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        EDEN

      

      

      The sign above the entrance reads Sanctuary, but I know it would never be one for me. I push the door open and step inside and find myself bombarded with the smell of dried sweat and despair. To me, though, it smells like freedom.

      A sound from the corner catches my attention but once I see where it’s coming from, I find myself mesmerised and unable to look away. I watch as a frail man in threadbare clothes sits on the edge of a shelter-issued cot bed as one of the volunteers shaves his head and mumbles under his breath about lice. The frail man is oblivious to the mumbling, and everyone around him for that matter, his eyes fixed on a spot on the wall behind me as he mutters curse words to himself. His grey straw-like hair and beard, likening him to a character from one of my favourite books, drops to the floor around him. He doesn’t seem concerned with anything other than the brown paper bag he has securely wrapped within his arms. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out the man is homeless. I’ve seen men and women like him in the city before, huddled up in shop doorways. People pass them by, looking at them with nothing more than disgust in their eyes before turning away and pretending they don’t exist anymore. Looking around me now at the people here, I don’t notice any judgemental prying eyes. Here we are all in the same boat.

      I stand in my spot and watch until the frail man wanders away and the hair clippers are left unattended on the edge of the bed. I make my way over to them like they are a beacon drawing me in. Picking them up, I head to the nearest bathroom, both surprised and comforted by their weight.

      I lock the door and flip on the light which flickers and casts shadows around the drab room, offering just enough light to illuminate the tiny shower cubicle and toilet in the corner. There’s a hair dryer plugged in at the end of the counter underneath the mirror, so I make my way over to it, all while holding the hair clippers like they are a lifeline and, who knows, maybe they are. I pull out the plug that connects the hairdryer to the wall and plug in the clippers instead. Looking up into the dirty, grime-smeared mirror, I wince at my reflection.

      My pale skin is marred by four circular bruises on my left cheekbone down to my jaw and one on the opposite side of my face. Anything more than a quick glance will reveal that the bruises form a handprint, left by a hand far larger than mine. My once bright violet-blue eyes, which usually draw people in with their uniqueness, now look dull and bloodshot, and my waist length honey blonde hair lays limp and greasy over my hunched shoulders. My lips are chapped and sore from my constant chewing as my stress and worry manifest themselves. The girl staring back at me is a stranger. I feel trapped in a body that defies me in a life that’s not mine anymore. My very essence is trapped within as if I were merely a doll who had her strings pulled by a puppet master. The way I see it, I have two choices. I can stay and play by someone else’s rules or I can leave and finally be free. It’s not even a choice anymore. I know what I have to do. It’s time to run.

      I turn on the clippers. The noise humming through the quiet room is both comforting and exciting. Today is going to be the first day of my new life. Eden Myers is going to die and a new girl will rise from the ashes. She will be stronger and will be able to stand up for herself. She will be able to fight back.

      I place the blade against the start of my hairline and drag it backward toward the nape of my neck and watch as my long hair begins to fall to the floor around me. Tears run down my face but I don’t stop until nothing but stubble is left. I look at the girl in the mirror, watching as a small smile appears through her tears. There she is. These tears are not cried in sadness. They are tears of relief, cathartic, releasing the shame from inside me and washing it away.

      The door opens behind me making me jump but it’s just the elderly volunteer I noticed earlier.

      She presses a hand over her mouth and gasps when she sees me. “Oh, child. What have you done?”

      “Nobody will ever grab me by the hair again. Now they can’t hold me down or yank me back. Now that I’m not pretty, they might not even see me anymore.”

      She looks at me, really looks at me as I fight the need to squirm under her stare. I stop myself though, as I don’t feel her judging me. In fact, it’s the opposite. There is something in her eyes that speaks of her own experiences. It’s possible this woman before me has a story that would make mine pale in comparison. I harden my heart to it. That soft-hearted shit is for the dead girl who wanted to change the world. The new me just wants to survive and that means adapting.

      “How old are you, child?”

      With zero hesitation in my voice, I answer, “I’m eighteen. It was my birthday yesterday.” It’s true that it was my birthday yesterday. I just didn’t turn eighteen. I turned fifteen. However, if she knew that, she would be obligated to call social services who in return would call the police. They would think they were helping but all it would do is condemn me. See, my stepfather is a psychopath protected by his badge. Too smart to become a criminal, he became a highly decorated police officer. He is charming and charismatic, mimicking the people around him to appear like a normal person, but behind closed doors he is violent and abusive without a sliver of remorse. My mother fell for his charm. He manipulated her into making decisions and choices she would normally question, all in the name of love—an emotion he is unequipped to deal with. By the time she realised she was living with a monster, it was too late. We were trapped with no escape. Or, at least, I was. My mother had found her way out with a discarded razor blade in a lukewarm bath, leaving me behind to face the monster alone.

      See that’s the thing about judgements. That frail old man muttering to himself that you crossed the street to avoid is just trying to make it through the day. However, that police officer who instantly put you at ease just because he carries a badge and wears a smile, he may be living a double life behind closed doors. It would never cross your mind that his favourite thing to do is watch me bleed. How could you know that he had turned my once happy home into a prison? Tripped feet and slaps morphed into punches and kicks which then became—No.

      I pinch my eyes shut and shake my head. Nope, that girl died. I won’t give up like my mother did. I will run and hide and fight and scream and go down in a blaze of glory if I have to, but I won’t let him win. He doesn’t get to take any more from me. He has already taken more than I was ever willing to give.

      “Who hurt you?” she asks, snapping me out of my tumultuous thoughts.

      “My husband,” I lie easily. “He’s a cop and he won’t stop until I’m dead.”

      She stares at me for a beat before coming to a decision.

      “I know someone who can give you a fake identity and relocate you out of the city but then you would be on your own. You won’t be able to use anything that’s in your name now—passports, bank accounts, mobile phones. They will all have to be left behind. You won’t be able to be the person you once were anymore.”

      I look in the mirror again and drag my fingers over the baby soft stubble covering my head.

      “That girl died a long time ago anyway. The time to grieve is over. This girl,” I point to my reflection that looks so different from moments before, “she wants to live.”

      

      
        
        Six years later
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        NOAH

      

      

      “This the place?” Eli asks from beside me.

      “Looks like it, yeah,” I answer, wondering if he feels as uncomfortable being here as I do.

      “Doesn’t look like much from the outside does it?” he observes.

      “They rarely do anymore. It makes them easier to blend in with the rest of the city’s architecture and being less conspicuous means fewer complaints from the city’s residents.”

      “Been to a few before, have we?” He laughs, pulling on the nondescript large black door. The small gold lettering reassures us we are indeed in the right place. The name reads Midas and walking inside I find exactly what I would expect coming to this kind of establishment. A long bar covers most of the far wall while small, flimsy looking tables, strategically placed to face the staging area, are scattered around the rest of the room. Sticky floors and red velour curtains at either end of the stage make me wonder if the owner bought a book labelled One Hundred and One Ways to Outfit a Strip Club.

      I’m guessing that Midas’s touch is the theme and girls wrapped in gold are the name of the game. They walk around wearing little more than gold bikinis and forced smiles, delivering drinks to tables of men who ignore them as they watch the girl on stage work the pole. As the song comes to an end and a smattering of applause is heard throughout the room, I decide I need something stronger than my usual beer. We head to the bar making a few of the scantily clad women turn their heads appreciatively. We’re good-looking guys. I’m not conceited, it’s just a fact. Sometimes we can play that to our advantage. Lord knows it’s bought us out of trouble more times than I care to admit on one or two of the many jobs we’ve done over the years. Luckily, things have quieted down now since I signed on to work exclusively with Turner and Smiths Solicitors. They pay us a large retainer to keep us happy. Sometimes that means we are travelling all over the place without a lot of downtime, but at other times things are quiet and we might pull in only one or two jobs in six months. This one, though, has been one motherfucking headache right from the start. I signal the bartender and when he makes it to us, I order two whiskies neat. Eden Myers, that is who we are here for. She ran away at nothing more than a day over fifteen and hasn’t been seen since. Now people go missing every day but not many manage to avoid one single sighting in six years. The ones that do are usually dead. But that doesn’t seem to be the case with Eden. If we have the right girl—and just to be clear I’m rarely wrong—then little Eden Myers grew up to be Eve Temptation. How quaint.

      “What has you scowling so hard?” Eli elbows me before tipping his head back and necking his drink. I turn to answer him when the music starts up again, cutting me off. The opening bars of Marilyn Manson’s “Tainted Love” blast through the speakers making me roll my eyes. Jesus, the only way that could have been anymore cliché would be if they played “Pour Some Sugar On Me” by Def Leppard. I swirl the whisky in my glass and raise it to take a sip when I freeze with the glass pressed against my lips. If this is Eden, then it’s no wonder there have been no sightings. The little honey-haired girl with indigo-blue eyes who hadn’t quite grown into her body has turned into a Victoria Secret model.

      Her hair skims her jaw in a short bob that is now a white-blonde and looks like someone has run their fingers through it multiple times. Probably before fucking her against the side of a wall. My fist tightens around my glass at the thought, which pisses me off. This chick is nothing to me but a payday. I can’t see the colour of her eyes from here, but I can see the curve of her heart-shaped ass as she bends and struts like she owns the stage. Her costume is nothing more than a short plaid skirt and a white blouse tied between her breasts that play peekaboo with the white lace bra underneath. White thigh-high stockings paired with black six-inch heels finish off the sexy schoolgirl ensemble. Something about the whole thing sets my teeth on edge. Maybe it’s the fact that I have been staring at the photo of the fifteen-year-old version of the woman in front of me for so long that it’s hard to connect that image with this one.

      I watch on when, with deft movements, she opens the blouse, showing us the lace covered expanse of creamy flesh, before turning her back to the crowd and slowly pulling it down her arms. The skirt is next as she moves to the music, effortlessly sliding it over her waist before gravity takes over and it drops to the floor, pooling at her feet. She flicks it with her impossibly high heels to one of the guys at the table nearest the stage then winks at him as she struts toward the pole. Her confidence is alluring, seeming as comfortable in her lace bra, thong, and stockings as she would be in jeans and a T-shirt. She wraps one leg around the pole and lifts herself off the ground with one hand before spinning around at a dizzying speed. The next five minutes are spent with me trying to keep my mouth from gaping open and my dick under control as she works the pole like a lover before flipping to the floor and performing a series of gravity-defying acrobatics.

