her head.


  “Okay, well I’ll see you tomorrow. I’ll come and pick you up okay.” Lilly says in that soothing voice of hers. I have a fraction of her patience, and a bitterness toward Cassie that I can’t seem to shift.


  Lilly is concerned about my attitude toward the child. I have no issue having a child. In fact, in a strange way, I’ve become quite fond of the idea. It’s just Cassie I have a problem with. If I can get custody of the baby, then Cassie need never be in our lives. Lilly will be ten times the mother that Cassie could ever hope to be. We can have our twisted version of perfection.


  


  We walk to the car in silence. Lilly squeezes my hand, clearly sensing how uncomfortable I am right now. What the fuck is going on? My girlfriend is more okay with my knocked-up one night stand than I am.


  “I’m sorry.” I tell her when we get in the car.


  She tilts her head to the side with a small quirk of her lips. “What for?”


  I release a breath and lean my head back against the head rest. I grip the steering wheel tight. “I just can’t deal with her, Lilly.”


  There’s a long beat of silence before she responds. “She’s having your child, Theo, you have to deal with her.”


  I shake my head. “I can’t watch you deal with her. It kills me to know what it must do to you. I just…”


  She reaches out and touches my arm, drawing my eyes to her. She has a soft smile on her lips. “It does nothing to me, Theo. Honestly. I know beyond all doubt how much you love me. I know that what happened with Cassie was a drunken fumble.” She sighs, and her smiles fades. “And I know that I can never give you a child. You need to embrace this opportunity, because if you stay with me, then you will never get it again.”


  “Lilly, never say never. Remember, there is nothing I would not do to make you happy. No amount of money I wouldn’t spend. If you wanted a child, I would make it happen.”


  “I know.” She whispers. “But, that doesn’t mean you can walk away from this child.”


  I shake my head. “I would never leave my child, you know that. It’s not the baby I have issues with, it’s Cassie.”


  “She’s the mother Theo…”


  “What is a mother Lilly?” I ask bluntly. She shrugs, dropping her eyes and hands to her lap. “Sugar look at me.” She does, and there’s an uncertainty about her that I’ve rarely seen.


  “I wouldn’t know.” Her voice is sad.


  “You do though, because you know what a mother shouldn’t be.” I prompt.


  “Someone who makes you feel safe.” She says quietly. “Someone who would defend you with their own life, and love you as no other can or ever will.” I smile, because she has such a pure heart for someone who has endured so much.


  “Cassie can barely defend herself. She’ll be lucky if social services don’t take that baby away the second it’s born.” The rehab centre will have reported her as a high-risk mother the second she walked through the door. “I can let that kid go into their custody or I can take custody.”


  The silence in the small space of the car could be cut with a knife. “You want me to be a mother to your child.” Her small voice sounds lost.


  I shake my head. “No, I would never put that responsibility on you, but it would make me so happy if you could accept the child.”


  “Theo, do you have any idea about babies?” She asks.


  I shrug. “I’ll just hire a nanny.”


  She leans back in her seat and presses her palm to her forehead. “When I agreed to stand by you, I accepted that you would have a child. I accepted that it would be part of our lives. I think cutting Cassie out is a big mistake.”


  “You will make a better mother than she ever will.” I blurt. Lilly’s face freezes, her features losing colour.


  “But I won’t ever be that baby’s mother.” She says.


  “I just asked you, what is a mother? At what point did a genetic contribution come into anything?” I ask. “Mike has been more of a parent to me and Cat than our mother ever was. And you are a better, stronger, more loving person than Cassie can ever be.”


  “Theo, you don’t know Cassie. You can’t possibly say that.”


  “She took fucking drugs while she was pregnant Lilly!” I snap. Shit, I need to get a handle on my temper. I can’t force Lilly into this, I just need to make her see. Make her see what though? That she could raise another woman’s child? Fuck. She did not sign up for this. Hell, I didn’t fucking sign up for this! I have no idea what I’m asking of her. I guess in this sick and twisted situation, I’m looking for the best possible outcome. I want this unconventional little family to be just that, a family. Holy shit, it’s like someone cut off my balls. I, Theodore Ellis am talking about kids and family. Who would ever have fucking thought?!


  Lilly watches me for a long while, her expression blank. “She made a mistake…”


  “She made a choice. She made a choice to keep that baby, and she made a choice to take those drugs, thus endangering the child whose life she made a commitment to.”


  “She is alone, Theo. She has no-one. People do desperate things when they feel desperate. She needs you to support her.” She purses her lips. “She thought you would support her.”


  “Why the fuck would she think that? She’s lucky I’m not an arsehole. There are plenty of guys in my position who would have just told her to fuck off…”


  “She is in love with you!” She shouts.


  “She’s fucking deluded!” I dig my heals in. No fucking way am I feeling sorry for her.


  She rolls her eyes. “She may be deluded, but she thinks she is in love with you. When you rejected her, it sent her over the edge, and she turned to the only thing she can rely on to make her feel better, drugs.”


  “Do not pretend for a second that you think that’s justified. I know you. I know you were probably chewing her out for it.”


  She scowls at me. “Yes, I did, and no, there is no justification for it. What I am saying is that if you supported her, it may not have come to that.” She snaps.


  “So now it’s my fault she’s a druggie whore?”


  “Of course not. Oh my god, you are fucking exasperating!”


  “So, can we agree to disagree?” I say smugly.


  “I’m going to have to bring up that bloody kid at this rate. You are clearly not adult enough to do it.” She grates. I take that statement as a positive.


  I start the car, feeling like a winner, even if she did insinuate that I’m a child.


  


  I have to stop at Hugo’s on the way home and drop off the key for the apartment in Monaco. He gave it to me in case we wanted to stay there, but well, I wouldn’t want Lilly to have to sleep on his come sponge mattresses. I’m hoping he hasn’t got any naked women there at this time on a Sunday.


  “You might as well come up babe. Hugo tends to chat.” I tell Lilly. Hugo always has gossip, which he insists on telling me whether I want to hear it or not. By that, I mean he likes to list this weeks conquests, including a blow by blow of exactly what rating he would give them.


  Lilly begrudgingly comes with me. I take my key out of my pocket. “Wait, aren’t you going to knock?” She hisses.


  “No. Trust me, when it comes to Hugo it’s pointless. The important people have keys. That would be me and there was a girl called Tiffany who had one for a while.”


  “Wait. Hugo gave his key to a girl?!” Well, when she says it like that it sounds ridiculous.


  I laugh. “She was his favourite hooker.”


  She rolls her eyes. “Figures.” She mumbles.


  I push the key into the lock and pause. “Two things. Firstly, don’t be alarmed by what you may see in here. It’s a Sunday, it will be rough. Secondly, don’t bring up the Molly thing…please?” I eye her seriously.


  “Believe me, the last thing I want to talk to Hugo about, is how he used my best friend as a human deposit box.” She grumbles.


  I cough to cover my laughter. “Yep, that would do it. Thirdly, Hugo has a no clothes rule in his house.” She cocks an eyebrow. “Lets remind ourselves that the women who come here are…easy.”


  She snorts. “You think.”


  “Anyway, Hugo might be naked. There is no point in telling him to get dressed because he won’t. Show no fear.” I grasp her shoulder, attempting to keep a straight face.


  “I think I might hurl.” She says. “In fact, why don’t I just wait in the car after all?”


  I laugh. “Nope, I have some business stuff I need to talk to him about. I’m not leaving you in the car.”


  “You’d rather I become scarred by Hugo’s wang?”


  I fight the smile trying desperately to pull at my lips. “Hey, he’s entertaining if nothing else.”


  She sighs. “Okay.”


  I turn the key and cringe at what may be lurking behind the door. Okay, no bodies in the hallway. I turn the corner into the front room. It’s clean, there are no piles of vomit in the corner, no underwear hanging from the fixtures.


  “Ah, hey dude.” Hugo calls from the sofa. He’s led on his back, wearing just his boxers, reading…is that a girly magazine? In between his knees is Gary, on his back, snoring like a bloody chainsaw. His back legs are splayed out and his monumentally big balls are in full view.


  “Ah, he’s so cute.” Lilly coo’s at the dog.


  Hugo lowers the magazine and grins. “Thanks sweetness, you can pet me if you like.” He thrusts his crotch upwards.


  “Uh, I’d rather pour bleach in my eyes, but thanks.” She replies.


  She perches on the end of the sofa and Gary drags his fat lazy arse over to her. She rubs under his upturned chin and the fucker laps it up. He grunts and rolls over, dragging himself onto her lap. Fuck, that dog is ugly. Son of a bitch looks at me with a smug as shit expression on his face as Lilly hugs him. He’s practically getting to motorboat her.


  I turn back to Hugo who shrugs. “Gary’s got skills. Ladies fucking love him.


  “Why? He’s gross.”


  “Oh, you are not. You’re just a bit ugly.” Lilly defends him. The dog starts panting like some dirty old man. “Babe, you should know that the reason he has that dog is because his mate’s missus couldn’t cope with him dribbling everywhere.”


  “It’s just a bit of spit, isn’t it?” She’s talking to the dog. What, am I suddenly invisible?


  I smile. “It wasn’t that kind of dribble.” I raise my eyebrows. She glances up at me. I wait for her to realise what I mean and shove him off but she doesn’t.


  “Well, this place is like fucking spunk central. Not like a little extra is going to hurt.” She says bluntly. Hugo barks out a laugh.


  “I swear to god dude, if you hadn’t spotted her first…” Hugo smirks.


  “Hugo, there is not enough money in the world that could make me get within ten feet of what is in your pants.” She points at the offending area. God, when will she learn that this shit is like foreplay to him? There is nothing she can say that will offend him. The more vile names they call him, the more he likes it. He’s a sick fucker.


  He grabs his crotch, through his very thin boxers. “Everyone wants a ride on my trouser snake. Rambo’s a wild stallion.” He wiggles his eyebrows.


  “I’m surprised it hasn’t dropped off.” She mumbles.


  “Fuck, so am I.” He replies with a shrug.


  I decide to steer the conversation away from Hugo’s cock. “Dude, were you just reading a girl magazine?” I grin.


  He shrugs. “Some chick left it here. Did you know there’s a sex position of the week in there?”


  “Actually, yes.” I grin, cocking an eyebrow at Lilly. She rolls her eyes again. “Speaking of girls…where are they all?” He looks away from me, his usual cocky bravado dampened.


  “Uh, I didn’t party this weekend.” He says as though it’s totally normal, which it is for most people, not Hugo.


  “I’m sorry? No girls?” He shakes his head. “No drinking?” Another shake. “No sex?” My voice rises. He shrugs. “Fuck dude, are you okay?” This is genuine cause for concern. I can’t remember the last time Hugo went without sex for more than twenty four hours.


  “Cut him a break babe. He’s allowed a weekend off.” Lilly chips in.


  “Sugar, this is Hugo. No sex. For nearly three days…”


  “Um, okay, this is clearly one of those guy talks, so I’m going to take Gary for a walk.” She says.


  “His lead’s by the door.” Hugo points in the direction of the hallway. “But he doesn’t like exercise.”


  “Come on Gary.” She beckons the dog toward the door, panting and grunting with every step. The door clicks shut behind them.


  I turn to Hugo, who looks…well, sober, and not himself. “Seriously dude, what has you acting like a pussy bitch?”


  He snorts. “Says you. Fucking hanging out with your missus on a Sunday. Very domestic.”


  I blow out a breath. “Actually, she just dragged me to see Cassie.”


  His eyebrows shoot up. “No shit.” He frowns. “Wait, she dragged you?” I nod. “Fuck. That girl’s like some kind of fucking saint…” His lips twitch. “In a really prickly skin.”


  Can’t disagree with that. “Yup, pretty much. So, what’s going on with you? I’m not going to drag it out of you, so just fucking tell me.”


  He sighs heavily and says nothing for a few minutes. Eventually he says one word. “Molly.” He mumbles.


  I shake my head. “Could have fucking told you that was going to go south.” He sits up and rests his elbows on his knee’s, holding his head in his hands. I’ve never seen him so serious.


  He lifts his head and nods. “I know. It was fucking stupid. She’s not one of those girls.”


  “No.” I shrug. “But dude, you’re not one of those guys. She knew that all too well before she decided to go there. She always knew she was going to get fucked and chucked. Jesus, I don’t know anyone who is more open about their sexual activities than you. I’ve fucking witnessed it enough times.”


  He smiles. “True.”


  “So, why are you being all fucking weird? I never thought I’d say it, but I think I prefer you when you’re an arsehole.”


  He takes a deep breath, his eyes focused across the room. “I was a fucking cunt to her.” He turns to face me. “I deliberately fucked someone in front of her.”