      “Do you think that’s her?”

      I jump, so engrossed in the act that I completely forgot Eli was even here. “Yeah, I think it’s her.” I down the rest of my drink and slam the glass on the table with far more aggression than necessary.

      “She is fucking beautiful though. I don’t know what I was expecting. Actually, that’s a lie. I was expecting a skinny, strung-out junkie. I guess she must have gotten herself clean because that girl looks healthy as fuck to me.”

      I know what he means. When her stepfather Karl approached Turner and Smiths and asked them to help get Eden declared legally dead as she had been missing without a trace for six years, we were put on the job. Many people run away from home for lots of reasons, some of those are heartbreaking, others not so much. But it’s usually devastating for the families left behind, caught between wanting to grieve but not wanting to give up hope. You just end up stuck in this weird kind of limbo, refusing to face a tomorrow without them in it, trying to recreate a yesterday where you can play out your would haves, should haves, could haves. The problem is that life doesn’t stop just because you refuse to live it.

      Once upon a time, I was a five-year-old little boy who watched on helplessly as his mother became a shell of the woman she was when one evening her husband didn’t return home from the pub. Years of investigations and false sightings meant we paid a toll none of us wanted to pay. Christmas went uncelebrated and birthdays were shrouded with a bitter longing. It was five months after my mother died from a heart attack, when I was twenty-three, that what really happened came to light. Seven months after my father’s disappearance, a body was recovered from the inky depths of the River Thames—a man whose DNA revealed him to be Thomas Jeffries from Brighton, reported missing by his wife. Case closed. Or at least it was until eighteen years later when Thomas’s widow found a box in the attic containing wedding photos with a woman that wasn’t her. Thomas Jeffries had led a double life and, using a false identity, married my mother despite having a wife already. The box contained a diary with page after page inked with words of regret and of the love he had for two women that ultimately tore him apart. His death was ruled with an open verdict, but I truly believe the coward took his own life instead of facing up to his actions. I don’t know if it was better that my mother died before his treachery came to light, but with life there are no do-overs and what’s done can rarely be undone. I ended up specialising in locating missing people both at home and abroad partly, I think, to give these people the closure my mother never had.

      Karl was a newly retired cop who never recovered from his late wife’s suicide and the disappearance of his stepdaughter a year later. He had mentioned she was struggling with her mother’s death and had become moody and withdrawn before turning to drugs to numb the pain. He had been beside himself and, despite his extensive connections within the police force, Eden’s disappearance had remained a cold case. Now he just wants closure so he can pack up her belongings and finally move on. It pisses me off that I have to let him know his little girl is working as a stripper in a city almost three hundred miles from home, shaking her ass for tips without an apparent care in the world.

      The music dies out to rapturous applause as a naked Eve retrieves her discardedclothing and makes her way backstage.

      Turning back to the bartender I signal for another drink and, as he pours it, I ask him a couple of questions.

      “That girl on stage before, that was Eve Temptation, right?”

      “Yep. She is our headliner. She is the reason there are so many asses in seats tonight.”

      “What nights does she work?” I ask casually, slightly appalled that he is so willing to give away this information.

      “Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, and Saturday so you guys were lucky to catch her, or you would have had to wait till next week.”

      “Well, that’s a relief,” Eli pipes up from beside me. “But we forgot to give her tip money.”

      He looks at us before looking away. “I can keep hold of it for her,” he offers. Yeah, I just bet you can.

      “Sorry, mate, but my friend here isn’t very trusting,” Eli presses. “How about we give you a hundred for yourself for being so helpful and you let us slip back there and give it to her?”

      He looks conflicted, especially when Eli pulls the cash from his wallet and waves it around in front of his face.

      “I wish I could, but I would get fired if I let you back there and I really need this job, man.”

      “Okay, that’s fair,” Eli concedes while rubbing his chin in thought.

      “What about if I let you round the back to the staff parking area? She’ll be leaving in a minute, she never stays after her last set, and there will be a bouncer on the door to keep an eye on you.” So maybe he isn’t as stupid as he looks but he is still far from a good guy.

      “Deal. Here you go.” Eli hands him the cash before we’re ushered through the side of the bar, down a narrow corridor, and out into what must be the staff carpark.

      “Eve will come out of that door over there with a bouncer escorting her.” He points to the large metal door that only opens from the inside.

      “Don’t cause any trouble,” he scolds and I bite my lip to stop myself from snapping at him.

      “No trouble from us, thanks man,” Eli promises him as he heads back the way he came. “Jesus, Noah, rein it in a bit man. I don’t know what has you in such a pissy mood but you need to snap out of it.”

      I run my fingers through my hair and sigh, knowing he is right. Dragging my own emotions into things is unprofessional and I need to get a handle on it. The creaking of the rusty hinges alerts us to the door opening.

      “There she is,” Eli mutters to himself. “How do you want to play this?”

      She looks different now in her multicoloured leggings and baggy cardigan with a bag almost as big as she is thrown over her shoulder. She is laughing softly at something the mountain of a man beside her is saying when I shout her name.

      “Eden!”

      She spins around so fast she loses her balance and staggers into the bouncer beside her. She looks at me with wide eyes, her skin void of any colour as it bleeds from her face.

      “Hey, man, you can’t be back here,” the bouncer tells us, nudging Eden behind him as he takes an aggressive stance in front of her. See, this guy I like. Protect mode is a reflex for him. I imagine there isn’t a cat in hell’s chance that he would have taken the bribe from us that the bartender did.

      “Sorry. Just looking for someone. Eden?”

      She peers around the side of the mountain man. “Me? I’m sorry, you just scared me. We get all kinds of weirdos hanging around. Anyway, you’ve got the wrong girl. My name is Eve.” Her voice is rich and smooth, reminding me of the whisky I’ve just had.

      “Eve, like from the garden of Eden?” Eli asks from beside me, his face twisted in a wry smile.

      “Strange coincidence, huh? Sorry that you wasted your time.” She turns and heads toward a beat-up Fiesta. I frown. There is no way that thing is safe. Is it even road legal?

      The bouncer steps into my field of vision effectively blocking my view of her as she climbs into her car and pulls away.

      “I think you need to leave.” He crosses his arms over his chest leaving no room for discussion.

      “No worries. Just a case of mistaken identity,” I tell him before heading out the same way the Fiesta just left, with Eli right behind me.

      “Well, we definitely found the right girl. How do you think this Karl guy is going to take the news that the little girl he thought was dead is, in fact, alive and well, and working in a strip club?”

      “After all this time, I doubt he’ll care that she’s a stripper. He’s been looking for her for years. At this point I think he’ll just be overjoyed that she is alive,” he says as he pulls his cigarettes from his back pocket and takes one from the pack using his teeth. He lights the end, taking a huge drag before blowing out a plume of smoke into the frigid November air around us. Eli only smokes when he’s stressed and lord knows this case has been running us ragged. I’m ready for this shit to be over.

      We walk back to the car, a sleek black Mercedes that is still thankfully intact despite the run-down area in which I was forced to park.

      “You finish your cancer stick. I’m going to give Karl a ring and text Malcolm with an update.”

      “Isn’t it a bit late to be calling? It’s almost one o’clock in the morning,” he points out.

      “And if it was your daughter?” I ask, knowing if it was mine, I wouldn’t give a fuck what time it was.

      He sighs but I know the answer before he even opens his mouth.

      “I would want to know right away,” he concedes, his voice gruff with emotion. He takes a drag of his cigarette before turning away, leaning his back against the passenger side window.

      “Shit, sorry, Eli, I wasn’t thinking.” I realise my case of foot-in-mouth too late.

      “Nah, it’s all right. Make the call.”

      I climb in feeling like shit for not thinking before I spoke. It has been five years since his ex-girlfriend left him. It makes it easy for me to forget. Unfortunately, for him it’s a lot harder.

      I grab my phone from my suit pocket and dial Karl’s number. He answers on the fourth ring and despite the hour, he sounds awake and alert. I guess old habits die hard when you have spent most of your life as a cop.

      “We’ve found her.”

      There is a long silence as he takes in the information I just gave him. “You sure?”

      “I’ll need to run a DNA sample but yeah, I’m sure.”

      “Where did you find her?” His voice is void of emotion almost like he has locked them down so he doesn’t fall apart.

      “She’s working at a club called Midas in Newcastle.”

      “She’s alive?” he asks in shock. I must be off my fucking game tonight. Of course, he is shocked, he thought she was dead

      “Shit, Karl. Yes, she is alive, and she looks… healthy.” That’s an understatement.

      “Well, I’ll be damned. Thank you, Noah. There will be a bonus in this for you. I can’t believe you found her.”

      “Yes, it was a stroke of luck really that led us to her. I won’t give away my sources, but I’m glad this turned out well for you. She goes by the name Eve Temptation now.”

      He laughs at that and for an odd reason, it sends a chill down my spine.

      “Eve as in from the garden of Eden? Interesting choice.” He hangs up the phone, the weird tone to his voice makes him hard to read but he sounded, disappointed maybe? I shake it off. This whole night has been messing with my head from the beginning. The passenger door opens and Eli climbs in smelling of smoke and the cold night air.

      “How did he take the news?”

      “I’m not sure. Happy, relieved, disappointed that he wasn’t the one to find her? It was hard to tell over the phone. I didn’t tell him she is a stripper. I don’t know why, but I guess he’ll find out soon enough.”

      “Well, I, for one, am glad this shit is over. I am sick of living out of hotel rooms. I want to go home and sleep in my own damn bed.”

      I can relate to that. Eli moved in with me after the whole Lucy, his ex, fiasco and we now share a three-bedroom, four-bathroom townhouse in Hammersmith that overlooks the Thames. Morbid, I know, looking out my windows onto the river that claimed my father’s life and helped change the trajectory of my own, but something about it draws me in.

      “Me too. Do me a favour. Text Malcolm and fill him in. Then crack open your laptop and get me the address for Eve Temptation.” I put the car into gear and pull out onto the streets that are starting to fill with people as the bars and clubs kick them out for the night.

      “One day I’m going to figure out how I went from practising family law to hacking into private employment records,” he mutters to himself but it’s not the first time and it won’t be the last. It’s not like we are trying to gain evidence to be used in court. We aren’t that stupid. That shit would be deemed inadmissible in a heartbeat but, when it comes to names and addresses, Eli’s surprising hacking skills make things a hell of a lot easier.

      “I just need a DNA sample and I very much doubt that she is just going to hand one over. A couple of hairs from her brush and we can pack up and head home just like you want.”

      “Scratch that, when did I go from practising family law to breaking and entering?”

      “When you realised it was easier to get shit done when you didn’t keep running into red tape.”

      Sure, what I’m suggesting is completely illegal, but they would have to catch me first and that won’t be happening anytime soon. Malcolm doesn’t ask questions and we don’t offer up any false answers. We just get shit done.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got this one. Just get the info we need so we can get the fuck out of here.”
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        EDEN

      

      

      Fuck, fuck, fuck! I should have known better than to get complacent but goddamn it, it’s been six years. Why can’t he just leave me alone? I was so shocked to hear my real name that I reacted without thinking about the consequences, and there will be consequences. They saw my reaction, they know exactly who I am. I’m willing to bet that first thing tomorrow morning they will be on the phone with Karl. Just thinking his name makes my body shudder in reflex. I pull the soft afghan off the back of the sofa and wrap it around myself wishing it could protect me from more than just the cold. Sitting in the dark on my ratty sofa in my tiny studio apartment I come to the only conclusion available to me. It’s time to move on. I should never have stayed here as long as I have.

      As the light starts to filter its way through the early morning clouds, I begin planning my next move. I live frugally, always knowing that at any minute I might need to run. It’s why I don’t drive a flashy car or live in a nicer apartment. I save every penny I make and I make more than you might think. I squirrel it away under another alias. You can’t be too careful when it’s a cop chasing you. I jump in the shower and wash my hair knowing it might be a couple of days before I get to do it again. I give it a quick blast with the hair dryer before scrunching some mousse through it.

      My onstage persona is very different from who I am offstage where I favour a more boho look. Taking in today’s frigid weather and the fact that I will be driving for god knows how long later, I opt for a pair of black leggings with flat brown suede over the knee boots. A white camisole underneath a soft roomy cream shirt keeps the outfit comfortable for travelling. A chunky grey knit cardigan adds the warmth needed for this time of year, and teamed with my long striped knit scarf I look nothing like Eve, the exotic dancer. I tug on a grey wool knit hat and snag my keys from the counter. I head downstairs and run outside to my little car so I can get the heater going.

      I drive downtown to my favourite café which, luckily for me, opens at six. Once there, I order a latte, some waffles, and a fruit salad. When my order arrives, I take my time eating it, savouring every bite. I place a tip on the end of the table when I’m finished and head out onto the street. The place is deserted at this hour so nobody notices when I leave. I walk through the quiet streets as lights begin to turn on and people wake up and begin their day. I’m going to miss it here. I take a deep breath and say a silent goodbye to a city that has kept me safe longer than I ever anticipated. I head back home and pack the rest of my clothes into my suitcase along with my toiletries and other essentials. A bag is always kept packed in case I have to run, but I’m glad that with the distance between Newcastle and London I have enough time to pack some extras. I’m under no illusions that he won’t come for me. In fact, I imagine he’ll be on his way here as soon as he gets that call. I glance at my watch. It’s eight-thirty. I assume he’ll be getting notified right about now. Depending on traffic, that gives me about six hours until he gets here but I will be long gone by then.

      I drag my suitcase down to the car before heading back up for a final walkthrough. The furniture was all secondhand so I’m not bothered about leaving it behind, but it still stings having to start over again. There is nothing here with my stamp on it, no mementos or photos to gather dust. It’s just a blank canvas that hopefully will be brought to life by whoever moves in here after me. With a final look over my shoulder, I pull the door closed behind me and rest my head against the solid wood for a second, beating back the wave of melancholy. I straighten my shoulders and head across the hall to my landlady. I knock gently, not worried about waking her as she is always up with the sun. The door opens slowing, revealing Molly, my seventy-seven-year-old landlady still in her hot pink dressing gown and bunny slippers. I stifle a laugh, knowing she won’t appreciate it.

      “Hi, Molly. I’m sorry to leave you in the lurch like this but I have a family emergency and I need to head back home. My rent is paid up for the next six months and I’ve left it pretty much furnished. You can keep it all.”

      “Well, it’s short notice. Are you okay?” she asks, taking me in.

      “I’m okay, I promise, but I have to leave as soon as possible.”

      “All right, I guess that’s fine. Take care of yourself, honey.”

      “You too, Molly.” I pass her the keys and jog down to the car. I spend the next couple of hours stocking up on shit I might need and saying goodbye to the few acquaintances I’ve made. Just before lunchtime hits, I head back over to Midas to collect my last pay cheque and tell them I won’t be coming back. As time ticks on, I start to feel the nerves kicking in. I hate knowing that in a few hours Karl will be here tracing my footsteps. I shake it off and concentrate on the job at hand. I know Mason is working this afternoon, covering for someone else, so at least there will be a familiar face about. Most of the time the people who work evenings rarely cross paths with the daytime crew, so I’m glad he will be there. Mason is the person I’m closest to, which isn’t saying much, but he is the one I will miss the most. If I’m being honest, I have a bit of a crush on him but guys like him don’t go for girls like me. He is tall, like super tall, maybe six-four to my five-seven, with hair a shade darker than my natural colour and pretty blue eyes that sparkle whenever he teases me. He is built exactly the way you would imagine a bouncer to be built—broad and strong with an air of menace about him. His arms and chest are covered in tattoos and I don’t think I’ve ever seen him in anything other than black jeans and T-shirts, but he makes it work so I’m not complaining.

      I head to the staff entrance and key in the code. Once inside, I make my way upstairs to see Russ in the manager’s office. I knock tentatively, not sure how this is going to go.

      “Come in,” he bellows through the door. I smile as I open it, remembering how intimidating I found him when I first started but now I know that’s just how he is. I don’t think he even has an indoor voice. Everything he says is in the same tone and at full volume.

      “Eve, this is a surprise. Is everything all right?” The concern on his face makes me feel like shit for what I’m about to do. It might not be my dream job but Russ has been good to me.

      “Hey, Russ. I’m so sorry but I have an emergency and I need to leave.”

      “Shit. How long for?”

      “Indefinitely,” I tell him, twisting my fingers together as I stand in front of his desk looking down at him.

      “This isn’t like you, Eve. You are the biggest draw to this place. What am I going to do without you?” His gruff voice makes tears spring to my eyes.

      I want to tell him the truth, but I don’t want to put him in any danger either.

      “You in some kind of trouble?”

      I nod, not wanting to give anything further away but refusing to lie to the man who took a chance on me when he didn’t have to.

      “Does it have anything to do with the three guys that have been asking about you?”

      I nod again before I realise what he said. Last night there had only been two guys. A gorgeous blond with green eyes and day-old stubble and an intimidating, handsome man with short wavy chocolate-brown hair and angry dark eyes. Both looked like they had stepped out of a magazine shoot with their impeccably tailored suits and expensive watches. No, I would have remembered if there were three of them.

      “There were only two guys last night.”

      “Yes, I know, I saw the camera feed this morning, including your reaction to them. The other guy was here when I opened an hour ago. I told him that you wouldn’t be back until Wednesday and he left.”

      I gulp and sit in the chair beside me before my legs give out. “What did he look like?” My voice is barely above a whisper, but I know he heard every word, his whole body becoming tense as he takes in my death grip on the arms of the chair.

      “Six feet, silver-haired, fit for an older guy, maybe late forties early fifties. You know him?”

      Yeah, I know him. He is the monster from under my bed. Fuck, he must have driven through the night to get here. Stupid, Eden, underestimating him like that will get me killed. Fuck, he could have snatched me at any point this morning. I was lucky that he didn’t know where my flat was. I need to leave now.

      “Eve, do you know who he is?”

      I stand on shaky legs, holding on to the edge of the chair for balance. “Yeah, Russ, I know who he is. He is the man that left me no choice but to run away in the middle of the night. Please don’t ask me anymore. I have to get out of here.” I head toward the door but stop with my hand on the frame when he calls my name.

      “Eve, wait. I’m calling Mason up. He will make sure you get to your car safely.”

      I wait as he calls him, standing with my head against the door trying to regulate my breathing.

      “He’s on his way up, Eve. Here, take this.”

      I turn to him and see a wad of notes in his hand. I couldn’t stop the tears that slip down my cheeks if I tried. I have been humbled by the kindness of others too many times now to ever take it for granted. I walk up to him and throw my arms around his neck. He squeezes me before patting my back awkwardly and pulling away.

      “I can’t take this, Russ, but thank you. It means a lot.”

      “You can and you will. Just promise me a postcard or something when you’re settled so I know you’re safe.” He shoves the wad into my hand. I’m saved from answering when there’s a knock at the door and Mason walks in. He takes in my tear-stained face and immediately heads toward me, wrapping me tightly in his arms.

      “What the fuck is going on, Russ?”

      “Not my story to tell, Mason, just get our girl to her car okay. Don’t take your eyes off her until she is safe and on her way.”

      He must nod because I’m turned in his arms and ushered to the door. I look over my shoulder at Russ and mouth “thank you,” not trusting myself to speak.

      “Take care, Eve.”

      We head down the steps, my legs working twice as fast as Mason’s as I try to keep up with him. We make it to my car in silence when I suddenly find myself spun round and pinned back against the driver’s side door. I lift my arm to cover my face and brace myself for the blow that doesn’t come.

      I hear, “What the fuck?” shouted in a guttural voice filled with hurt and regret. My eyes fly open, worried that someone has hurt Mason, and take in his anguished face as he stares at me. I look around the parking area and see we’re alone. I risk a look in his eyes and wince at what I find.

      “I would never hurt you, Eve, ever. I thought you knew that.” He tells me something I do indeed know.

      “I know that, Mason. When you spun me, I didn’t realise it was you and reacted instinctually. I’m sorry.”

      “That reaction something you had a lot before?”

      “I’m here now, aren’t I? That reaction kept me alive. There are only so many unprotected blows to the head a person can walk away from.”