  I collapse back against the sofa cushions. “I heard. That’s rough. Why?”


  He shakes his head. “She fucking came over here on Wednesday, and she said she likes me.” I wait for him to say more but he doesn’t.


  “That’s it?”


  He glares at me. “Molly likes me…Fuck dude, she needs some nice guy to…I don’t know, do whatever it is nice guys do…”


  “So, you made her realise what an arsehole you are?”


  He shrugs. “Now she knows.”


  “None of this really explains why you care…” I’m a bit puzzled by this whole thing. He says nothing, and realisation suddenly dawns on me. “Oh shit, I knew you were into her, but I thought it was just her pussy…damn.” She must have a pussy of gold. I’ve seen ten grand a night hookers who have never had Hugo in this kind of funk. It has to be the sex, because with Hugo, sex is all there is. I would never tell him this, but he’s a full blown sex addict. He doesn’t feel, hell, I’m not sure he can feel. But then, wasn’t I the same before I met Lilly? I’ve never been as bad as him. I mean, I used to fuck lots of women, but Hugo is literally just chasing an orgasm all the time. It’s almost frantic. He treats it just like a drug. Once he’s had one orgasm, he’s chasing the next, and just like a high, he always wants to go one better.


  This has led him into an endless cycle of fucking anything, in the hopes of achieving a better high than the last. Molly seems to give him something. I don’t know what it is, but she seems to be a cure for his endless need. He keeps going back to her, like a junkie going to his dealer…he’s addicted to her. He must care about her though, or he wouldn’t have gone to the effort of pushing her away. I’ve never seen Hugo like this. Shit just got a whole lot more complicated for him. I know how that feels. It can fuck with your head.


  Hugo will never be good enough for Molly though. I love him, and I want him to be happy, but he’s a fuck up, like me. I love Lilly, but she’s not exactly straight forward. We fix each other. Molly doesn’t need fixing, and she doesn’t need Hugo, especially after the stunt he pulled. She’ll be running for the hills.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  LILLY


  


  Gary is without doubt the most unruly dog I have ever met. I had to all but pick him up and carry him to the park. He is not fucking light! You’d think I was trying to bloody kill him. That is until he gets a sniff of a female. I have never been so embarrassed. Some poor woman’s handbag dog, became an unwilling victim. I guess it’s very fitting that Hugo should have a lazy, rapist dog.


  “I am so sorry.” I say as I haul him away from the traumatised looking creature. The woman scoops the dog up and leaves without a word. He promptly lays down and refuses to move again. “Seriously dog?!” A pleasant dog walk, I thought. Yeah, right.


  By the time I get him back to the flat I’m exhausted. Carrying what must be thirty kilo’s of dog will do that. Theo and Hugo both flash me curious glances when I come in and collapse onto the sofa across from them.


  Hugo laughs. “Told you he doesn’t like exercise.”


  I snort. “Until he sees a girl.”


  “Oh yeah, then he’s a lad. He’s a player, aren’t you, Gaz.” The dog collapses on the floor by his feet, panting and slobbering everywhere. Jesus, you’d think he’d run a marathon.


  “Um, I don’t think there were much skills required. It was a fairly simple case of body weight ratio. Poor dog got raped.” Hugo just shrugs.


  “On that disturbing note, we need to go.” Theo stands up, an amused grin on his face. I stand, and he reaches for me, pulling me into his side. “Babe, you don’t smell great.” He angles his face away from me.


  “Because I had to carry that fat bastard up here.” I point at Gary accusingly. He’s on his back again, exposing his enormous testicles to the world. It must just be a theme with the male of every species, to flash their kit about.


  “He is a pedigree breeding animal.” Hugo says haughtily.


  “Yeah, sure. Looks like it.” As if to prove my point, Gary farts. “Lets go. I don’t think he’s cute anymore.”


  I turn tail, Theo following behind me, as Hugo roars with laughter.


  


  Theo has promised me a proper date tonight. I’ve never been the sort of girl who wants dates and flowers. Honestly, I’ve always found that shit a little vomit inducing. I don’t want the romantic bullshit, I just want normality for a moment. I want to pretend for one night that we’re just a normal couple. Well, not normal, but not crazy.


  His only stipulation is that we go to his favourite Chinese restaurant, Hutong, which is located on the thirty-second floor of The Shard. The reason he has stipulated this is because it’s very public, and will host some of London’s upper circle. Basically, he wants us to be seen together, and he wants the word to get out. When I said that I wanted us to keep our relationship quiet, I used Harry as an excuse. It’s true that Theo being associated with me, meant that the press would almost definitely get wind of Harry’s case. If I’m not with Theo, then I’m of no interest to them, and neither is Harry. It’s Theo they’re after, not us. Now that Harry is free and clear, he wants to shout it from the roof tops. In a way I guess I’m flattered. He wants to stake a very public claim. I’m dubious though. I hate the press. I hate that they hold so much power over our lives. Theo’s used to it. He says that he would rather they speculate about us than post lies about which other women he may be sleeping with. I don’t care though. They know nothing about us. Why can’t it stay that way?


  “Ready?” Theo’s deep voice breaks me out of my thoughts. I glance up into the mirror in front of me, meeting his eyes in the reflection. He flashes me a blinding smile. “You look hot, babe.”


  I smile and turn around, pressing my chest to his. His eyes devour me like a man starved. “Thank you.”


  He bites his lip, his fingers tracing a feather light trail along the edge of my dress, skating across the top of my breast. I smile at him seductively. All I have to do is wear the right dress and he’s putty. This is one of those dresses which is understated but sexy in it’s simplicity. It’s black, with a v-neck line and thin straps. The skirt is tight to the knee, hugging me in all the right places. I think I’m finally back to the weight I was before the heartbreak drama. I bought this dress to celebrate. It appears he likes it.


  I check my watch. “I thought you had dinner reservations.” I smirk. He grunts a response, his eyes fixed on my chest. Boys! “Theo!” I snap my fingers in front of his face.


  His eyes meet mine, a mischievous glint in his deep blue irises. “I do, but you can’t wear that.”


  I put my hand on my hip and tilt my head to the side, daring him to repeat himself. “I can, and I will. Do you know what I paid for this dress?”


  He groans. “I’ll pay you for it, trust me, it’s well worth it. Just not when I have to sit opposite you in public, and attempt to hide the monster boner I already have.” He cocks an eyebrow at me.


  I smile. “Tough shit. Deal with it.” I scoop up my clutch bag and manoeuvre around him to exit the bathroom.


  He groans. “Lilly!” He follows me into the bedroom.


  I turn to face him. “You are a grown man, Theo, not a sixteen year old boy.”


  “I might as fucking well be around you.” He grumbles.


  I laugh, and step up to place a slow, but teasing kiss on his lips. His hands sneak around my waist and grip my arse. I’m all for animal instinct, but I’m thinking that there may be something to be said for delayed gratification. Theo is all animal. That man has no control. I wrap my fingers around his wrists, pulling his hands away, as my tongue swipes quickly across his bottom lip.


  I turn on my heal. “We’ll be late for dinner.” I say, glancing over his shoulder. His eyes are fixed on my arse, and he’s biting down on his clenched fist, a look of absolute desperation on his face. Power has to be exercised in order for it to remain. Think of this as me exercising my power, reminding him of where he stands. No matter how good looking he is, no matter how much money he has, and no matter how many times he makes me scream his name, I. Own. Him.


  


  


  “Thank you.” I say to the waiter as he expertly fills my wine glass. He nods his head and scurries away. I take a sip of my wine, glancing out over the city. The view from The Shard is amazing. I’ve been up here before of course, but never at night time. It’s a great place to meet clients. It has the wow factor, and when someone might pay you tens if not hundreds of thousands of pounds, you need to make sure they are wowed.


  At night time, London looks so beautiful, like thousands of stars scattered across the darkness. I turn away from the view to find Theo’s heated eyes studying me, still sulking. Luckily he’s seated opposite me, otherwise I have no doubt where his hands would be right now.


  I can feel the eyes watching us, the whispers of Theo’s name. I might even catch the flash of a camera out of the corner of my eye. Theo takes my hand across the table. “Just focus on me, sugar. We’re just two people having dinner.” He flashes me his most charming smile. “I’m an excellent dinner companion.”


  “You don’t do dates, so that’s bollocks.” I cock an eyebrow at him.


  He laughs. “True.” He puts his palms flat on the table, leaning in toward me slightly. “But, am I not the best looking dinner companion you’ve ever had?” He smirks.


  I shrug. “Personally I think Molly is prettier, but…”


  “But, you wouldn’t fuck Molly, so…” His lips quirk.


  “We were talking dinner, not fucking. You assume way too much.” I sip my wine, which is some seriously good shit.


  The waiter interrupts to bring us our starters. I don’t really know what I ordered, only that it’s chicken. I stab a chunk of meat with my fork and place it in my mouth. It’s so good, sweet and spicy.


  I have to say this isn’t exactly like the all you can eat Chinese that George likes to visit. The food is amazing, although, coming from a girl who lives on coffee, vodka and Haribo, that’s probably not much of a compliment.


  “I want to take you away.” Theo says.


  I take another sip of my wine. “Where do you want to take me?” I ask slowly.


  He shrugs. “Where do you want to go?” He counters.


  I narrow my eyes at him. “Somewhere hot, with pretty beaches.” I joke.


  “I have a house in Cape Verde.”


  I narrow my eyes at him. “I remember you telling me. You said you would take me there, and I told you it was unlikely.”


  “If I remember rightly, we were sat in a supply cupboard, and you were trying to have inappropriate sex with me at the time.” He says with a cocky lilt to his lips.


  I snort. “Hardly.”


  “Anyway, I want to take you there. You’ll like it.”


  “I have no more time off to take at work…” He starts to interrupt. “And you are not pretending to need me on some business bullshit.” I roll my eyes. The only time I have remaining this year is the week I have booked off next month. The week that Molly and I are going away for our holiday. I don’t know why, but I suddenly feel bad that I’m going with her and not him. She’s my best friend for fucks sake. Ho’s before bro’s or whatever it is.


  “Why not?” I hate lying to my boss, I just feel so seedy. It’s not as if they don’t all know that I’m sleeping with Theo. I know Simmons turns a blind eye, because he’s getting paid for my time. That also makes me feel like a hooker. Ugh, why couldn’t I have just been one of those people without a conscience? Most people would snap his hand off at the chance of a paid trip to Cape Verde.


  I sigh. “Because I feel like a fraud.”


  His eyebrows pull together, a small line forming between his eyes. “What do you mean?”


  I glance up at him, locking eyes with him. “I’m worried that Simmons only keeps me because of you.”


  He laughs. “No babe, he doesn’t.”


  “How do you know?”


  He shakes his head. “I just do. You are really good at your job, sugar. I’ve seen solicitors twice your age who aren’t as clued in as you are.” He reaches over and brushes his thumb over my knuckles. “Have a little faith in yourself. Stop expecting everything to be taken away from you at any minute. You can stop running, and stop fighting. This is it, sugar.” Fuck, how does he see through me so completely? He takes my hand and places a kiss on my knuckles, locking me in those beautiful blue eyes. “We can live the life we want…and that includes you coming to Cape Verde with me, to see our house.”


  “Your house.” I smile, rolling my eyes. I pick up my wine glass with my free hand and take a sip.


  He shakes his head. “Nope, our house. Your name is on the deed.” I cough, choking on the wine. Fuck! He hands me a napkin.


  When I’ve finally got myself together I manage to gasp. “What?!”


  “Don’t freak out, it’s not a big deal.” He shrugs.


  “Theo, you bought that house when we weren’t together.”


  He smiles. “I always knew you would come back to me, Lilly.”


  “How?” I breathe. How can anyone have that much faith in another person? It’s crazy, impossible, surely? Not to mention, that person is me. Crazy, defensive, surrounded by six foot tall razor wire topped walls, me.


  “You and I are meant to be. You belong with me. Your brand of crazy keeps me on my toes.” He grins. How can he have seen all this so clearly, and yet I couldn’t? I just kept fighting him, determined to stand alone in my own private war. Theo makes me feel weak, but he fortifies me with his strength. He is my vulnerability, just as he is my greatest asset.


  I smile. “I love you.”


  “I love you too.” He says with a shit eating grin on his face. Some things never change. “And, on that note…I have a question for you.” He eyes me seriously.


  “O-kay.” I say slowly.


  “Move in with me.” Well firstly, that wasn’t a question, it was a demand, and secondly, oh my god.


  “Um…” I stumble over my words.