      He pushes against me, bending low so that he can press his forehead against mine.

      “Someone is after you.” It’s not a question, merely a statement. It seems he has finally figured it out. “I can keep you safe, Eve.” His warm breath fans against my lips and if I tip my face up slightly, I would be able to feel them against mine. Maybe in another time and another life.

      “No, Mason, you can’t. Nobody can. This person is well connected and relentless. He will never stop searching for me. I refuse to drag you into it. Please don’t ask me to do that, Mason. I can’t say no to you. If something happens to you, I will never be able to forgive myself. Please don’t ask me to do that, please.” I finish on a whisper as his soft lips connect with mine in a barely-there touch that I will remember every day for the rest of my life. No girl forgets her first kiss.

      “Calm down, Eve. I will never ask for more than you are comfortable with.” He stares at me for a second, weighing his options before sighing and looking away. “I get it. I don’t like it one bit, but I get it. Give me your phone.”

      I reach into my pocket and grab the car key pushing Mason gently so that he steps back. I open the door and reach inside for my bag on the passenger seat and riffle through it until I find my phone. Turning around, I hand it to him, ignoring the scowl on his face.

      “Jesus, Eve, don’t leave your bag out in the open for everyone to see like that,” he admonishes as he types something into my phone.

      “I know, Mason, you’re right. It’s actually something I never normally do but I was in such a rush to get inside and back out again I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

      “Don’t do it again. Here.” He hands my phone back as I hear his vibrate in his pocket.

      “I’ve put my number in there. If you need me, call me. I don’t care if it’s three o’clock in the morning, you fucking call me, got it?”

      I nod rapidly, fighting back the tears.

      “I want you checking in regularly. I want to hear from you even if it’s just a one-word text every twenty-four hours. I mean it, Eve. If I don’t hear anything, I will be coming after you and make no mistake, I will find you.”

      He wouldn’t. I was good at hiding. I grip his arms wishing for more time. I have to close my eyes and take a deep breath fighting to control the regret threatening to suffocate me. Fate can be a cruel bitch sometimes, dangling in front of me a glimpse of what tomorrow could hold for me, never leaving me any other choice but to walk away.

      “I have to go.” While it’s true I need to get out of here before Karl manages to find me, it’s the knowledge that if I don’t leave this very second, I’m going to do something reckless, like stay. I want to more than I want my next breath but if I stay, Karl will make sure that breathing is something I cease to do.

      “Go.” The words are rough, forced from his mouth, making him grimace as if they leave a bitter residue behind.

      I climb in and close the door behind me and buckle up. I start the engine and adjust the dials when cold air blows in my face. Turning back to my window as I put the car in reverse, I have the distinct feeling that I will never see this man again. My fingertips push against the cold glass and I swallow down the lump in my throat when a large scarred hand with strong fingers presses against mine on the other side of the glass. I do the only thing I can, I drive away without looking back. I fortify my heart against the onslaught of emotions I can’t afford to feel right now. I need to focus on just surviving each day. I can’t afford to recklessly pine for the promise of a tomorrow I might never have the chance to live.
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        * * *

      

      With no destination in mind, I just drive north. Any place is better than here at this point. I have been driving for about an hour down quiet country lanes when a black Land Rover decides it wants to be an asshole and drive right up behind me. I slow as we approach a bend in the road ahead of us and indicate for the impatient dick to overtake me. A hard shunt from behind surprises the shit out of me. I look in my rearview but can’t see into his car. What the fuck? Didn’t he see me slowing down? I put on my indicators so he can see I’m pulling over when he slams into me again. I struggle to control the car as it swerves dangerously close to the guard rail on the edge of the road. My heart starts racing when I realise this guy is seriously trying to run me off the road. When he hits me again, I’m still struggling to straighten up from the last hit. The car connects with the guard rail in a squeal of metal on metal before it buckles under the weight and I find myself careening over the edge. The seat belt pulls tight and holds me in place as the car flips before sliding down into the ravine at the bottom, my head bouncing off the side of the door making me see stars. My only thought before darkness claims me is that I should have run sooner because if that’s Karl, I hope I don’t wake up. Whatever he has planned for me will make the car crash seem like a piece of cake.
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        MASON

      

      

      As I sit beside a battered and bruised Eve in a hospital bed, I'm given the clarity I've needed, one that wakes me up. Eve has always been untouchable to me. I’d put her up on a golden pedestal, away from my bloody hands. Many people would look at her up on the stage at Midas and make an assumption about what kind of woman she is, and they would be wrong. I have watched her with a detached interest since she started there but the girl on the stage grinding her hips for money isn’t the girl I’m falling for. The Eve that has me questioning myself is the girl who made me chicken soup when I was sick and brought it to work for me. It’s the girl who bought toys for Candy, a fellow dancer, to give to her daughter after she broke her arm in the run-up to Christmas and couldn’t work. These are just a couple of examples of the kindness she has brought over the years to a place that is usually filled with jaded people with broken dreams. Even the damn boss Russ has a soft spot for her but it’s hard not to. She may take her clothes off for a living, but she radiates an innocence that’s rarely seen in this industry.

      I was there the day she first arrived and auditioned for Russ. She came in head down in tie-dyed leggings and a white T-shirt wearing a dozen bangles that clinked when she walked. She was quiet and shy and I remember chuckling, thinking that she had no idea what she was getting herself into. But then the music started and anybody who was in the room froze as this confident goddess seem to take over her body as she performed a series of mind-boggling tricks and spins around the pole. She was hired on the spot. Over the years she has come out of her shell a little but never enough to let people in more than as gentle acquaintances with the exception of, maybe, me. We have never seen each other outside of work and up until lunchtime we had never even exchanged our phone numbers, but whenever we were around each other her smile was big and her laughter abundant. I think the difference between me and everyone else is that she trusts me and that is something she never gives to anyone. When I got a call from the hospital telling me she had been rushed in after a car accident, I swear to god my heart stopped. When the police checked her contacts, she didn’t have anything beyond the doctors or the club except me. So here I sit beside the girl who I’ve tried to stay away from, having made the decision that she is now stuck with me because I’m not going anywhere. Even if she doesn’t see me as anything more than a friend, I won’t leave her vulnerable again, not when there is a psycho out there gunning for her.

      I watch the rise and fall of her chest and take it as a comfort. She’s alive, that’s all that matters for now. There was a time when I sat beside someone who’s chest refused to rise and fall no matter how much I pleaded and begged.

      Carrie was my big sister. With only three years between us, we were incredibly close. Growing up it had been me and her against the world as our mother worked two jobs to make ends meet and our father took off on us when we were kids. She was loud and brash, the life and soul of the party. Until one day she wasn’t. She started dating Duke when she was nineteen and studying to become a midwife. I hated him on sight. He was cocky and arrogant and found sly little ways to put my sister down. He became a bone of contention between us until she started to pull away, becoming more and more withdrawn. She became a shadow of the once vivacious girl I knew. It had been almost a month since I had heard from her so, on a whim, I decided to visit her. When I got there it was to find her lying in a pool of her own blood in the centre of her destroyed living room. The hours that followed are largely a blur. She had a faint pulse but crashed twice in the ambulance. When we finally got to the hospital, I was convinced they would fix her up and everything would be okay, but the damage was too extensive.

      She had been savagely beaten, which caused massive internal injuries. My best friend was gone. I left my mother at the hospital weeping over her elder child’s body and in a cloud of despair and grief went to find Duke. As much as I hated the guy, he deserved to know what had happened to his girlfriend. See, at the time I thought it had been a home invasion gone wrong. But an hour later as I walked up behind him in his local pub while he regaled his friends with how he put his bitch in her place for burning his dinner, I realised the monster was much closer to home. Something inside me snapped. The next conscious thought I had was having handcuffs snapped around my wrists as I was pressed face down onto the dirty pub floor with an officer’s knee wedged between my shoulder blades. Lying across from me was the bloody pulp that used to be my sister’s murderer. Except, with his blood on my hands, I was no better than him.

      Life was very different after that. I was tried and convicted of manslaughter. The judge took my extenuating circumstances into consideration but with the attack being as savage as it was, I landed myself an eight-year sentence. Even then, I couldn’t find it in myself to care. My sister was gone. I lived in a constant war between guilt at not realising what was going on behind closed doors and anger that she didn’t tell me. It was my mother that took it the hardest. She lost two children that day. When she had a stroke and passed away a year before I was released, it was the wakeup call I needed to snap out of it. I came out and, for the first time, found myself completely alone in the world. I applied for a lot of jobs but most people weren’t interested in hiring an ex-con with anger issues. Russ, however, gave me a shot, using my aggression as a deterrent to the assholes that sometimes frequent Midas. For the next year, I just existed. I got up, I went to work, I paid my bills, and I went home again until a pretty blonde with a megawatt smile walked into my life and made me realise there was more out there to be experienced if I just held on tight enough to enjoy the ride. Well, this is me hanging on. They will have to pry my cold, dead fingers off Eve before I ever leave her alone and vulnerable again.

      “Mr. Parker?”

      I turn away from sleeping beauty and look into the eyes of the kind elderly nurse who has let me stay well beyond visiting hours.

      “There is a police officer here to speak to you. He’ll want to question her when she wakes up too.”

      “That’s fine. Can he talk to me in here? I don’t want to leave her alone.”

      She places a weathered hand on my shoulder and squeezes, reminding me so much of my mother at that moment that I have to look away.

      “That will be fine. I’ll go and grab him for you.” She turns and leaves the room, returning five minutes later with a police officer in tow.

      “I’ll be just outside. If you need me just press the button next to the bed.”

      I nod and turn to the officer who is looking at Eve with a frown on his face, a muscle ticking in his left cheek. Yeah, I’m right there with you, mate. Violence against women is obviously a sticking point for me but I imagine in his line of work it’s a frightening recurrence.

      “Hello. I’m PC Jones. I just want to ask you a few questions, if that’s okay?”

      “Sure, but I don’t know how much help I can be when I wasn’t there,” I tell him honestly.

      “That’s fine. You would be surprised at the useful information we can gain from what other people consider inconsequential. First of all, what is your full name and relationship to Miss Temptation?” He takes a notebook and pen from his duty belt, ready to take notes.

      “My name is Mason Parker. Eve is my fiancée.”

      He grinds his teeth together as his eye ticks slightly. Does he think I had something to do with this? I get it, a six-foot-four ex-con, not that he knows that part yet, covered in tattoos makes most people make snap judgements.

      “The evidence suggests that her car was hit from behind, making her lose control. The other car fled the scene afterwards. If you don’t mind me asking, where were you around twelve this afternoon?”

      “I was at work at the Midas club which is at the edge of Newcastle city centre. Both Eve and I work there but she only does nights whereas I rotate. I was working from ten until three when I got the call from the hospital that she was here.”

      He scribbles down everything I say before continuing. “What is the make, model, and registration of your vehicle please?”

      I give him the details, knowing he will need them to rule me out quick. Besides, it’s not like I have anything to hide.

      “Do you know where Miss Temptation was heading?”

      I shake my head no because that part is true. I don’t even think she knew. I am not going to offer any other information up about Eve being in trouble until I know what we are up against. “No, I’m sorry, I don’t. It was her first day off so she probably decided to just go for a drive. She does that sometimes, to decompress.”

      “Right. Well, I will leave you to it. I need to speak to Miss Temptation when she’s feeling up to it. I am more than happy to wait until she’s home so she can be more comfortable.”

      Yeah, that sounds great in theory, but Eve doesn’t have a home at the moment. Actually, fuck that. This is perfect. She can stay with me.

      “Thank you, officer. Eve has just moved in with me, so she will be well looked after.” I reel off my address and watch as he notes it down. He freezes as Eve stirs in the bed moaning slightly. She settles back down again without opening her eyes.

      “Thanks for your help, Mr Parker. I’ll see you soon.” He leaves the room as Eve starts to moan and move about again.

      “Eve?” I lean over her as her eyes begin to flutter open. A huge wave of relief crashes into me, making me grip the edge of the bed rail to keep me steady. She looks confused for a moment before the creases on her forehead smooth out.

      “Mason?” she croaks out, her voice sounding hoarse.

      “Here, let me get you some water.” I grab the jug from beside the bed and fill a little plastic cup. There are a couple of straws beside it so I grab one and pop it into the cup and hold it to her lips. She sips greedily until all the liquid is gone. I place the cup down and turn back to her. I sit on the edge of the bed, careful not to bump her, and smooth some of her wayward hair away from her face.

      “How you feeling?”

      “Like I got hit by a car.” She smiles at me wryly, but it turns into a grimace when it pulls on the split in her lip.

      “That’s because you were in a car accident, pretty girl.”

      “Urgh, don’t remind me. And what’s with the nickname? I think I’m more hot mess than pretty girl.”

      “You will always be beautiful to me, Eve.”

      She looks away and I worry I’ve pushed her too far. “He found me quicker than I thought. Guess someone must have called the police before he could finish me off. So, tell me, what’s the damage? I still need to get out of here before he comes back to finish the job.”

      “We’ll come back to that comment in a second. As for injuries, you were lucky. You have a concussion from a thump to the head and you have some extensive bruising especially where the seatbelt did its job so your ribs will probably feel tender.”

      “Shit,” she hisses out. “How the hell am I supposed to drive anywhere in this state?”

      “I hate to break it to you, Eve, but you won’t be driving anywhere. Even if you could drive, which just to clarify you can’t, your car is totalled.”

      Her face pales as she realises she is truly stuck here.

      “Calm down, pretty girl. I’m taking you home with me. Whoever is after you won’t know anything about me. I told people here that I was your fiancé so they wouldn’t kick me out but apart from that, we have no link to each other outside of work. That will buy us a couple of days for you to rest. Then I will drive you anywhere you want to go but, Eve, I’m going with you.”

      She opens her mouth to protest but I stop her.

      “You need me, Eve, you can’t do it alone anymore.”

      She is quiet as she watches me. She doesn’t say anything for so long that I start to worry. Before I can reassure her some more, she speaks. “Fiancé, huh?”

      I chuckle at her cocked eyebrow. “I wanted to make sure I could stay with you. Acknowledging the elephant in the room, I need to know what’s going on and who is after you but all that can wait until we get you home. I’m going to call for the nurse so she can get you checked over and get your medication sorted for you, all right?”

      She nods reluctantly as I hit the call button for the nurse. The nurse comes in followed by the doctor who runs through Eve’s list of injuries as they check her over. She insists I stay with her, clearly uncomfortable with the idea of being left alone with them but she needn’t have worried. I’m not going anywhere. After she’s checked over, we find ourselves waiting in her room for her discharge papers. She has been quiet since the nurse left to collect her pills, but it’s been a long day so I let her have her space.

      “I don’t want to tell you what happened.” She breaks the silence as she twists her fingers in her lap.

      “Eve….”

      “I don’t want to tell you, Mason. It’s not a pretty story. What happens if it changes the way you look at me?”

      I lean down over her but only touch her with my forehead as it lightly presses against hers. “And how do I look at you, Eve?

      “Like I’m a cupcake and you’ve been on a diet for a year.”

      A surprised laugh leaves my mouth at her cute analogy, but she is far from wrong. “All in good time, pretty girl, but for now all you need to know is that I will never judge you for your past. That’s why it’s called the past, it’s over and done with. I have skeletons in my closest too that I would rather not have to share but I don’t want to start whatever this is between us out on secrets and lies, so you need to know. The good, the bad, and the ugly. I just pray that you don’t look at me any differently than how you are looking at me right now.”

      “And how am I looking at you?” she whispers softly.

      “Like I’m a glass of whisky and you’ve been sober for years.”

      She smiles at me, wincing yet again when her lip pulls.

      “The fact is, we have both had to learn hard lessons but hopefully we have come out the other side stronger than before. Like an Eve 2.0.”

      She frowns now as she considers her next words.

      “What’s wrong, Eve?”

      “It’s Eden,” she tells me, twisting her fingers in the bed sheet. “My name is Eden.”
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        ELI

      

      

      I’m just finishing up going through what I could find about Eve Temptation which quite frankly is fuck all when the door to the hotel room slams open.

      “Let yourself in, Noah,” I mumble, scanning the screen in front of me. A home address which I gave Noah earlier and a mobile number is the extent of information I have been able to dig up. This girl is surprisingly good at living off the radar. She pays rent on a flat six months in advance, in cash. She has a car, also bought with cash, and a job which must pay her under the table because I can’t find a bank account in her name anywhere.

      “She’s gone.”

      I look up at an irate Noah and sigh. I knew this shit was too good to be true. Guess we won’t be going home anytime soon then. “What do you mean she’s gone? Gone where?”

      “How the fuck am I supposed to know? Her place is empty of anything personal so there is nothing there to obtain a DNA sample from.”

      “Further proof, if you ask me, that it’s the right girl if she is running after our little encounter last night.”

      “Let’s just pack up our shit and head down to the strip club. It’s a long shot but she might have left a forwarding address or told a friend where she was going. I’m going to jump in the shower then we can leave. There is no point hanging around here if she has already left.”

      Now that we can agree on. I pack up my stuff while he’s in the bathroom and do a quick sweep of the room to make sure we haven’t missed anything. I take my stuff down to the car before jogging back up to the room. Noah is tying his shoes when I open the door. He is dressed similarly to me in a grey suit but in a darker shade to mine and wears his don’t fuck with me expression as per usual. He looks up when I walk in and nods his head to his own holdall on the bed behind him.

      “I tossed your stuff from the bathroom in there with mine. You ready?”

      “Thanks, man, yeah, I’m all set.” I walk over to my own bed and pick up my laptop bag and sling it over my shoulder before following him out the door.

      Thirty minutes later finds us back at the bar in Midas trying to catch the attention of a harried bartender who looks like she wishes she could be anywhere but here. Yeah, sweetheart, I know that feeling. It’s surprisingly busy considering the early hour but then I guess sex sells regardless of whether it’s night or day.

      Finally, the bartender spots us and makes her way over, pulling her top down to showcase her boobs and plastering a wanton smile on her face.

      “Afternoon, darling. I was wondering if you knew where we could find Eve?”

      Her smile disappears as she eyes us with distrust. “She doesn’t work here anymore, some kind of family emergency or something.”

      “Jackie!” a voice bellows from the other end of the bar making her turn. A portly man with a receding hairline and a furious expression on his face stares at us from across the bar as Jackie scurries off to serve someone else. He storms toward us clearly unfazed by the fact that both Noah and I tower over him.

      “Get the fuck out of my club and stay away from Eve or I will call the cops.”

      I raise my hands in a placating gesture to let him know that we aren’t looking for any trouble.

      “Her stepfather is a cop and he has been going out of his mind for the past six years not knowing if she was alive or in a gutter somewhere,” Noah tells him, anger clear in his voice.

      “I don’t give a fuck who he is. What I care about is the fact that you two fucks turn up here last night and today Eve gets run off the road and left for dead.”

      I whip my head round to Noah who is staring in shock at me too. It’s a nasty occurrence for sure but still just an unfortunate coincidence.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but that had nothing to do with us.”

      “Right…You keep telling yourselves that. Don’t come back here. You won’t be allowed in again.”

      “Come on, Noah, let’s get out of here.” I nudge his shoulder, but he doesn’t move for a second continuing his staredown with the man in front of us.

      “I get that you might care about her, but she was just fifteen when she ran, leaving behind someone who has spent years suffering. We aren’t in the business of stirring up trouble, we’re just trying to give the people left behind some closure.”

      “Now doesn’t that sound so gallant?” he answers in a mocking tone. “What about Eve? What about what she wants? Or better yet why not ask yourself this, what is so bad at home that it makes a fifteen-year-old girl run off in the dead of night and never go back?”

      This time Noah allows me to maneuver him outside. We walk to the car in silence, him brooding, me contemplating that guy’s words. Did we fuck up? We climb in and sit for a minute. Noah doesn’t even start the engine. He just grips the steering wheel hard enough to turn his knuckles white.

      “Find out what hospital she is at,” he tells me, his voice loud in the confines of the car. I’m already one step ahead of him. Despite my earlier feelings of conflict about doing illegal shit, this doesn’t bother me one bit. With my laptop balanced precariously on my leg, I hack into the police database and find out that a female fitting Eve’s description was pulled from the wreckage of a car and taken to Bellevue Hospital about forty-five miles north of here. I type the GPS coordinates into the satnav and shut the laptop down as Noah finally starts the car and heads toward Bellevue.