  He rolls his eyes and leans back in his chair casually, a small smile fixed on his lips. “Let’s not do that thing where you think of every reason why you shouldn’t, whilst I counter them all, and eventually I win anyway.”


  “There are very valid reasons why I shouldn’t…” I start.


  His smile widens. “None of them valid enough. I love you, and that’s all the validation I need.” He waits while I chew nervously on my bottom lip. Okay, this is a huge step. Like massive. But…it’s Theo. If I’m not sure of him by now, then I’ll never be sure of anyone. Fuck it, in for a penny and all that…


  “Okay.” I whisper.


  He raises his eyebrows and leans forward, propping his elbows on the table. “I’m sorry, did you just agree in…” He checks his watch. “Less than a minute?”


  Smug bastard.


  


  The dinner is amazing. For once we were just two people on a date, oh, other than the fact he just told me he bought a house in my name, and asked me to move in with him. Yeah, that’s pretty monumental.


  Once we’re in the car I turn to look at him. His face is serene and calm. I haven’t seen him look like that since…well, since I met him, I don’t think. Poor guy. I’ve come into his life like a tornado. “So, yes to Cape Verde.” I tell him, picking up our previous conversation. I thought about it over dinner, and I do kind of feel bad. He bought me a house, the least I can do is go and see it. “The only problem is that Molly and I go away together every year. It’s kind of our thing…”


  I watch as the corners of his lips twitch up. He throws me a sideways glance. “So invite her.”


  I squeal and kiss his cheek. “She is going to shit herself when she hears about this!”


  He laughs. I shoot off a quick text to Molly: We’re going to Cape Verde bitch!


  “Do you like windsurfing?” He asks.


  I shrug. “Never done it, but I’ll try anything once.”


  He cocks an eyebrow and turns his head toward me slightly. “Really? Anything?”


  I run my hand up his thigh. “Anything.” I try to hide my smile. I can only imagine the fantasies running through his mind right now.


  My phone rings loudly in my hand bag, distracting me from my taunting of Theo. I reach into my handbag and pull it out, expecting it to be a squealing Molly. Georges name flashes on the screen. I answer it.


  “Hey, babe.”


  “Lilly, where are you?” He snaps.


  “We’re on our way to Theo’s house. Why?” I frown.


  “Oh good, you’re with the sperminator. Tell him his fucking baby mama is going all crazy hormonal on my doorstep. She won’t leave, and seriously, the neighbours are going to complain if she keeps this shit up. She will not leave. Says she needs him.” He huffs. “Tell him to come deal with his shit.” I can’t even get a word in before he hangs up. What the fuck is Cassie doing out? She’s not supposed to be out until tomorrow. Shit, I don’t like this.


  I lean my head back against the head rest and let out a breath. I really hope she hasn’t gone off the rails again. “Everything okay?” Theo asks.


  “No. We need to go to mine. Cassie’s there.” I glance at him as his features tighten.


  “What the fuck?! I thought she didn’t get out of rehab until tomorrow?”


  “Well, technically she can discharge herself. Theo just stay calm okay. She probably just has nowhere to go.” I know he tries with Cassie, and he tries to hide it, but he still has serious issues with the whole thing.


  “Why go to your place? Hell, why not fucking call me?!” His body is practically vibrating.


  He turns left at the next junction heading toward my flat. I place my hand on his thigh, rubbing small circles with my thumb in an attempt to calm him.


  A few minutes later, we pull up outside the flat. George is stood in the main doorway, with Cassie on the step outside. He’s blocking her entrance into the building, and she does not look happy.


  “Stay in the car.” Theo growls at me as he undoes his seatbelt.


  “Theo.” He pauses and glances at me.


  I reach up and touch his cheek. “Breathe. Calm. Don’t lose your shit.” He takes a deep breath and presses a kiss into the inside of my wrist, making my heart throb. Then he’s gone.


  I reach over and press the button to lower the window, just an inch. It’s cold, but I’m worried that Theo might lose it. I need to leave him to handle his shit, but at the same time, I need to know when he’s going to blow and step in. Cassie is vulnerable, whether he sees it or not. She needs help and understanding, and she needs to know that he’s on her side.


  “Cassie what the fuck are you doing here?!” He shouts at her. Yep, because being an arsehole works so well on emotional pregnant women, I’m sure. I want to literally face palm. He has about as much tact as a bloody dinosaur.


  “I need you.” She cries hysterically. I watch his entire stance go rigid. I study his profile carefully in the glow of the outer light. His jaw clenches hard.


  “Seriously?!” He grates.


  “I love you.” She sobs. Oh fuck. This is going south fast. I undo my seat belt and get ready to jump out. I pause though. He needs to work this out with her. So far it’s always been me smoothing the way between them, but truth be told, it’s not my place. I wait, giving him one last chance to try and deal with her rationally.


  “Jesus fucking Christ, look at you! You’re a fucking disaster. You’re delusional.” He shouts just inches from her face. George steps between them, getting in Theo’s face. Okay, not so rational. It’s fine, George will diffuse this. My presence will only make Cassie worse. She wants Theo to help her, to acknowledge her. That’s what this is, a cry for help.


  George and Theo start growling in low voices as George blocks him from my sight. I reach down and turn the heating on, adjusting all the technical computer systems. Seriously, what’s so wrong with a dial? Red for hot, blue for cold, simple.


  My head snaps up when the door handle clicks. It takes me a moment too long to realise it’s not Theo. Cassie throws herself in the car and slams down the locks. Fuck. Oh fuck.


  Theo’s body slams against the window. “Cassie, get out of the fucking car now.” He shouts. “Lilly, get out.”


  I ignore him as I glance at the centre console where the key is still slotted in the dash. “Cassie.” I say calmly. She looks up at me, and what I see is not fucking reassuring. Her eyes are wild, the pupils dilated. She’s on something. Her face is blotchy, mascara running down her cheeks. Her hair is stringy and matted. Her pregnancy bump is covered in a dirty dress. It’s freezing and she’s wearing a dress and cardigan. “Cassie, why don’t we get you inside? Get you a shower and some warm clothes.” I smile calmly.


  “I don’t want anything from you!” She screams. “You took everything from me!” She sobs hysterically.


  “Lilly, get out of the fucking car now!” Theo punches the driver window. It cracks but doesn’t break. His eyes are wide, filled with panic. “Baby, please get out. Leave her.” He begs.


  Cassie lets out an enraged scream and turns on the engine. “Cassie, stop!” I shout as the wheels squeal and the car lurches forward. Fuck. Okay, calm, I can stop her. Talk her down.


  “Cassie, this isn’t the way. I can help you.” I tell her.


  “You can’t fucking help me!” She shrieks. She floors it to the end of my road, and turns left at the end. She doesn’t even look as she floors it straight out of the small junction. Fuck. “You have everything I want, and he doesn’t want me!” She screams. “I thought you were my friend!”


  “I am.” I try to soothe her, but she is so fucking far beyond reason right now.


  The car flies in and out of the slow moving London traffic. I scream when we narrowly miss a head on collision with an oncoming car. Car horns blare as she cuts in and out, drifting from one side of the road to the other. We jump a red light in a symphony of squealing tyres, as we miraculously manage not to die. She crashes over a speed bump and I hear the scrape of metal as the car bottoms out. She drives deeper into central London, picking up speed in the powerful Aston Martin. My heart rate is through the roof, adrenalin flooding my system as we dance with death. We take out wing mirrors as she scrapes up the side of parked cars. This car is going to be fucked. I glance down quickly. Fuck, I don’t have a seat belt on. I fumble with shaking hands, managing to fasten the belt in place.


  “Cassie, you’re going to kill yourself. Think about the baby!” I plead desperately.


  “I have nothing!” She screams. Her eyes flick around manically as the car swerves violently. Okay, fuck, this was without doubt the stupidest thing I’ve ever done. Why do I always seem to be a martyr for this girl? I should have just gotten out of the car. I thought she was troubled, desperate. I felt sorry for her. She’s not troubled though, she’s fucking insane. She’s suicidal, and I seem to be stuck with her inside her method of choice.


  She slams her foot down on one of the busier backstreet roads, oh fuck I know where we are. There are a set of lights ahead for a busy junction. “Cassie slow down.” Faster still. “Cassie stop!” Nothing. We’re metres barely twenty yards from the junction, so I do the only thing I can think of. I pull up the handbrake. The wheels lock and the sickening screech of rubber on tarmac fills me ears. Then we start to spin…and spin. It’s all a blur. I scream as the wall of a building whizzes across my vision. Then everything happens so fast, there’s a flash of bright light, followed by an enormous bang. I’m thrown sideways and my head cracks against the window. There’s the horrifying sound of metal bending and then I’m floating, the symphony of destruction ringing in my ears. Another huge bang, agonising pain splits across my chest, and then everything goes black.


  


  


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  THEO


  


  “There!” George shouts as he catches sight of the Aston up ahead. Cassie has left a trail of destruction in her wake, and I’ve struggled to keep up with her. The car pulls away, getting faster and faster. “Theo, she’s heading straight for a junction!” George yells.


  “I know!” I snap. I step on the accelerator. I’ve never felt so helpless before. Lilly is trapped in a car with a fucking high druggie. I watch as the Aston accelerates dangerously before suddenly locking up, all four tyres smoking. The hand brake. Lilly pulled the handbrake. The car dives to the left and goes into a flat spin. I hit the brakes of the Maserati. All I can do is watch in horror as the Aston spins faster and faster before the wheels cross the white line of the junction and the car gets smashed from the side by a lorry. The impact sends it into the air before it crashes back down into the tarmac and rolls several times, landing on its roof. George is screaming beside me, but it’s overshadowed by the screaming inside my head as I watch the nightmare unfold in front of me.


  I’m running across the street before the car has even stopped moving. No, no, no. Please no. I don’t hear or see anything except my pulse hammering in my ears, and the crumpled metal in front of me. “Lilly!” Tears blur my vision. The car is so mangled, surely no-one could survive that?


  I manage to force the mangled door open. “Lilly. Lilly, can you hear me?” The air bags are still deployed. There’s smashed glass everywhere. Lilly hangs limply in the seat, her hands touching the roof of the car. I crouch down and move the hair away from her face. I choke. Her face is covered in blood. I feel her pulse and thank everything and anything she’s alive, but it’s faint.


  “George!” I shout. He appears next to me. “I need you to help me get her out.”


  “Theo, you don’t know what injuries she has. Shouldn’t you wait for an ambulance?” He says hysterically.


  I way up my options. Blood is soaking though her shirt, spreading down her hanging arms. She’ll bleed to death before they get her out. “She’s bleeding too much. She needs a hospital now!” I snap. “Just reach in and undo her seat belt while I hold her.”


  Between us we manage to lower Lilly carefully out of the car. I scoop her into my arms and move her straight into the Mas. I recline the seat and lay her carefully on it. Her whole body is bloodied and her leg is twisted at an odd angle. Fuck. I check her over, desperately trying to find the source of the blood. Her head. I can’t find the wound, through the hair and blood. Shit. I spot a cardigan on the back seat. I do my best to fashion a pressure bandage around where the bleeding is coming from.


  “Theo, you should wait for an ambulance. They know what they’re doing!” George shouts.


  “Not fast enough!” I say as I move around the front of the car.


  “What about Cassie?” He asks.


  “Don’t care.” I growl. I swear to god, if Lilly dies… I can’t even think it.


  I jump in the car and drive as quickly, but carefully as I can. George is right, I don’t know what injuries she has, but I’m not prepared to risk losing her.


  I pick up her limp hand. “Hold in there for me, sugar. Please.” My chest feels like it’s being ripped open. Her skin is pale where it’s not cut or covered in blood.


  I pull into the A and E of the nearest hospital. I scoop her up, handling her as carefully as I can. The doors glide open and I rush into the reception area. “I need help!” I shout at the receptionist. “She was in a car crash.” Her face blanches as she takes in Lilly’s state. Within minutes Lilly is on a gurney and being rushed inside. A team of doctors and nurses start injecting her and putting tubes down her throat. I try to follow them but a thick set nurse steps in my path.


  “Sir, you cannot go in there.” She says sternly.


  “I need to see her.”


  “No, you need to let the doctor’s work on her. You being in the way will not help her.”


  “But…She…” I have nothing. “Is she going to die?” I ask quietly.


  She gives me a pity-filled look before giving me the usual doctor spiel. “We’ll do everything we can for her.” She pats my arm before moving through the double doors.


  The sign above the doors says resuscitation. I run my hands through my hair. I can’t lose her. I won’t lose her.