      “I need you to be honest with me here, Eli, because for whatever reason this case is clouding my judgement. What’s your gut telling you?”

      I close my eyes and think about all the information we have on this case. “She ran when she was fifteen and left no trace. We only found her by sheer luck. If your contact hadn’t recognised that photo of Eden and the new name he had given her on her fake ID, we wouldn’t even be here. What fifteen-year-old has that kind of skill? To blend in, hide and adapt like that. We were under the impression she had a meltdown after her mother’s death and became a junkie but that doesn’t fit with someone as smart and resourceful as she obviously appears. Plus, the only person who had seen her before her disappearance was her stepfather. Everyone else assumed she was just grieving her mother, so we took Karl’s answers as gospel. He was the one who gave us all the information about her and he was the one who wanted to get her declared legally dead. The only reason we were assigned this case to begin with was because every avenue he tried had failed.”

      “So, what are you saying?” he asks but his voice is quiet like he’s just waiting for me to confirm what he’s thinking.

      “I think Eden Myers ran away to keep herself safe and we just gave her whereabouts to a predator intent on finding her.”

      “Fuck!” He punches the steering wheel but manages to stay in control of the car.

      To be honest, I don’t think I would care if we did hit something. Crashing at this point would be karma’s way of evening the score. How the hell did this manage to slip through the net?

      “It was the badge,” Noah answers the question I was just contemplating. “We bought into everything he said because he is a decorated police officer and a well-respected one at that. We would never have taken any of this information beyond face value if it had come from anyone else. Never again, Eli. This shit can’t ever happen again. We need to get to this hospital and make shit right. We are going to be sticking close to Eden like white on rice until I can determine if the threat to her safety is over. Call Malcolm, fill him in on what’s going on and tell him we are not taking on any more jobs until this situation is rectified.”

      “On it.”

      I make the call as Noah drives like a bat out of hell to get us to the hospital. To say that Malcolm is not impressed would be an understatement. I don’t think I have ever heard the guy swear so liberally before but he could have given Noah a run for his money. Malcolm is somewhat of an anomaly to me. A big cat within the legal system, he spent years building his law firm into one of the most successful firms in the country. He was ruthless, cunning, and somewhat of an asshole but as I was just a junior apprentice at the time, I had to suck it up. Then something changed, not overnight but gradually. He lost a friend to cancer and became a father figure to the widow left behind. She helped change him drastically. The big cat became the leopard that changed his spots. Now he has two goddaughters that have him wrapped around their fingers. Doing all the legwork so a psychopath can finish the job he started earlier is not something any of us are willing to live with.

      “I tried calling him after I received your text yesterday, but I keep getting a message telling me that the number has been disconnected. I thought there was something wrong with his phone or the network so I sent him an email instead.” Malcolm laughs but there is no humour in it. It’s self-deprecating and filled with remorse.

      “I sent a fucking email and carried on with my day as that asshole drove across the country to murder her. I don’t fucking think so. Bring her home, boys. Do whatever is necessary but bring her back here where I can get Frankie’s husbands to sort out some protection for her.”

      Husbands. Only one is recognised legally but it still takes some getting used to, especially when he drops it into the conversation like that. Like it’s the most natural thing in the world to have multiple husbands and, who knows, maybe to them it is. After all, Malcolm has one client who has five boyfriends on the go at once. It caused a bit of an uproar at the time especially as it came out after she was kidnapped by her ex and saved by her sister. Now people brush it off deeming her eccentric and treat it as if it is one of her endearing quirks. I call bullshit. She is one of, if not the richest women in the country and money can make most people look the other way. If she were some broke-ass girl living in social housing, I’m pretty sure people would have much harsher names for her than eccentric and quirky.

      “We’ll do our best, Mal, but let’s get real here for a second. The chances of this girl wanting anything to do with us are slim to none. She is lying in a hospital bed for fuck’s sake, and it’s all because of us.”

      He sighs on the other end of the phone and I can just picture his hair sticking up on end as he tugs it in frustration, a habit which usually means you need to back the fuck off.

      “It wasn’t a request, Eli. Use some of your famous charm and get it done.” He hangs up before I can say anything else. Perfect. What a motherfucking clusterfuck.

      “What did he have to say?” Noah looks over at me briefly before turning his eyes back to the road.

      I see the signs up ahead for the hospital and I say a silent prayer that we don’t get pulled over with the speed Noah is driving. “Well, he is understandably pissed off. He wants us to bring Eden back to London with us.”

      Noah barks out a laugh but sobers when he realises I’m serious. “He’s nuts. That girl isn’t going to want to go anywhere with us. Whatever are we supposed to say to her? “Come on, little girl, I know we tried to serve you up to a bad guy, but we would really like you to get in the car and come with us?”

      “Yeah, maybe dial down the psycho factor since she apparently already has one of those in her life. We should start with the truth and take it from there but please, for the love of god, try to rein in your sparkling personality. We want her to trust us, not traumatise her further.”

      “Fuck you, asshole.”

      We pull into the carpark and spend the next ten minutes trying to find a spot. While Noah feeds the parking meter, I lock the laptop with the rest of our luggage. Fifteen minutes later, we discover we are an hour too late. Eden has been discharged and that was the extent of the information they would give us. Back in the car, which at this point is more like an office, we try to figure out our next move.

      “Where would she go?” I muse. “We know she is an expert at hiding but I’m willing to bet that even if her injuries aren’t severe, they will be enough to slow her down at least for a couple of days. There is no way she walked away without any at all. I looked online at pictures of where her car went over. It’s a steep incline covered with bushes and brambles that gives way to a ravine at the bottom. At the very least she will be covered in cuts and bruises.”

      “Let’s not forget that she doesn’t have a car anymore either. She’ll be hiding out somewhere close by where she’ll feel relatively safe given that her ability to run will be hampered by whatever injuries she has sustained,” Noah states.

      “A hotel, maybe under a false name?” I think out loud. “What other options does she really have? She can’t go back to the flat. He would be able to find her now in a heartbeat just like I did.”

      “That bouncer guy. The one from Midas. They seemed pretty close and he was extremely protective of her.” Noah rubs his chin remembering the guy from last night.

      “Yeah, but he could be like that with all the dancers that work there,” I point out.

      “Then it won’t take long for us to eliminate him. Think you can find out who he is from Midas employment records?”

      “Assuming he isn’t being paid cash-in-hand like Eden, then yeah. Give me a second to grab my laptop.” I hop out and grab it from the back, reminding myself that I’ll need to find somewhere to charge it soon. I pull up Midas employment files which, conveniently for me, have poorly taken photos attached to them. I scroll through until I find the face of the guy from last night.

      “Bingo. His name is Mason Parker. He’s thirty years old and has been working at Midas for the past four years. Ah, here we go.” I reel off his home address and buckle up as Noah heads in that direction.

      We find his place at the end of a cul-de-sac which isn’t that far from Eden’s flat. We pull up and park behind a metallic blue Audi A5 effectively blocking it in. Nice car. Makes me wonder why a bouncer is driving around in this when Eden was driving around in a piece of shit. The door of the house is pulled open before we even knock and I have to have a quick look to make sure it wasn’t ripped off its hinges from the force used.

      “You two have a lot of nerve showing up here. You can just turn around and fuck off.” He tries to close the door, but Noah wedges his foot in its way.

      “We just want to talk to Eden, I mean Eve. It’s important.”

      “Well good luck with that. I went to see her at the hospital but when I went to pick her up later, she was gone.” He pushes the door again, but this time Noah slams the flat of his hand into it.

      “We fucked up, man, I know.” Even I can hear the sincerity in his voice. “We were just doing our job and had no idea this was going to be the outcome. We aren’t the bad guys here, we just want to help.”

      “Yeah? Can you keep her safe? Because, boys, it looks like you have done a stellar job so far.”

      I step up next to Noah, knowing we are only going to get one shot with this guy so we need to make it count. “We have a team at our disposal back in London that specialises in protection. We want you and Eden to come back with us.”

      Noah looks at me sharply but there is no way we are going to get Eden back to London without Mason in tow, so what’s the point in trying?

      “She can’t stay here. I don’t know how much you know about the guy who is after her, but he has resources that you can only dream about. He is smart, really fucking smart, and has already proven that he won’t give up until Eden is back in his grasp. We don’t want that to happen any more than you do, so let us help. We’ll be stronger together.”

      A scream from within the house stops whatever he was about to say as he turns and runs down the hallway with Noah and me hot on his heels. A pale and shaking Eden is lying on the floor crab crawling backward. Mason scoops her up in his arms, mindful of her bruises, and gently plops her down on the sofa.

      “What happened?” Noah barks, making her visibly shrink into herself.

      I punch him on the arm as a look of remorse crosses his face.

      She points to another door at the back of the room. Noah goes off to investigate as Mason softly questions her.

      “What happened, pretty girl? You weren’t supposed to move your butt off this sofa until I returned,” he scolds.

      “I could hear a door banging and with my head still pounding it was driving me crazy, so I went to shut it. I never even thought to question where the draft was coming from to make it bang in the first place.” She gulps and stares off at nothing. “I followed the noise to the back of the house and that’s when I saw the back door was open.”

      “So, then you freaked out,” I summarise.

      She looks up at me with anger and distrust in her eyes. “No, first I saw the dead cat with its intestines falling out strung up by the neck on the porch.”

      Noah comes storming back in, anger radiating out of every pore in his body. His eyes soften as he glances at Eden before he turns his stare to Mason. “You got a cat?”

      “No, but the neighbour’s is always hanging around. Shit, Eden, how the fuck did he figure out where you are so fast?”

      “Well, you can’t stay here. Pack whatever shit you need, you are coming with us.” Smooth, Noah, really smooth.

      She stands up slowly, planting her hands on her hips. “Not a chance in hell. You work for my stepfather. I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      Excellent work, Noah.

      “You are coming with us even if I have to carry your ass out of here myself.”

      “Yo, back off, man.” Mason stands up, placing himself between them. Mason is a couple of inches taller than Noah and about twenty pounds heavier but with the rage coursing through, Noah I know that he won’t be backing down anytime soon.