  I stand outside that room for what feels like hours. Eventually a nurse tells me I need to wait in the waiting room. I nod and numbly stagger in that direction. George, Molly and Hugo are all there. Molly bursts into tears when she sees me. Hugo catches her as her knees buckle. I watch everything unfold around me as though I’m watching through a TV screen, detached and uncaring. It feels like this isn’t real, like I’m watching someone else go through my own motions. This doesn’t happen. These things happen to other people, not Lilly. Not us.


  I took my eye off Cassie for a second. I let her get to me and I snapped at George. That’s all it took. I can see Lilly’s face as I screamed for her to get out of the car. In true infuriating Lilly fashion, she wouldn’t. She thought she could talk Cassie down. For a fleeting second I wonder if the baby is okay, but I soon shun the thought, because in all honestly, until I know if Lilly is okay, it doesn’t matter.


  Someone slaps me, hard. “Theo fucking pull it together!” Molly shouts. I stare at her, confused. She puts her fingers to her lips. “Oh god I’m sorry.” She starts crying. “Is she okay?”


  I drop into a chair and put my head in my hands. I have no answer for her.


  “Dude, what’s going on?” Hugo crouches in front of me.


  “I don’t know. I…I don’t know.”


  “Oh my god.” Molly starts crying again. “The blood!” George consoles her, holding her to his chest.


  I barely register her words. I’m numb. It’s like my mind has just gone into shut down. I’m not ready for this. I can’t deal with this.


  “Yeah, look I’ll go to your house and grab you some clean clothes. Give me your keys.” He holds his hand out. I glance down at my clothes. My white shirt is red, soaked with blood, Lilly’s blood. I hand him my keys. “George can you go and move the Mas from the ambulance bay?” He takes the fob off the ring and hands it to George.


  “Sure.” He says quietly.


  Molly drops into the seat next to me. I’m not sure I can handle her fragile state. “Harry?” I ask, my voice hoarse.


  She nods. “I called him. He’s on his way.” She sniffs. “He flies in tonight.”


  “Good, that’s…that’s good.” She reaches out and winds her fingers through mine. I let her hold my hand, though it brings me no comfort.


  


  After an hour a nurse comes and tells us that Lilly’s being taken for surgery, they won’t say what for because we’re not family. Fuck, I hate hospitals. I hate all this shit.


  So I wait anxiously. I wait to find out whether the love of my life, my heart, will live or die.


  “Hey.” Hugo sits quietly with me. “You know she’ll pull through this. It’s Lilly. That girl fights like no-one I know. It would take a god damn force of nature to keep her down.” I say nothing. God, why is this taking so long?


  A few hours later, I’ve sent Hugo home with Molly. George waits with me, casting nervous glances my way. I check my watch. It’s been six hours since she went into surgery.


  “Where is she?!” I look up into the furious eyes of Lilly’s brother. He’s towering over me, his body tense, his eyes filled with angry tears.


  George jumps up, stepping on front of him. “She’s in surgery.” He says quietly.


  “What happened?” His voice breaks, fear and devastation over taking him. I can’t talk to him. I can’t face him right now. My own fear is tearing me apart. George takes Harry to sit by the window. They talk quietly. I ignore them. I don’t even say hello to Harry.


  It’s hours later when an older man in a white coat steps into the waiting room. “Mr. Parker?” Harry leaps out of his chair. I follow him.


  “I’m her brother.” He says.


  The guy nods. “I’m Dr. Davies. I operated on Lilly.” He clears his throat. “Your sister suffered some very serious injuries.” His face is serious and drawn. “She lost a lot of blood, and went into cardiac arrest. We managed to resuscitate her, and give her a blood transfusion before stabilising her for surgery.” She died. Lilly died. My heart clenches hard, stealing my breath as tears sting my eyes. Fuck. I fight it, determined to hear everything the doctor has to say. She may have died, but she came back. “The left hand side of her body has sustained several injuries, I suspect that this was where the impact came from. She has broken her wrist, her collar bone and some ribs. She’s also suffered a minor fracture to her skull, and has swelling on her brain. Her left femur is fractured, and her ankle was shattered. Our orthopaedic surgeon was able to pin it together, but she will need several more surgeries on it. We haven’t done too much with the other breaks, because honestly, these are the least of her problems right now.” Is he fucking serious? “The swelling on her brain is a concern. There’s no telling what kind of damage has occurred. For now, we just have to sedate her, and allow her body to heal. We’ll know more in a week or two. She also suffered a punctured lung from one of her broken ribs, and some internal bleeding. I operated to repair her damaged organs, but we’ll know how effective that’s been in the next forty eight hours. She’s in Intensive Care, we’re keeping her in a coma for now.” Lilly’s in a coma. She’s not dead though. At this stage, I can only be grateful for that.


  “When can I see her?” Harry asks in a barely audible voice.


  The doctor smiles sympathetically. “You can see her now, but not for long. I’ll show you the way.” We follow behind him. I don’t know what to expect, so when he leads us to Lilly’s room, my knee’s almost give out.


  Harry turns around and walks back out. “I need a minute.” He gasps. George goes with him. I don’t blame them. Lilly is hooked up to so many tubes. She has IV’s in both arms, her head is bandaged, and her leg and arm are both in a cast. She looks like a broken doll.


  I take a seat in the chair next to the bed. My chest hurts. I touch her fingers, avoiding the IV in her hand. I can’t help the tears that run freely down my face. This should never have happened to her.


  “I’m sorry, Lilly.” I whisper to her still form. My only response is the steady beeping and whirring of the machinery which is breathing for her. “Hang in there for me, sugar.” I squeeze her fingers. I guess some small part of me thinks it will be like a film, you know where the person miraculously wakes up against all odds. This is reality though, and she doesn’t.


  Harry comes back in, his eyes bloodshot from crying. George lingers in the doorway.


  “I’ll go.” I say. He needs time with her. There’s nothing I can do right now.


  “What happened?” He asks as I pass him on my way to the door. I turn to face him. His eyes are fixed on Lilly.


  “I…I took my eye off Cassie for one second, and she got in the car. It was one second. ” George puts his hand on my shoulder.


  “It’s okay Theo. It wasn’t your fault. I distracted you.” He sniffs.


  I shake my head. “No, it’s my fault. She would never have been around that crazy bitch if it wasn’t for me.”


  “No, she wouldn’t.” Harry croaks.


  “Harry.” George hisses. “That is not fair. No-one can make that girl do anything she doesn’t want to do. She wanted to be in that car. She was trying to stop Cassie from doing something stupid. That’s Lilly, she does crazy shit. You of all people know that.” Harry says nothing.


  “It’s fine George. I’ll go and come back tomorrow.” I tell him. I don’t go though. I stay in the waiting room until Harry and George leave. Then I sneak back in and take up residence in the chair next to her bed. If they want me to leave, they will have to drag me out of here by force.


  


  


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  LILLY


  


  My head hurts, a lot. All I can hear is a steady rhythmical beep. I try to open my eyes, but my head feels so heavy. I can feel myself being pulled back under into sleep.


  There are voices. Molly and George I think. They’re talking quietly, and I’m straining to hear them.


  “If she doesn’t wake up soon, he’s going to snap.” George says.


  “I know.” Molly agrees. “Hugo said he’s never seen him like this.” Theo, they must be talking about Theo. As my senses sharpen slightly, so does the pain, my head is killing me, and my chest hurts. Oh fuck.


  I hear someone enter the room. “Her heart rate is spiking. I’m going to give her more pain meds.”


  “I thought you were lowering the dosage on her meds.” George says.


  “Yes, but her vitals are spiking.” Within a few minutes the pain disappears and my mind once again becomes thick and foggy. I succumb to the blackness. This is the pattern of my life for the next few days. There are spots of consciousness, voices, and hands touching mine, then nothing again, only darkness.


  


  I open my eyes. The room is dimly lit by a lamp in the corner. My head is pounding, and I’m struggling to focus, or recall anything. This looks like a hospital room. There’s something on my face and IV’s in my arms. I try to move, but my chest and sides hurt like a bitch. I glance down at myself trying to work out what the hell happened to me, as I do, I catch sight of someone sleeping in the chair next to me. Theo. He looks rumpled and unkempt. His stubble is verging on being a full beard, and his hair looks like he’s been dragging his hands through it continuously. He stirs and his eyes flick open. He freezes when he sees me watching him.


  “Lilly.” He breathes.


  He stands abruptly and takes my hand. His other hand brushes my cheek. “You’re awake.” He presses his lips to my forehead. “You scared the shit out of me.” His eyes well with tears. What the hell? How long have I been here?


  “Sorry.” I say, or at least I try to. My voice comes out as a raspy whisper. My throat hurts like a bitch. In fact, everything hurts like a bitch. He passes me a glass of water with a straw. I take a small sip, which soothes my parched throat. “What happened?” I whisper.


  “You were in a car crash.” His eyes search my face. He grips my hand and holds on tight. “You’ve been in a coma for over a week.”


  “Huh.”


  “That’s it. Huh.” He smirks at me, and the worry slowly leaves his eyes.


  “You look like shit.” I tell him. “Did you not wash for a week or something? That’s gross.”


  He snorts. “Thanks, not even awake five minutes and slinging insults.” He never lets go of my hand.


  I wince when I try to sit up. “Oh fuck.” I clasp my side and have to pant. Jesus, that hurts.


  His eyes go wide with panic. “I’ll get the nurse.” He hops up and leaves the room.


  A few minutes later, a rather large nurse strolls in and starts checking the machines. “I’m Brenda, and I’m your nurse tonight, Miss Parker. How do you feel?” She asks in a no nonsense tone.


  “Like I was in a car crash.” I say through gritted teeth.


  She gives me a stern look over her glasses. “Between one and ten how would you describe your pain?” What the hell kind of measure is that. With one being like a pin prick, and ten being immersed in lava?


  “Nine.” I grunt. Jesus woman, lay some drugs on me already.


  She injects something into the IV line. “That should make you feel better.” She pats my hand. “The doctor will be in to see you in the morning.” She glares at Theo and then leaves. The drugs start to kick in pretty quickly.


  I grasp my side, trying fruitlessly to ease the pain. “Lilly?” He strokes my forehead gently.


  “What did you do to piss her off?” I grunt. Fuck, I must have broken ribs. It hurts to breathe. I squeeze my eyes shut, waiting for the drugs to fully work their magic.


  His brows furrow together as he watches me. “Refused to leave. I couldn’t leave you in this god awful place alone. I tried to get you moved to a private hospital, but you’ve been too unstable.”


  “It doesn’t seem too bad.” I breathe a slightly deeper breathe as the morphine courses through my veins, numbing my brain. His features smooth as my breaths come more easily.


  “No, I was really just hoping for a better coffee machine.” He smiles and my heart skips a little, as do the beeps on the machine. Oh god, really? He sits on the side of my bed and watches me intently.


  “Can you stop staring at me?” I whine. “I’m not about to keel over and die.”


  He shakes his head. “Never.” He leans forward and kisses my forehead. “I thought I had lost you.” His voice breaks.


  I offer him a small smile. “You can’t get rid of me that easily.”


  “Hugo said something very similar.” He mumbles.


  I take a deep breath and fuck does it hurt, even with the morphine. I grit my teeth and try not to let on just how much pain I’m in. I swear to god, nothing is more bloody painful than broken ribs. I’ve suffered a few in my time. I meet Theo’s concerned eyes. “I remember Cassie getting in the car with me, and then nothing…” I trail off. “What happened?”


  Theo clenches his jaw and drags a hand through his hair. “She was high, she got in the car because she was angry at me. You should have gotten out of the car, Lilly.” He says desperately.


  “I…I felt sorry for her.” I rasp. His expression tells me there’s a whole lot he’d like to say about that, but he doesn’t. I know I shouldn’t ask, but I do anyway. “What happened to her?”


  He stands up and walks away from the bed. He places his palms flat against the far wall and drops his head forward, his large frame hunched over. He says nothing. “Theo?” My voice is shaky. He doesn’t answer. “The baby?” I whisper. He still doesn’t answer me, just shakes his head.


  He turns and strides back to the side of the bed. He grasps my face gently in both hands and kisses my lips gently. “You just need to get better. Okay?” His eyes meet mine.


  “Okay.” I whisper. I drop it for now.


  “You need to sleep sugar.” He whispers to me. His eyes are distant.


  “Will you stay?” I ask him quietly.


  He smiles. “Of course.” He presses his lips to my forehead before propping himself up on the bed beside me. I rest my head on his bicep and he strokes my hair until my eyelids become heavy.


  


  When I wake up the next morning Theo is gone. The dim grey light of morning fills the hospital room. A nurse is writing on a clip board at the end of my bed.


  “Hi. I’m Sarah. I’m your nurse.” She smiles sweetly. Well, this one seems considerably better than last night’s offering.


  “Hey.” I rasp. My voice is still a little out of practice, and my throat hurts.


  “How are you feeling this morning?”


  “Sore.”


  “The doctor will be in to see you shortly.” She tells me.


  “Great. Do you know where the guy is who was sleeping here last night?” I ask.


  “Theo has probably just gone for coffee.” Oh, first name terms? She smiles and I swear I can see a hint of a blush creep across her cheeks. It takes everything in me not to roll my eyes. Jesus, even when I’m in hospital and he looks like an unwashed homeless person he makes an impression. Speak of the devil…


  Theo strolls in with a cup of coffee in his hand. His hair is a mess and he has more facial hair than the average mammal. He still manages to flash that gorgeous smile and make me melt. Apparently I’m not the only one. Seriously? Can he not just turn it down for five minutes?


  “Hey, you’re awake.” He beams at me as he moves around to the side of my bed. “I’ve missed seeing your beautiful face in the morning.” I swear I hear the nurse sigh. Again, I have to restrain myself from rolling my eyes.


  “Hey.” I mumble.


  “I’ll be in to check on you later.” The nurse says before she scurries from the room.


  “Is that coffee?” I ask.


  “Of sorts. I wasn’t kidding when I said I wanted to move you, so that I could get some better coffee.” He smirks.


  I take the coffee from him and take a sip. “Ugh, it tastes like shit, but I’m so caffeine deprived that I’d take anything right now.”


  Theo pulls his phone out and presses it to his ear. “Hey, Lilly’s awake.” He grins. “Yeah, it is great. Listen can you stop at Costa and get her a moccachino?” There’s a pause. “Great. Thanks.” He hangs up and turns to face me.


  “You’re the best.”


  “Don’t forget it, sugar.” He smirks.


  There’s a knock on the door and then a tall, older guy in a white coat walks in. “Good morning Miss Parker. I’m Dr. Davies, your attending doctor.” He smiles warmly.


  “Hey.” I smile back at him.


  “How are you feeling today?”


  “My chest and my head hurts, but other than that I’m not too bad.” I tell him. Beside the fact that I have more plaster on me than the average wall.


  “Okay. You suffered several broken ribs and a punctured lung, as well as a open fracture to your collar bone. It’s actually not severe, but very painful, due to you breathing.” He explains. “I operated to repair some internal bleeding. You also suffered a head trauma which caused swelling on your brain, and a fractured skull.” He goes through a list of injuries, and I swear my eyebrows must get higher the more he talks. “We induced a coma to give your brain a chance to heal. Your speech seems fine, so that’s good, but we don’t know whether there may be short term effects. Potentially you may have problems co-ordinating, or remembering certain things. We just have to take each day as it comes. At this stage I’m very happy with your progress. Dr Ryker, your orthopaedic surgeon will want to speak with you about your ankle and collar bone. Both will need further surgeries.”


  “Okay, thanks.” I say numbly. Fuck! That sounds so much worse than I thought.


  “I’ll be back tomorrow.” He smiles quickly and then leaves.


  I turn to Theo. “That’s some serious shit.”


  He frowns. “You technically died, Lilly, so yes, that’s some serious shit.”


  Shit. Like actually died? I try to play it cool. “I told you, it takes more than that to off me.” The frown doesn’t leave his face. I sigh. “Come here.” I pat the spot on the bed next to me. He obediently sits with his body facing me.


  I reach out and runs my fingers over his beard. “I’m fine. Don’t dwell on these things. Just be grateful for what is.”


  He opens his mouth to respond just as there’s a knock at the door. Jesus, it’s like Piccadilly bloody circus in here. The door opens to reveal Molly’s smiling face.


  “Oh my god.” Molly squeals as she rushes to hug me.


  “Molly, not so much with the squeezing.” I wince.


  “Shit, sorry. Are you okay?”


  “Yeah.” I say through gritted teeth.


  “I’m so happy you’re awake.”


  “Thanks.” I spot Hugo talking quietly to Theo. He’s holding a cup holder with Costa cups in it. “Is that proper coffee?” I ask, looking past her.


  “Oh, yeah. Here.” She moves across the room and takes a cup out of the holder. She passes the cardboard cup to me. I take a sip.


  “Oh god, so good.” I sigh. “All I need now is a shower and all will be well.”


  “I don’t think you’re allowed to stand up yet.” Molly says.


  “Hey, I’ll give you a sponge bath if you want Lilly.” Hugo grins at me. Theo punches him in the arm. “Ow!”


  “Arsehole.” Molly grumbles.


  “Or better yet, can I just watch whilst that hot nurse gives you a sponge bath.” He wiggles his eyebrows.


  I sigh. Theo growls. “He never learns.” Molly says exasperated.


  Molly drops into the chair next to my bed and kicks her feet up on the mattress. Her long legs are clad in skin tight jeans.


  “Oh, love the shoes.” She’s wearing bright pink heels.


  “Thanks. They’re Jimmy’s. I’ll break them in for you and then you can have them.” She winks, knowing full well my weakness for shoes.


  “It’ll be a while.” I grumble. “This sucks.” I point at my stupid cast.


  “Near death experience, and you’re whining about your inability to wear heels.” She grins.


  “Uh, yeah.”


  She shakes her head and laughs. Theo meets my gaze from across the room, a wry smile pulling at his lips. He really is working the homeless look right now. How does he manage to look hot with that much facial hair? I’m really not a beard girl. Hell, I think it’s just him.


  “Oh god, stop, you slut.” Molly rolls her eyes as she digs into her handbag and pulls out a bag of Haribo. “Don’t say I never give you anything.” She throws the bag at me.


  “Have I ever told you how much I love you?” I smile at her.


  “Your love is so conditional.” She huffs.


  “I’m all for bribery.”


  “Take note.” Molly says to Theo.


  He cocks an eyebrow and smirks. “I don’t need bribery.” He points to his crotch. “I have this.” Hugo laughs and claps him on the back, because yes, he did just reach legendary levels of dickheadedness, and Hugo appreciates these things. Theo winks at me with a grin on his face.


  “Animals.” Molly and I both say at the same time.


  “Dude, she’s not denying it.” Hugo grins. “She only wants you for your body. She doesn’t love you like I do.” Oh god, he’s on one today.


  Molly snorts. “Hugo, I hate to break it to you, but the pair of you are arseholes. Women only ever want you for your bodies.”


  “Yeah you do sweetness.” Hugo wiggles his eyebrows. I lift an eyebrow at Molly. Last I heard, these two weren’t talking, and now they’re turning up here together, and they’re all flirty…


  Theo meets my eyes and shrugs. He’s just as perplexed with his STD infestation of a friend as I am. He comes to sit on the bed next to me whilst Molly and Hugo bicker. I pop a Haribo in my mouth and watch them go back and forth.


  “Is this some kind of hard-to-get chick shit?” Theo whispers in my ear.


  “Not sure. It’s some shit though.” I turn my face towards his and press a Haribo against his lips. He opens his mouth and touches my finger with his tongue as he takes the little fried egg. My pulse jumps a little. Someone might need to write a memo to my vagina that she’s the only functioning part of my body right now.


  “You trying to make me fat, sugar?” He smirks, knowing damn well what he’s doing.


  “No. It’s like Hugo said, I only want you for your body.”


  He flashes me that sexy as sin smile. “Mmmhmm.” He leans in and kisses me gently. My breath hitches and pain lances across my chest. My breath hisses between my teeth. I throw my head against the pillow as breathing suddenly feels like some kind of torture.


  “Lilly? Shit, are you okay?” I grasp at my sides trying to stop the pain. I hold up my finger signalling him to give me a minute. The pain slowly subsides to an ache rather than a burning fire. “Sorry, sugar.”


  I shake my head. “It’s fine.” I meet his worried eyes and brush my fingers over his beard.


  “Shit, dude, you almost kissed her into a cardiac arrest or some shit.” Hugo says.


  Theo sighs in relief. He looks tired, really tired.


  “Hugo do me a favour.” I ask. He nods. “Take Theo home and make him wash and shave, maybe even sleep?” I raise an eyebrow at Theo, daring him to argue with me.


  “What? You don’t like the beard?” He feigns offense.


  “You look homeless.”


  He smiles. “I love you too babe.”


  “Oh, I think I’m going to wretch.” Hugo whines.


  “I don’t want to leave you, sugar.” Theo says, completely ignoring his friend.


  “Go, Molly will stay.” I glance at Molly and she shrugs and nods. He still looks hesitant. “Go! I’m not kissing you again until you shave.” He scowls at me and then turns and leaves the room, with Hugo hot on his tail.


  “You two are so cute, it’s disgusting. I seriously thought he was going to lose it when you were in that coma.” She smiles softly.


  “Yeah, well that’s no excuse not to wash.” I grumble. I do think it’s cute that he stayed this whole time. Honestly, I wouldn’t expect anything less. I finally accept that the way he loves me is irrational and intense, but so damn good. He would never leave if there was any doubt that I was okay.


  “True.” She nods. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”


  “Thanks.”


  There’s a knock at the door and a seriously hot guy steps into the room. Hell, for him, I’d welcome the fucking circus. “Miss Parker, I’m Dr. Ryker. I’m your orthopaedic surgeon.” He flashes me a perfect smile that rivals Theo’s. He has this dark chestnut hair, just a touch too long, falling over his forehead. His eyes are hazel, but leaning toward gold. He has on a pale blue shirt and beige chino’s. What is it with surgeons? They’re hot, even when they are not actually hot…and this one would be hot if he were a bin man. It takes me a minute to realise that I haven’t said anything, and I’m kind of just staring at him. Hey, I can blame it on the head injury.


  “Um…hey.” I say quickly.


  He smiles at Molly quickly and then proceeds to start talking me through my multiple broken bones. He turns on a light box thingy on the wall and pins some x-rays to it. “As you can see, your ankle is…”


  “Fucked!” I shriek. Molly snorts. Oh my god. It looks like a pane of cracked glass.


  His lips quirk up. “Um…shattered.”


  He points to another x-ray. “This is the plate that we have put in for now. At the time, your bones were the least of your problems, so we just did enough that you wouldn’t lose your foot.”


  “Great. Appreciate it.”


  “This needs pinning properly, and your collar bone needs plating. We’re probably looking at several surgeries.” He keeps talking in that professional tone, pointing out various things on the x-rays. I glance at Molly, who is biting her lip as she watches his every move.


  “How long will it be before she’s fully rehabilitated?” She asks, just a touch of sensuality in her voice. His gaze swings to hers, and his lips kick up slightly as he loses his professional mask for a second.


  “Anywhere from six to twelve months for it to fully rehabilitate.” He says, completely focused on her.


  “Good to know.” She purrs.


  He blinks and turns back to me. “Right, well, I’ll make arrangements to pin your ankle then.”


  I nod. “Okay.”


  He takes his x-rays and leaves the room.


  “Holy. Fuck. Hottest surgeon ever.” I say quietly.


  “I wish my gynaecologist looked like him. I’d be a whole lot happier if he were looking at my vagina.” I laugh, which hurts like a fucking bitch.


  


  


  Molly hangs out in my hospital room as though she has nothing better to do.


  “Molly, what happened to Cassie?” I eventually ask quietly.


  Her expression goes ice cold. “She nearly got you killed, that’s what.”


  “I know, but I just…I don’t know why it matters, but it does. What happened to her?” I press.


  She doesn’t answer for a long time. “She didn’t have a seatbelt on. She’s in a coma, and on life support. They’re trying to track down her next of kin.”


  I swallow hard. “And the baby?” She drops her eyes and shakes her head. Fuck.


  “Is she here?” I ask.


  Molly sighs. “Yes, but…”


  “I want you to take me to her.”


  “Hell no!” She shrieks. “Theo will flip his fucking lid. Jesus, Lilly, why are you such a fucking martyr when it comes to that girl?”


  “I’m not!” I yell. I quickly settle back down as my ribs scream in protest.


  “She’s a druggy slut!” Molly snaps at me. “Has she not caused you enough shit? She’s not even conscious! There is no point in seeing her.”


  “Well, she won’t be causing me any more will she?” Maybe it’s the drugs, who knows? I guess in a way I pity her. It’s so brutally sad that she’s lying in that bed all alone. No-one will miss her, no-one will mourn her. I would never say this to Theo, but I can see so clearly the path that brought her to this point. Theo’s selfish actions were pretty influential in the forging of that path. I know what it’s like to get lost. I can’t imagine what it’s like to have no-one to find you again. She had no-one. “Please Molly.” I say quietly.


  She huffs. “You’re not even allowed out of bed.”


  “Well, I’m getting out of it at some point today, with or without you.” I swear I feel like one of those old people with bed sores.