      I step in and try to play peacemaker. “We don’t work for Karl.”

      She flinches when I say his name like the sound of it physically hurts her.

      “He hired the law firm we work for. With it coming up to seven years since you left, he wanted to have you declared dead.”

      “And that didn’t raise any red flags for you?” she asks incredulously.

      “Why would it? You have been gone a long time with zero sightings. He wanted to sell up and move on, but the house was in your name as your mother left it to you. He said he didn’t want to sell it if there was the chance you would one day come home,” Noah explains.

      Thinking about it now, it would have been no hardship for Karl to move out and rent somewhere far away if he wanted to. Damn, she is spot on about those red flags.

      “The house is in my name? That’s it? You think he had you find me because the house is in my name?” Her scathing tone makes me squirm.

      Fuck, I don’t think I have actually squirmed since I was in school and I got yelled at by the headteacher. She throws her hands up in the air and wobbles slightly, but Mason grabs her and steadies her before she can topple over.

      “Please tell me you are not the best they have to offer, or I might as well wrap myself up in a bow and sit right here and wait.” She lets Mason help lower her back down to the sofa before continuing. “Do you know how old I am?” she asks, glancing between me and Noah.

      “Yes. You turned twenty-one on the seventh of August,” I answer her, wondering what the hell that’s got to do with anything.

      “Do you know what else happened when I became twenty-one?”

      I look at Noah, but he looks as in the dark as I am.

      “I gained access to my trust fund,” she tells us in a soft voice that has the same impact as a sledgehammer.

      I close my eyes and drop my head in defeat. I can see where this is going, it’s like a car crash waiting to happen and I am completely helpless to stop it.

      “How much?” Noah barks out through gritted teeth.

      “Something like 38.4 million pounds.”

      “What the fuck?” shouts Mason. “Does somebody want to fill me in, because I’m lost here.”

      She takes a deep breath and closes her eyes briefly before rubbing the seat next to her for him to sit.

      “My mother and father were not a match made in heaven. He was some kind of tech genius and she was a socialite ‘It girl.’ You know the kind that’s always caught by the paparazzi stumbling out of clubs blind drunk at three o’clock in the morning? Well, that was her. They, not surprisingly, met in a club when my dad was celebrating selling a patent design he made a fortune on. They hooked up and that was meant to be that until she found out she was pregnant with me. He refused to marry her, much to the disgust of her father who disowned her for tarnishing his good name. My father might not have wanted my mother, but he did provide for me both financially and by visiting whenever she would allow it. He was overseas at a meeting finalising his next big deal when a plane crashed into the building he was in.” She wraps her arms tightly around herself and swallows before continuing.

      “He died that day and left every penny he had in a trust fund for me until the eve of my twenty-first birthday. He had already purchased the house outright for my mother under the stipulation that if she died the house would become mine regardless of any spouse or additional children she may have. If I died before my twenty-first birthday, the trust was to be dissolved and left to various pre-chosen charities, but after my birthday it goes to my next of kin. I assume this was to stop my mother getting her hands on it when I was younger but also so I could potentially leave it to a partner or children when I was older, at least I assume that was the way it was intended to work.”

      “So, having you legally declared dead means Karl could claim everything?” I’m pissed at how naïve we all were.

      “Yep. It also stopped him from killing me years ago because then he wouldn’t get a penny, but it didn’t make him any less angry about it.”

      “He hit you?” Mason grinds out.

      “He hit me,” she confirms. “For as long as I can remember but it was much worse after my mother died.”

      “What made you leave like that?” Noah asks, his eyes boring into hers.

      “What, that wasn’t enough?” she fires back.

      “Of course it was, but you had been putting up with it for years knowing he couldn’t take it too far or risk losing the money. So, something else happened to force your hand.”

      “That is none of your business,” she tells him with anger flashing in her eyes.

      “Fair warning, Eden, I’m making it my business. Now tell me what made you leave?”

      “Fuck you!”

      “Noah, come on man leave it alone,” I urge him before any trust we’ve gained deteriorates between us.

      “Fucking tell me!” he roars, ignoring me completely. The room is silent with the exception of Noah’s ragged breathing.

      She looks at him, really looks at him, and I realise she is seeing beneath the layer that runs hot and angry. She can see the guilt he feels and the worry he has for her. She sighs and shakes her head, her anger draining away only to be replaced with a sad kind of resignation.

      “Let’s just say there are worse things men can do to little girls than hit them.”
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      As soon as the words leave my mouth, I want to snatch them back again. Things are so silent for a moment you could hear a pin drop until Mason stands up and throws the coffee table across the room as if it weighed nothing at all. He starts destroying the room around us as I witness him break apart in front of me. I should be scared. I should be terrified out of my goddamn mind, but there is a strange comfort in knowing that he would burn the world to the ground just to avenge my pain.

      The one called Noah grabs him and pins him from behind but Mason continues to struggle. “Get a handle on it, man,” he tells Mason, fighting to keep him from destroying anything else.

      “Mason,” I call his name softly.

      He freezes before turning towards me. The look on his face breaks my heart. It’s filled with anguish and heartbreak. He shrugs out of Noah’s hold and falls onto the floor between my feet and places his large hands on my thighs. “I’m sorry, Eden, I didn’t mean to scare you. I can’t… my sister… I just—”

      I cut him off, cupping his jaw with my hands. “I’m not afraid of you, Mason. I just don’t want you hurting yourself.”

      I don’t know what he was going to say about his sister but that can wait until later. We have more pressing things to deal with now. I look at the more stable of the two interlopers who put this whole calamity into motion.

      “Tell me why I should trust you.” I don’t want sweet talk or a pat on the head. I want to know if I will live to see next week.

      “Because we owe you, and if you believe nothing else, then know that we always repay our debts.” His face takes on a solemn look. “We had no idea we were making you a target. That’s not who we are or what we do. Believe it or not, we are good guys. Some of us are just a little intense sometimes.” He winks at me before nodding in Noah’s direction.

      Noah rolls his eyes, but he doesn’t dispute him.

      “Let’s try this again, shall we?” He shakes Mason’s hand before extending it to me. “I am Eli Cooper and the guy behind me is Noah Scott. We work for a law firm in London called Turner and Smiths. We track down missing or hard to find people. Usually, it’s to inform them a family member has passed and left them something but sometimes we end up with cases like yours. We know we were in the wrong now but at the time we just thought we were helping a widowed police veteran determine if his stepdaughter was dead or alive so he could move on instead of living in limbo.”

      I nod in response. I know just how convincing Karl can be.

      “Come with us,” Noah says in a voice softer than I had heard from him before. “I promise you, we’ll keep you safe.” He looks sincere. Beneath the bluster which I suspect is a front to keep people at a distance, I do think he genuinely wants to help.

      Maybe he’s right. I’m a sitting duck here now that Karl knows where I am. I turn and focus on Mason who is looking at me intently. “What do you think?”

      “I think he knows where you are and he won’t stop now that he’s found you. What harm can having extra protection bring? It’s up to you but where you go, I go. I truly think what these guys have in mind might just be the best option right now.”

      I agree, unfortunately. I take in the three insanely hot men surrounding me and worry about what I’m getting myself into. “Okay, you win,” I tell them, watching Noah’s whole body relax with my words. “Where will we be staying?”

      “You’ll stay with us,” Noah answers.

      I watch a strange look pass over Eli’s face, surprise and something else but it’s gone before I can figure it out.

      “All right, well, I’m still packed so it’s just Mason’s stuff. What about the cat?”

      Eli pulls his phone from his pocket. “I’ll call the police, but I want everything packed and in the two cars before they get here. They are likely to stop you from taking anything as this is now a crime scene.”

      Mason stands but I grab his hand quickly before he goes. “You sure you want to come? This is your home.”

      He leans down so that his face is inches from mine. “I would like to see you try to stop me, pretty girl. Besides, this is just a house made of bricks and mortar. What is inside is what makes it a home and I’m taking everything I need with me.” He winks and walks off, leaving me with a distinct impression that he isn’t talking about a bunch of clothing and a handful of possessions.

      “Okay, police are on their way. We have about twenty minutes until they get here. Eden, where is your stuff?

      “On the way here, we went to the police station and picked up the stuff that was salvageable from the wreck. It’s still in Mason’s car. He was on his way out to collect it when you guys showed up.”

      “All right, I’ll see if Mason needs any help. Eden, try not to kill Noah while I’m gone.”

      “Yeah, I make no promises with that.”

      He laughs as he walks away, leaving me alone with Noah. Hello, uncomfortable silence.

      “Do you think you could grab my painkillers off the kitchen counter and a glass of water please?” I ask, breaking the quiet moment.

      He jumps into gear immediately. “You’re in pain, dammit, Eden, why didn’t you say anything earlier?” He storms off to the kitchen before returning a couple of minutes later with my drink and tablets.

      “I just tripped in my haste to get away from that freaking cat. I’m fine. It’s time to take these now anyway.” I place two tablets on my tongue and swallow them down, giving the glass back to him when he holds his hand out for it.

      “I think we should clean out the fridge and chuck all the perishables away. Who knows how long it will be before he gets back here,” I tell him, needing to do something.

      “Stay. I’ll do it.”

      “Noah, I am not a dog or an invalid for that matter. I am quite capable of cleaning out a freaking fridge unless you’re worried about me being attacked by a rogue condiment.” I struggle to my feet realising my speech would have sounded much better if I could have stormed out of the room. However, moving fast is still too painful. Noah must have realised this as well, as a small smile plays on his lips transforming his face completely. If I thought he was handsome before, he is downright lickable now.

      He sighs when he realises I’m a stubborn little shit that won’t give in. Instead of trying to talk me out of it, he steps up to me and swings me up into his arms bridal style. I let out a gasp but throw my arms around his neck so he doesn’t drop me. He carries me into the kitchen and gently plops me onto the counter before opening the fridge and getting to work, leaving me gaping like a fish.

      Mason walks into the kitchen a few moments later with a bag slung over his shoulder. Eli strolls in behind him with another bag and a large box under his arm.

      “We can just put these in the back of our car, as yours is filled with Eden’s stuff.” Eli motions to Mason.

      “Thanks, man.” Mason follows him out to the car and then back in again empty-handed.