  “For fucks sake! I swear to god, Lilly, you have five minutes with her, and you do not tell Theo I took you.” She growls.


  I snort. “As if. I’m not telling him I went, never mind that you took me.”


  “Fine. I’ll go get a wheel chair.” She leaves the room making it very clear that she is not happy about the situation in the slightest.


  She comes back and puts the chair beside the bed. “You really shouldn’t be out of bed yet.”


  “It’s just a few broken bones.” I brush her off.


  “Lilly, you almost died. Stop brushing that shit off. It’s fucking annoying.” She bites. Oh Jesus, she is really not happy about this. I throw the blankets off of my body and swing my legs over the side. I stare down at the cuts and bruises covering my legs.


  “Ah shit. I’m going to have some awful scars.”


  “Babe, you’re pissing through a tube. Scars are the least of your worries.” She smirks.


  I glance down at the tube coming from underneath my night shirt. “Ew. Oh god, it’s freaking me out. Get a nurse to take it out. I’m going to be sick.” I feel hot and dizzy. I lay back down on the bed. I poke at my stomach where I can feel a slight tugging. Oh my god, there’ a tube coming out of my stomach. It’s like something out of the Matrix.


  A nurse comes in. She’s not either of the two I’ve seen. “Everything okay?” She smiles.


  “I need this out. Right now.” I tell her, pointing to the offensive bag beside the bed. Molly covers her mouth to try and stop laughing.


  The nurse picks up the chart at the end of the bed. “This says you are to keep it in for at least another forty eight hours.”


  “I want it out now.” I tell her.


  “You look very pale.” She notes.


  “That’s because I just realised there’s a fucking tube hanging out of me, and a bag of piss by my bed!” I snap. Molly bursts out laughing. Hands on knees laughing.


  “Okay, um, I’ll get the doctor to come down. It might be a little while.”


  “Fine.” I grumble. She leaves the room.


  Molly wipes tears off her face. “Ah, shit Lill’s. You are too funny.”


  “I need to go see Cassie before Theo comes back. Looks like the piss bag is coming with.” I groan. God, that is gross.


  Molly helps me out of bed and into the wheel chair. My limbs feel like jelly. It hurts like an absolute bitch to move, but I try not to let on or she might change her mind.


  “Hand me a blanket. I don’t fancy giving everyone an up close viewing of my piss bag.” She smirks. “Don’t you dare laugh.” I point at her.


  She tucks the blanket around my legs, hiding the bag, which I’ve now tucked down the side of the chair. My casted leg is stuck out like I’m about to attempt some sort of jousting match.


  “Okay, ready?” She asks.


  “Drive on.”


  Molly pushes me out into the corridor. We get in a lift. We’re the only ones in here. “Do you know where you’re going?” I ask.


  “Yeah, she’s on the fourth floor.” Just as I’m wondering why Molly would know where Cassie is she continues. “I thought Theo might want to see her or something. He lost a baby as well. I know he had started to accept it, thanks to you.” She squeezes my shoulder. “He wouldn’t though. He’s bitter and angry. He’s holding it together in front of you, but…”


  “I know he’s fragile. I can see it.” I reach up and place my hand on hers. “Thank you for trying.”


  “It was bad Lill’s. He didn’t even care. I had to tell him about the baby.” She sighs. “It’s like you are all he can focus on. Like, he can’t deal with anything without you.”


  “No, he just can’t deal with Cassie because I deal with her. I always take the lead where she’s concerned.” I smile sadly. My poor ridiculous man.


  The lift pings and the doors open. We go down a corridor and onto a ward. One of the nurses stops us. “We’re here to see Cassie.” Molly tells her. We’re in visiting hours, so the nurse nods and shows us to a small room, just off the main ward.


  The door clicks shut behind us, leaving us with the sounds of whirring machinery and beeping. Cassie’s small frame is propped up slightly on the bed. Her face is a mass of cuts and bruises. An enormous cut runs from her cheek, across to the top of her upper lip, a lot of stitches are holding the nasty gash together. A ventilator tube is in her mouth, and various lines are attached to her arms.


  Her baby bump is gone, the sheets lying flat over her stomach.


  “What happened to the body?” I ask quietly.


  “There was no next of kin. She was already unconscious and losing the baby when they brought her in. She never regained consciousness, so they cremated it, I believe.” I nod. “Theo didn’t come forward at the time, because, well, you were dying. Literally. He had other priorities.” I nod numbly. I suppose the only saving grace is that she wasn’t awake to experience the loss of her baby. It’s so easy to persecute her, to judge her actions, but Cassie is ill. She’s an addict, who I suspect is suffering from mental health issues. Theo never would have let her keep that baby, but at least she would have known that her child lived.


  I pick up the chart from the end of the bed. I know the doctors won’t tell me anything, but this is just lying around so… A lot of it makes no sense to me, just big words and scan results. I understand perfectly what brain dead means though. I glance back to Cassie’s peaceful looking form. A lump forms in my throat. She’s so young. She could have had her whole life ahead of her, but instead, she ended up here. She didn’t want to help herself. Maybe this is best.


  I try to push the wheel chair closer, Molly helps me. I don’t know what will happen to Cassie now, but either way, she’s gone. I take her lifeless hand in mine. “I’m sorry Cassie.” I tell her. I know she can’t hear me, but I need to say goodbye to the girl that I tried so hard to help. “I hope that you find more peace where you are, than you did in this world.”


  Molly takes me for a wonder around the hospital. Neither one of us speaks. It doesn’t matter whether you know a person, whether you love them or hate them…death is brutal.


  It’s half an hour later when we finally make it back to the room. I’ve pulled myself together, and just in time too. Theo is sat on my bed alone. His beard is once again stubble, and he’s changed into a black t-shirt and jeans. His arms are crossed over his chest and the sleeves of his t-shirt strain against his biceps.


  I smile at him, but he just narrows his eyes at me. Molly literally rolls me into the room and makes a sheepish getaway. Traitor.


  “Where did you go?” He asks.


  “Just for a wonder. I was bored.”


  “You just woke up from a coma, you don’t just get bored and go for a stroll.” He raises his eyebrows as though waiting for my response.


  I shrug. “Well I did.”


  I don’t want to meet his scrutinising gaze, so I wince and grasp at my ribs. It works, he instantly jumps to my side trying to help. Yeah, I’m a bitch, but I don’t want to face the shit storm that will hit if he finds out I saw Cassie.


  He helps me into bed. He tries to help me with my piss bag but I hug it to me like it’s made of bloody gold. He frowns at me. “You are not touching the piss bag.” I say, absolutely mortified beyond words. He tries to hide his smile.


  “Babe, it’s only a plastic bag.” He tries to appease me.


  “Of wee.” I clarify. This time he does laugh.


  “You are so cute sometimes.” I scowl as he ruffles my hair, yes, like a dog.


  


  


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  THEO


  


  Lilly has been in the hospital for four weeks now. I spent that first week just praying for her to open her eyes. I’ve spent this last week wishing she would just go to sleep. I love her, but Jesus, she is the worst patient I have ever met. The doctor tells her she needs a catheter, she demands they take it out because, and I quote; ‘it grosses her out’. She’s told to stay in bed, she leaves. The only time she does as she’s told is when she’s asleep, or out of it on drugs.


  I’m heading to the hospital today to bring her home. The doctors wanted her to stay for another week, but again, she bitched and moaned until they relented and said she could go home with lots of drugs. I get why she doesn’t want to be there. She’s had three more surgeries since that first night, two on her ankle, and one on her collar bone. She’s had enough.


  When I get to her room in the hospital, her brother is there. He’s sat on the end of her bed laughing at her. The smile on her face is just perfection. They both look up when they notice me.


  “Hey.” Lilly beams.


  “Hey, sugar.” I walk over to the bed. I wrap my hand around the back of her neck as I lean in and kiss her forehead. Her hair smells of strawberry from the shower she made me help her with last night. My poor balls. Never mind blue, they pretty much shrivelled up and died after that. It’s not my fault that my cock doesn’t understand the whole verging on death thing.


  “Hey, Harry.” I offer him a nod.


  “Hey.” Harry and I are still not on great terms. He blames me for everything that has happened to his sister, and I get that. This was my fault. I just don’t want a rift between us effecting Lilly. Harry is important to her. Their relationship was tenuous at best before the crash, and that was my fault as well. She chose me. She should have chosen him. Harry wouldn’t have let this happen. He would have protected her.


  “Has the doctor been to see you?” I ask her. It feels weird not knowing what’s going on. I’ve been staying here with her every night. I went home last night to make sure everything is ready for her when she comes home.


  “Yes, I’m good to go. Bust me out of this shit hole.” She wiggles in the bed a little and it makes me laugh.


  “Okay, well clothes would be good babe. Or were you planning on exposing your arse crack to the world?” She scowls and I laugh.


  “I’m going to go, Lill’s.” Harry stands and kisses her on the cheek. “I love you. I’ll stop by later.”


  “Love you too.” She smiles at him. He turns and leaves without a word. Lilly turns to me. “Have you two not made up yet?” She says with a frown on her beautiful face.


  I offer a non-committal shrug. “It will be fine. Eventually.”


  She huffs. “Men are so childish about these things.” I say nothing as she rants. “Anyway, I really need to pee.” She looks so embarrassed it’s cute.


  “Your wish, my command.” I help her out of bed and to the small toilet cubicle. This is a drill we’ve done many times over the last couple of weeks.


  I help her to the loo until she’s sat down with her hospital gown bunched in her lap. She always hunches over a little and presses her thighs together so I can’t see. She even insists on throwing loo roll down the toilet so I can’t hear her wee. Like I said, so damn cute.


  “Wait outside.” She shoo’s me out.


  “Seriously Lilly. I can’t see anything…or hear anything.” I roll my eyes.


  “It’s the principle.” She hisses.


  I chuckle to myself as I pull the door closed. A minute later and she’s summoning me again. I steady her with my hands around her waist as she washes her hands, trying not to get her cast wet. She hops along beside me back to her bed. She lays back against the pillows, her face white and her breath’s shallow.


  “Lilly.” I growl.


  “I’m fine.” She waves me off.


  “You are not fine.”


  “You listen to me.” She points at me. “I am not fucking staying here another night, so I am fine.”


  I sigh and tilt my head back to look at the ceiling. Jesus, she’s so bloody frustrating sometimes.


  “It’s not that bad here.” I say to her. Okay, that’s a lie. I feel like I’m living in a youth hostel staying here, and I’ve ordered for food to be brought in the entire time she’s been here. That shit they call food is just plain wrong. It is a hospital though, and she needs to be here. “I told you that I would have you moved.” There is a small private hospital barely a mile from my house. It’s very exclusive, but it’s also very nice. That way she would get the care she needs, without trying to escape every two minutes.


  “I don’t need a hospital. I have you.” She says smiling sweetly.


  I sigh, resigned. “Okay fine, I’ll take you home as planned, but I’m hiring a nurse to come and take care of you.”


  “I’m fine.” She huffs.


  “I swear to god, Lilly, if you say the word fine one more time, I will leave you here.” I snap. “You have had major surgery. You died, and you’ve broken most of the bones in your body. You are far from fucking fine!”


  There’s a beat of silence before she crosses her arms. “Whatever, but I’m not having another bed bath for as long as I live.” She grumbles.


  I roll my eyes. “I’m going to pack up your stuff, then I’ll get the sign out forms and take you home.” She nods and a grin creeps onto her face. “Don’t look so smug.”


  Her lips stretch into a full blown grin. “I love you.”


  


  As it happens, it takes literally all day before a doctor can get around to see her. Why she wouldn’t just let me have her transferred to a private hospital I don’t know. She wouldn’t get this shit privately. By the time the doctor turns up I’m ready to tear someone a new one. Lilly takes one look at my expression and proceeds to death glare me over his shoulder, so I sit quietly in the corner trying to take in everything he says. I try to remember all the pills she has to take at various times, but shit, that’s a long list. Finally, the doctor signs the papers begrudgingly.


  I follow him out into the corridor, with Lilly scowling at me and hissing my name.


  “Doctor.” I call him. He turns to me with that perfected bedside smile on his face. “Should she really be going home?” I ask.


  He sighs. “No, she shouldn’t. There is still risk of infection to her latest surgery wounds, and she needs more tests, scans and x-rays.” So why the fuck sign her off to leave?! I’m just about to say exactly that when he continues. “That said, healing is as much a mental thing as it is physical. If she is happier at home, then I see no problem with it. She will of course need to come back for the tests and scans. Make sure she takes all her meds and it should be fine. Any problems, then just bring her straight back in.” He offers me that kind smile again and turns to leave.


  “Um, thank you.” I say to his retreating back. Don’t get me wrong, I want Lilly home, but I also want her healthy, and I want her to have the best care and treatment to get her that way. Instead she wants to come home with me. I’m useless at this sort of thing. Fuck. What choice do I have? She won’t stay here.


  It takes me forever to get her down to the car. Everything about her seems so fragile. I’ve had broken ribs and I know how painful that shit is. She broke pretty much everything. No wonder she looks fragile.


  She finally gets into the front seat, a look of pure triumph on her face, despite the pain she must be in. She’s gone a sickening shade of grey. I want to scoop her up and run her back inside the hospital, but instead I close the door and take deep breathes as I make my way to the driver’s side.


  I glance at her as I slide behind the steering wheel. “Are you okay?”


  “Mmmhmm.” She nods her head. “Can we go?” Her voice is strained. Bloody woman. She is so stubborn, it’s ridiculous.


  


  The next two weeks are a combination of trips to the hospital, physiotherapy sessions and visits from Carol, the nurse I hired. Lilly has technically moved into my house now. I had movers pack up her room and bring everything over here, while she was still in the hospital.


  Aside from Lilly’s physical state, things have been great. I love having her in my house. I love that my house is now our house.


  Lilly gets better and better. She still needs more surgery on her ankle. I’m worried that she might end up with a permanent limp. I’ve organised for her to see a top orthopaedic surgeon. I want to get her the best possible treatment. Of course she kicks up a fuss, saying that Dr Ryker is more than capable. I know exactly why she’s so fond of Dr. Ryker. Apparently she’s been playing match maker, and trying to get Molly to date him. Needless to say, she’s bored.


  It’s a Saturday night, and I’m sat on the sofa with Lilly’s casted leg in my lap. She has a cushion on her lap and she’s painting her nails.


  “Please paint my toes.” She pouts. “I can’t reach.”


  I cock an eyebrow. “There are very few things I would not do for you, this is one of them.”


  “But they look awful.” She moans.


  “Babe, get Molly to do it, this is girl shit.”


  “It’s not hard…” She whines.


  “No, and neither will I be, ever again if you insist on cutting my nuts off. No.”


  Her lips twitch as she huffs a sigh. “Fine.”


  I smile at her sulky face. She carries on painting her nails, her attention fixed on the task at hand. I grasp her calf, rubbing the muscle firmly. She groans a little and flicks her eyes up to mine.


  “Why do you have to be so good at that?” She sighs.


  I chuckle. She won’t take it easy, which means that she insists on hopping around here, there and everywhere. Then she wonders why her good leg gets tired, not to mention the blisters on her hands from using the crutches all the time.


  She screws the lid back on her nail varnish, and rests her cheek against the back of the sofa. The crackling of the fire is the only sound in the room.


  Just when I think she’s fallen asleep, she speaks. “Theo, I’m worried about you.” She says quietly.


  I frown. “Why?”


  She takes a deep breath. “I know you said you didn’t want to talk about it…” Oh here we go. “But, you haven’t said a word about Cassie or the baby since it happened.”


  My fingers still. “It’s in the past. What’s the point in talking about it?”


  “It was six weeks ago. You went from having a child to having nothing. It’s okay to feel that.” Her voice is soft.


  I meet her sad eyes. “Lilly, I almost had nothing, because I almost lost you. You died…and, as cold as it may sound…I would have traded anything to save you.”


  “But…”


  “I didn’t want that baby in the first place.” I tell her. “Do I feel guilty…yes, of course I do. I could have done more, I know that. If I had been more supportive, then maybe she wouldn’t have lost her shit. Maybe one or both of them would still be here.” I shrug. “I can’t change it though.” I reach out and brush the back of her hand. “I can only make you happy.”


  “You’re wrong…” She breathes. “You couldn’t have changed it.” She sighs. “When she was in that car, the things she was saying…she didn’t lose it because you wouldn’t help her, Theo. She lost it because you didn’t love her, and you were never going to. That baby was just a way to get to you.” She says. “It doesn’t mean that you aren’t supposed to feel something though.”


  I do feel something. I feel guilty and resentful because an innocent child died, because Cassie needed to shove some shit up her nose. I do feel a loss. I feel the loss of what could have been, but at the same time, that was a dream, founded in an attempt to make the best of a bad situation. Lilly struggles with Cassie’s death, I know she does. She grieves for Cassie, grieves for her baby. Lilly didn’t have to sit in a hospital waiting room, while the person she loved was resuscitated. Nothing can compare to that. I can’t grieve for that baby, or for Cassie, because Lilly survived.


  “There is nothing left to feel Lilly. It’s done. You are alive, and for that I am eternally grateful.” I squeeze her calf. “I nearly lost you. The rest just feels inconsequential.” I shrug.


  She studies my face for a long time. “Okay.” She whispers.


  “From now on we only move forward.”


  She nods. “Deal.”


  “I love you sugar.”


  She smirks. “Not enough to paint my toes.”


  


  


  We’ve just got back from Lilly’s physiotherapy. They’re helping her keep her muscle tone even though she’s not using her left leg. I’ve spoken to her physio and her doctors, and both have cleared her for travel.


  I take her to one of her favourite pizza places. It’s a shit hole, but she loves it. She gets so excited whenever we come here. Even though they serve giant slices of pizza, she still makes me buy at least four, because she can’t decide which one she wants. Luckily for her, I can eat four slices of pizza.


  She takes a bite of one slice and puts it down in front of me, for me to finish. “I have a surprise for you sugar.”


  She tilts her head. “What kind of surprise?” A small smile pulls at her lips. The cuts on her face have now healed, the bruises faded. She’s almost back to her original self.


  I grin. “The good kind.”


  She waits. “Well tell me then. I’m dying over here!”


  She’s so impatient. “I’m taking you away.”


  She smiles wide. “Really? Where?”


  “To your new house.”


  She squeals. “Cape Verde!” I nod. “When?”


  “Tonight.”


  “No way! I haven’t packed…”


  “I have.” I cut her off. “We’re going to the airfield as soon as we’re done here.”


  “Oh my god.” She shrieks. “Get a box, take it with.” She starts flapping.


  She’s crazy, and I love her for it.


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  LILLY


  


  Theo holds me tight against his chest, refusing to let me walk, well hobble on my own. He is insisting I keep my eyes closed for his big reveal.


  After flying to Cape Verde, we then had to helicopter to the house. The island isn’t exactly overly populated, but the house is literally in the middle of nowhere. It’s the early hours of the morning now, but I can still feel the balmy air brush against my arms. I hear what sounds like the click of a key in a door, before the frigid air of an air conditioner touches my clammy skin.


  “Okay, open your eyes.” Theo whispers against my ear.


  I slowly open my eyes and smile. “It’s amazing.” I breathe.


  It really is. We’re in a large entrance hall. In front of me is a spiral stair case, and behind it is floor to ceiling glass that follows the stairs all the way up. Dangling in the middle is an enormous, modern chandelier. It looks more like a piece of art than a lighting fixture. The floor is all marble, and the staircase has intricate metal vines wrapped the entire way up it. If this is what the hallway looks like, then the rest of the house must be ridiculous.


  “I’ll show you the rest.” He beams.


  “Theo, I can walk.”


  “You can, but you’re really slow.” He mocks. Arsehole.


  He walks through a doorway to the left and into an enormous sitting room. The back wall is made up entirely of bi-folding doors, just like his house in London. The furnishings are all simple, mainly white. He takes me out the doors, onto a deck. There’s garden furniture out here, a big-arse barbeque, and a pool. I peer into the darkness beyond the deck. I cock my head. I can hear…the ocean.


  “Put me down.” I wriggle. He eventually pops me down. I hobble to the edge of the deck and dip my toes in white sand. The house is literally on the beach.


  I turn and glance at him. He’s leaning against one of the large wicker sofa’s, his arms crossed over his chest. He has a beautiful smile on his face.


  “I haven’t seen you smile like that in a long time sugar.” He says quietly.


  I shrug. “I haven’t been this happy in a long time.” I can feel the smile spread across my face. “I love the beach.”


  He nods. “I remember.”


  “You do?”


  “Why do you think I had this built here?” Amusement laces his voice.


  “Wait, you had this built?” He nods. “For me?”


  “Yes.” Holy shit!


  “How long did it take?” I ask carefully.


  “Six months.”


  “Six months ago we were just fucking.”


  His lips kick up at the sides, a cocky smirk lighting his face. He steps closer to me, closing the distance between us. He grasps my face in both hands and brushes his lips gently across mine. “We were never just fucking, sugar.” He whispers against my lips. My heart leaps into a sprint immediately. His eyes lock with mine, ensnaring me. “From the first moment you rolled your eyes at me I was hooked. I knew you were it from that moment. No-one could possibly fascinate me or infuriate me the way you did with that one simple act. You were always different, Lilly - complicated, feisty, down-right antagonistic, but so sexy, so beautiful, and so mine, even if you didn’t realise it yourself.”


  I swallow hard as my breath hitches in my chest. “I did realise it. The more I realised it, the harder I fought it.”


  He huffs a laugh. “You’re nothing if not a fighter, sugar. It’s one of the many things I love about you.”


  I shake my head. “I can’t believe you built this for us.”


  “Wait until you see the rest.” He grins like a kid at Christmas before scooping me up without warning. I squeal in shock and he laughs.


  He takes me through the house, and pushes a door open into a huge empty space. He turns on the light, illuminating a wall of mirrors opposite us. “A dance studio.” I gasp.


  He nods. “And…he jogs across the space, to what looks like smaller panelled mirrors to the side. He pulls something and they all fold back in a zigzag motion, revealing a small gym. He has literally thought of everything.


  “Have I ever told you how much I love you?” I tease.


  He smiles wide as he saunters over to me. He’s wearing jeans and a white v neck t-shirt that clings to his broad shoulders. He threads his fingers into my hair, and presses his lips to mine. My fingers instantly inch under his shirt, pressing against the warm smooth skin over hard muscle. His tongue teases mine until I’m all but rubbing against him like a cat. I grip his biceps, pulling him closer. He smiles against my lips and breaks the kiss. I groan.


  “You’ll give a guy a serious case of blue balls sugar.” I roll my eyes. Yeah, the main down side to almost dying…no sex. I’m fine. Everything is pretty much healed, except my leg, which admittedly is still casted from foot to thigh. Pft, semantics.


  “My vagina didn’t break.” I grumble.


  He smirks. “You’re cute.”


  “I’m horny. There’s a difference.”


  He brushes his lips across mine again. “I may be able to help with that.” He breathes against my lips, before bending and throwing me over his shoulder. He marches me out of the dance studio. I squeal and laugh until I’m dizzy and I can’t breathe. All I can see is the stairs dropping away from me. I hear a door open and then I’m thrown onto a massive four post bed. There’s a canopy of gauzy material over the top. It’s so pretty.


  I glance at Theo as he pulls his shirt over his head. I have to bite back a moan as all that hard muscled flesh makes a very welcome appearance.


  “You like that, sugar?” He asks with a cocky smile on his lips.


  I can’t even respond. Weeks of sexual frustration is simmering just below the surface. I have all but begged Theo to fuck me, touch me, anything. He won’t though. He says I’m not allowed to get over excited. I was given the all clear yesterday. My ribs are officially healed, my wrist is now out of it’s cast, and there have been no complications after my surgery. No more excuses…except my leg, but that can be worked around.


  I crook my finger at him, beckoning him closer. He cocks an eyebrow at me, and crawls up the bed until he’s knelt between my thighs. He traces his fingers under the hem of my top, pushing it up my body, exposing my bra. He then pulls my bra cups down, exposing my nipples to the warm air. A satisfied smile pulls at his lips. He palms my breasts, pulling at my nipples. I’m squirming on the bed as moisture floods between my legs. Damn him. He has me so fucking desperate. Leg or not, I’m going to jump him if he doesn’t hurry this shit up. I sit up, wrapping my hand around the back of his neck. I pull him back down with me, pressing my bare torso against his naked upper body. My skin tingles, and my lips crash against his, frenzied and desperate. He kisses me back, teasing me with his tongue. I run my free hand between our enclosed bodies, my fingers tracing the bumps of his six pack. I reach the hem of his jeans, and he presses his weight against me harder, crushing my hand between us until I can’t move it.


  He nips at my bottom lip. “No touching sugar, not yet.”


  I groan and throw my head against the pillow in frustration. “Now is so not the time for teasing. A girl may well develop murderous tendencies.” I grumble.


  His deep chuckle rumbles against my chest as his lips work down my neck. My skin breaks out in goose bumps as my heart tries to escape my chest. Slowly, he makes his way down my chest, and across my stomach. He leans back, kneeling again, as he pulls my trackies over my hips. Yeah, I’m reduced to wearing trackies, because of this stupid cast. He manoeuvres the clothing over my casted leg, leaving my thong. Before I can register his movement, his hot breath is between my legs, his lips touching me through the thin material of my underwear. I’m coiled so tight, ready to snap at any given moment. My body bucks and writhes under the smallest of touches. He laughs and winds his fingers into the material at my hips. He twists his wrist, and the thin straps snap easily. His hand slides up the inside of my good leg, gently spreading it wide. His heated eyes take in everything as I lay there completely exposed, and so fucking turned on I can barely see straight. Without warning, he dives in. Literally. Holy fuck! His tongue swipes my clit, making me cry out as my fingers claw at the sheets. My entire body is on fire as his tongue lazily strokes me. It’s seconds, and I do mean seconds, before my core tightens and an orgasm rips through me. I scream his name as he holds me down.


  I lay there, gasping and shaking as his lips move over my stomach. “I forgot how good you taste.” He murmurs against my flushed skin.


  I can’t talk. I can’t move. Six weeks worth of frustration just exploded out of me in about thirty seconds.


  “I want to be inside you so bad.” He growls. His body presses over mine. His breathe touching my lips.


  I open my eyes and smile. “So why aren’t you?” I claw at his belt, until his jeans are undone. I can feel his hard-on pressing against my inner thigh. I slide my hand inside his boxers and grasp his cock. His eyes blaze, his entire demeanour changing as I glide my hand over him. His control slips, as the animal part of him starts to rise to the surface. He may have had his hand to use for the last few weeks, but he hasn’t had this. This is different, this is primal and raw.


  He bites his lip as a groan rumbles deep in his throat. I nip at his jaw, running my tongue over the stubble that leads down his neck. I’m pushing a little bit at a time, just waiting… I don’t have to wait long.


  “I want you to fuck me, Theo.” I whisper against his ear, as my teeth graze his ear lobe.


  “Fuck!” He growls as he rips his body away from me. He pushes his jeans and boxers down, exposing his rigid cock. He grabs my hips and thrusts inside me. I scream. Oh my god. He feels so good. My body spasms around him, adjusting to the long-missed feeling of having him inside me.


  He leans his forehead against mine, his breath’s coming hard. “God, I missed you.” He says.


  I kiss him, and he fucks me. It’s not the hard and fast I’m used to. It’s slow, and deep, and so intense. It’s something we’ve never had before, but I want it. For the first time, I want all of it.


  


  I lay back on my sun lounger and smile as the sun touches my skin. I have cushions propped under my left leg, making it more comfortable. I’m going to look so weird with one white leg. I may have to spend some time with just one leg in a sun bed when we get home.


  I squint out to the ocean where Theo is swimming. He’s barely a blip. That man is crazy. I never realised how much exercise he does. I guess that body has to come at a price right? We’ve been here four days and he’s barely stopped. If he’s not swimming then he’s in the gym, and if he’s not in the gym, then he’s fucking me. Hey, if I have to take a good fucking to maintain that six pack, well…sometimes a girl must sacrifice for the greater good.


  Someone really needs to tell him though, that holidays are for relaxing. Molly and Hugo are coming out here tomorrow anyway. Molly will keep me company whilst I sun worship, and perhaps Hugo can try and keep up with Theo. Crazy bastard.


  I smile to myself. I have this genuine feeling of peace. Everything is just good. No immediate drama on the horizon, nothing to run from, nothing to fight. It’s just me and him. It’s so strange how everything has come full circle. We have been through so much together. We have had a turbulent relationship to say the least. We’ve fought as much as we’ve fucked. But we’ve also managed to stand by each other through some serious shit. Love isn’t about the superficial things. It’s not about the good times even. True love is sticking together when it seems impossible to do so. It’s about fighting for each other in ways that no-one else can. It’s taken me a long time to realise this, but now I have, I would never again walk away from him. I love him. He’s my unlikely saviour, my one. My moon.


  We’re not perfect, far from it, but it’s our imperfections that make us perfect for each other.


  


  Cold water drips on my stomach, just as a shadow blocks out my sun. I squint up as Theo straddles me on my sun lounger. I squeal as his wet crotch rests over my hips.


  “Get off!” I scream.


  He laughs. “Not a chance.” He grabs my face and plants a salty kiss on my lips.


  “Leave me alone, you horrible man.” I laugh. His broad chest is covered in droplets of water. His skin has turned a deep bronze in the few days we’ve been here.


  That sexy smile makes an appearance. “Well now I would, if you didn’t wear this.” He plucks the strap of my bikini.


  I scowl at him. “Well then, you shouldn’t have bought it should you.” I smile sweetly. When Theo said he packed for me, what he actually meant was that he bought me a holiday wardrobe, including half of Agent Provocateur. The bikinis aren’t exactly leaving much to the imagination. Not to mention the fact that their bra’s come up a size small. There’s a lot of boob on show right now. I would care if this wasn’t a private beach.


  “Best purchase I’ve ever made.” He winks and kisses me again before getting off me, leaving me damp, and not in the good way. He plonks down on the lounger next to me. I pull my sunglasses back down over my face and try to subtly check him out. The sun glistens off his body as he stretches those lean inked up muscles. Damn, a girl could come over very unnecessary. “You’re so unsubtle.” He says without even opening his eyes.


  “Seriously? That shit is just plain creepy.” I grumble.


  He laughs. “Says the creepy pervert.”


  I lay back on the lounger, closing my eyes again. “Hey, you’re mine. Therefore, it’s not perverted, it’s endearing.” I say smugly.


  “You’re right, I am yours. Perve away.” He says with a smile in his voice. Ugh, he is such a sap for those kinds of statements. A hopeless, romantic sap. Who would have thought?


  


  The sun is just setting over the water, painting the sky in hues of pink and purple. It’s so peaceful, so beautifully calm. The waves gently wash against the shore. I’m sitting on one of the sofas on the deck, with my leg propped on one of the other chairs. I brought a book out here to read, but got completely distracted by the view. I will never tire of this place. It is just idyllic in every way.


  Molly texted earlier to say that she, George and Hugo were heading to the runway. Not only did Theo invite my best friend out here, he said he’d invite Hugo, so she didn’t feel like a gooseberry. I did have to point out to him that Molly and Hugo were going through a ‘thing’ right now, and that might be weird, so I strong armed George into dropping one of his jobs this week and coming. By strong armed, I mean, I told him he had a completely free holiday in paradise. Not really a tough decision considering that London is now dropping into minus temperatures. He also gets fear of missing out. I didn’t invite Harry, not because I don’t want him around, but things are still a bit off with us. He came back, and he apologised for leaving. I believe him, and I forgive him. It’s me who should be sorry in all honesty. The problem is him and Theo. Harry needs time to realise that Theo is a permanent fixture. He needs to get his head around that and accept it. The dynamic between us has changed, but that’s good. The way I was so emotionally reliant on him was not healthy. I see that now. In time, I know he will come to see the good in Theo, but right now he can’t. All in good time.


  I feel warm breath touch my neck, before Theo’s lips press against the skin just behind my ear. “Hey, sugar.”


  “Hey.” I breathe.


  I lean my head back, looking over the back of the sofa at him. His hair is wet from his shower. His blue eyes are bright against his tanned skin, and he’s smiling widely. He presses his lips to mine in a Spiderman kiss.


  “I have food.” He presses his lips to my forehead once and moves away to light the grill. Barbeque is a bit extreme, as there’s no fire involved. It is literally a fancy outdoor oven, grill thingy.


  “What do you have?” I ask. There’s a fisherman who lives in a small village about two miles away. Every day, Theo buys stuff from him. Of course, he just has food helicoptered in if he wants something specific. And they say money can’t buy you happiness…


  He picks up a bucket and I’m instantly suspicious. “What is that?” 


  He huffs a laugh. “It’s a lobster.” I groan. “What you don’t like lobster?” He asks.


  “Yeah I do, but I really can’t cope with the cooking thing.” He cocks an eyebrow, an incredulous smirk plastered on his face. “Please can you knock it over the head or something? I can’t cope with it cooking alive.”


  He laughs. “You are so soft.”


  I frown. “It’s horrible!”


  He rolls his eyes. “For you sugar, I will knock it over the head as you so eloquently put it.”


  I smile. “Thank you!”


  


  Okay, so the lobster is amazing. Fuck fancy restaurants, whack it on the barbeque and eat it with your hands. So good.


  Theo tops up my wine, which makes me deliriously happy. I’m by no means an alcoholic, but the whole no drinking on painkillers thing has gotten real old. Luckily I’m not having to take them at the moment, at least not until the next surgery.


  I sip the white wine, as I lounge against Theo. He wraps his arm around me, as I lean my back against his side. The fire crackles in the fire pit, sending little embers into the night sky.


  I’m starting to fall asleep, when I feel Theo gently move, replacing his body with some cushions. He’s gone barely a minute. “Sugar, you need to see this.” He whispers, his fingers gently stoking my cheek.


  “Hmmm.” Oh god, that wine has really done a number on me. I open my eyes and allow him to pull me upright.


  “See what?” I mumble.


  “Look.” He points down the beach, and I follow his line of sight.


  “Wow. What is that?” I gasp. The entire shore line is glowing a luminescent blue.


  “Come on.” He holds out his hand and pulls me to my feet. Before I can even move to grab my crutches, he dips and scoops me up into his arms.


  He puts me down when we reach the water. It’s like thousands of tiny stars scattered through the water, kind of like glitter. The little dots of light glow a luminescent blue. It’s so pretty.


  “It’s a type of plankton that causes it. They glow, a bit like firefly’s I suppose, and cause this. It’s very rare.”


  “It’s so beautiful.” I turn to face him, his features illuminated by the glowing water. “A sea of stars.” I whisper.


  He smiles at me and paddles out into the shallow waves. “I’ve seen it once before. It seems almost alien.”


  “It’s like something out of Avatar.” I tell him.


  He smirks. “I wouldn’t know.”


  I mock gasp. “How have you not seen Avatar? What rock were you hiding under?”


  He takes something from his pocket, but I can’t see what it is. He fiddles with it nervously, keeping his gaze down.


  “What’s that?” I ask.


  He takes a deep breath and flicks his eyes up to meet mine. “Lilly, I love you, so fucking much.” He’s suddenly very serious and intense. “I would love to be able to come up with some poetic shit right now, but you know it’s not me. Just know, that you are my reason…for everything. I’m a rich man, but without you I have nothing. You are priceless and precious in ways you will never know.” He clears his throat and shakily gets down on one knee, right there in the glow of the lapping waves. Oh my fucking god!


  He lifts his hand. Even in the dim light of the waves, I can see that he is holding the biggest fucking rock I have ever seen. “Marry me, sugar.” He says without a trace of doubt. Not a question, a demand.


  Holy fucking shit!


  I stare at him numbly for a moment. Answer Lilly, give him an answer. When a guy presents you with a rock like that there is only one answer.


  “Yes.” I whisper. I agree to marry Theodore Ellis.


  My moon, among a sea full of stars.


  


  


  


  EPILOGUE


  


  Love. It can be found in the most unlikely of places, from the most unsuspecting individuals. It has the ability to completely break you, or utterly complete you.


  To love is to risk your very self, to trust another so entirely, that you no longer fear the pain of heartbreak.


  Love is a war for which we willingly bleed. Willingly sacrifice. Walls are smashed to the ground, and hearts captured. Love is the Holy Grail for which we all strive. True love and true happiness are one and the same.


  My road to happiness has been fraught with difficulty. I have been Besieged. I have Conquered my fears, and I have Surrendered to love, and in doing so, I have found courage I didn’t even know I had.


  They say that fortune favours the brave.


  Love is a war. She who dares…wins.


  I have most definitely won.


  


  


  


  The End


  


  


  


  HUGO IS COMING …


  


  


  RUINED


  A SHE WHO DARES STANDALONE NOVEL


  


  


  COMING WINTER/SPRING 2015


  


  


  


  


  DEAR READER


  


  You’re still here! Thank you so much. I cannot even put into words what it means to me, to have such fantastic readers.


  This series was only ever supposed to be two books, but as I was writing Conquered, I realised that I couldn’t possibly do Theo and Lilly’s story justice in two books.


  As I have written this trilogy, the characters have really taken on a will of their own. What started out as two alphas and some hot sex, became something so complex and intense, that at times, I struggled to write Surrendered. I’ll be the first to admit that I’m not good with the more romantic side of things!


  Of course, I know you all love Hugo. I heard you loud and clear. He is getting his own book, and I’m so excited to bring you tales of his antics. It should be fun!
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