      “You’re quiet, Eden, you doing okay?” Mason asks, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear.

      I cough to clear my throat, refusing to over analyse Noah’s actions any longer. He was obviously just trying to be helpful.

      “I’m fine, just tired, I guess. I didn’t sleep much last night and there was the whole car crash thing today. I’m kind of drained.”

      Noah slams the fridge door far harder than necessary and glares at me.

      Mason laughs. “I think it might be too soon for the jokes just yet, at least until we have you somewhere safe.”

      “You get everything you need?” Noah asks him.

      “Yeah, I’m good and thanks, man, for getting rid of the fridge stuff. I didn’t even think about that.”

      “Sure, no problem.”

      A knock interrupts us. Eli, who is the closest, pulls back the curtain by the door to reveal two police officers. He lets them in and we spend the next couple of hours going over everything from the crash up to finding the cat. I fill them in about Karl. At this point, I have nothing to lose. They are surprisingly sweet about it and agree to look into him. What they weren’t happy about was me leaving but when Noah pointed out I wasn’t safe, and they didn’t have the manpower for round the clock protection, they reluctantly gave in. Not wanting to wait until morning to travel, we decide to set off once the police have cleared out and the poor cat has been taken away.
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      “Eden.”

      I stir in my seat when I hear my name and wince when I try to straighten up. Travelling for six hours when recovering from a car crash was downright stupid but what choice did we have? If Karl sees a weakness, he will capitalise on it. Getting out of Newcastle was the right thing to do even if I am paying for it now.

      “We’re here,” Mason tells me from the driver’s seat as he pulls into the parking spot beside Noah.

      I click off the seatbelt as my door opens revealing a tired-looking Noah. He helps me out before picking me up like he did before.

      “I can walk, you know,” I tell him, but it comes out muffled as I bury my head in his shoulder while the icy wind whips around us.

      “I’m sure you can but this way is quicker. No point in the rest of us freezing our asses off just because you’re stubborn.”

      “You’re an asshole, Noah.” I breathe into his neck, making him shudder.

      “So I’ve been told.” He carries me up a couple of steps and through the front door of what looks like an upscale townhouse.

      “Lights, fifty percent.” The lights turn on, revealing a gorgeous kitchen. Dark wood cabinets with integrated appliances and white gloss countertops make it modern without all the stainless steel that seems to be all the trend. A large island with a sleek halogen hob sits in the middle of the room separating the kitchen from the dining area. The dining area itself has a large dark oak table surrounded by six cream leather tub chairs with beautiful rivet detailing along the seams. One wall is made completely of glass but with the lights on it’s impossible to see outside. Even so, I just bet the view is spectacular.

      “This kitchen is gorgeous and so freaking clean.” I hear a snort from behind us and spot Mason and Eli loaded down with all our luggage.

      “It’s clean because we never use it.” Eli laughs. “We either aren’t here, or we order in as neither of us can cook for shit.”

      “How can you have a kitchen like this and not cook in it?” I look around in wonder. It reminds me of the kitchens from the cooking shows I watch.

      “Trust me, Eden. If either Noah or I started cooking, we would probably burn the house down but feel free to cook your heart out while you’re here. I sure as shit won’t say no to some home-cooked food.

      “You don’t say no to any food, Eli,” Noah says as he carries me back out of the kitchen and up a short flight of stairs.

      “That’s because working with you means I rarely get to finish anything, so I have to store it up,” Eli says as he trails us up the stairs with Mason.

      “Lights, fifty percent. Heating, twenty-one Celsius.”

      “That is cool as shit,” Mason pipes up. Boys and their toys.

      This must be the living area and I can see from this vantage point that it’s in a horseshoe shape. Directly in front of us is an antique desk and a cream leather chair. To the left is a dining room, this one with a light oak table and six soft grey high-backed chairs. To the right is the living room. Glass doors line one wall and I can just see they lead out to a balcony but not much else. Inside the light wooden floors are covered with a large cream shag pile rug and a massive cream leather corner sofa facing the doors. A coffee table and end table, in the same wood as the dining table around the corner, and an oversized chair make up the rest of the furniture in the room, keeping it spacious and light.

      “We’ll give you a proper tour tomorrow. Mason, you have the sofa for the night, man, we’ll sort out something better for you.”

      “Nah, Eli, the sofa is fine. Believe me, I have slept on much worse.”

      “I’m going to take Eden upstairs. Night, guys.”

      “Night, Noah. Thanks for letting us stay.” Mason walks over to me and kisses me on the forehead making me laugh at the uncomfortable look on Noah’s face. Guess he should have put me down then.

      “Night, Eli.”

      Eli inclines his head at me and turns back to Mason to continue talking about the house’s integrated control system. Whatever happened to good old-fashioned light switches? But whatever floats your boat. Two more short flights of stairs spill us out into the attic room. The first things I notice when we walk in are a king-size bed with white and green bedding flanked by two white bedside tables with glass lamps upon them. A large antique white wardrobe and a tall chest of drawers with a large, flat screen television sit across from the bed. I notice another door on the far right and figure it’s the bathroom but right now all I care about is sleeping.

      “Please tell me that’s my bed for the night.”

      “That’s your bed and this is your room for however long you need.”

      He places me down on the side of it and slides off my pumps. My eyes are drooping again despite the fact that I slept the whole journey down here. I lie back and am vaguely aware of the comforter being pulled up over me. I mumble something that resembles goodnight before I drift back off to sleep, far more comfortable than before.

      When I wake, it’s still early, but I know I won’t be able to go back to sleep now. My head throbs, my body aches and my ribs feel as if they are on fire. I glance out the window through the open blinds and see the stunning view that was obscured last night. Double doors lead out onto a small balcony with a small table and two chairs perpendicular to each other. It’s the view though, that takes my breath away. The River Thames in all its majestic glory stretches from left to right as far as I can see before it becomes hidden by the adjacent buildings. I lift myself up on one arm and look at the turbulent waters and feel a calmness wash over me. I can’t explain why it is that large bodies of water—lakes, rivers, and oceans—have always had the ability to bring me a kind of peace. I remember when I was younger, my mother would tell me that I must have been part mermaid as I adored the water and could swim like a fish. It has always been my dream to eventually settle down in a little house right on the ocean. Looking out over the vast river below me, I realise that this place is pretty special too.

      I sit up and shuffle to the side of the bed so I can slowly swing my legs off the edge. As much as I would love to sit out on that balcony and enjoy the early morning sunshine, I need painkillers more.

      Sweat breaks out on my forehead when I’m finally in a sitting position but the thought of standing makes me feel sick. I look around and realise that I’m out of breath already and the room suddenly looks huge. Fuck. I can’t even get to the bathroom across the room let alone downstairs where my medications are. Just as I am considering the pros and cons of crawling to the bathroom, I hear a light tapping on the door. Before I can answer, Eli walks in, dressed to the nines in a black suit and matching tie carrying a glass of water in one hand and my bag of medication in the other.

      “Oh, thank god,” I breathe out, relieved.

      “Feeling sore?” he asks, handing me the tablets. I pop out two, take the glass from him, and swallow them down before I answer.

      “Everything hurts this morning, even my hair,” I groan softly.

      “You need to rest, Eden. You were in a serious car accident yesterday and travelling here while you were injured, although necessary, was asking for trouble.

      “I know. I promise I have no plans to run a marathon at least until after lunch,” I tell him wryly, making him smile. “What has you up so early this morning looking all dapper? Did you get any sleep at all?”

      He smiles his Colgate smile at me, the one that’s all white teeth and dimples, leaving me feeling a little dazzled.

      “Are you worried about me, Eden?”

      I scoff at him. “I’m just nosey that’s all.”

      “I have to go to the office and update everyone on what’s going on and then I’ll be meeting with the security team Malcolm has hired to keep you safe.”

      I shift, uncomfortable. Trying to find a position where nothing hurts is impossible. “Malcolm?”

      “He’s our boss. He’s one of the owners of Turner and Smiths law firm. Malcolm Turner. Philip Smith is the other guy, but he spends most of his time in the states.”

      “Interesting,” I mumble, eyeing the bathroom door. He follows my staring, and a look of understanding crosses his face.

      “Erm...” He looks at me uncomfortably which, surprisingly, eases my nerves somewhat. “Do you want me to go and get Mason to give you a hand?”

      Do I want him to wake up one part of the hotness brigade, so he can help me pee? Yeah, that’s a hard no. I shake my head. “I can manage. I just need help getting there.”

      “Ah crap, I’m sorry I didn’t even think about that. Will you let me carry you?”

      I kind of love that he asked me. If it had been Noah or Mason, I would be up and in their arms whether I wanted it or not. I’m not saying that it’s a hardship being held by them, far from it, but I secretly love that Eli doesn’t just try to walk all over me and demand his own way. I’m not naïve. I know that if he thought for one second I was going to hurt myself, he would scoop me up in a heartbeat but giving me control, especially with issues like mine, makes an unexpected warmth invade my chest.

      “Yes, please. I really, really need to pee.”

      He slips one arm under my legs and one behind my back before lifting me effortlessly into his arms. He might be shorter than Mason by a couple of inches and leaner than Noah with more of a swimmer’s body, but he is far from weak. In fact, if the firmness of his chest is anything to go by, I would bet he is sculpted to perfection under that shirt. I look away so he doesn’t notice the slight flush of my cheeks from thinking of him with his clothes off. He nudges the door with his leg and carries me into the attached bathroom before lowering me gently to the floor holding onto me to make sure I have my balance.

      “You sure you can manage?”

      “As much as I appreciate everything you guys are doing for me, I am far from the stage of being comfortable peeing in front of you.”

      “Right. I’ll be just outside the door. Holler when you’re finished.”

      He leaves and closes the door behind him and I let out a relieved breath, glad that he wasn’t able to catch how much pain I’m in, or he would never have left. I’m still dressed in the light blue T-shirt and pair of leggings dotted with flowers that I travelled in last night. At least I chose something comfortable enough to sleep in and they sure beat the hell out of the borrowed pair of Mason’s tracksuit bottoms I wore home from the hospital. I slide the leggings down and manage to maneuver myself onto the toilet without falling and breaking anything. I finish my business and reach over to wash my hands before calling for Eli. I avoid looking in the mirror. I’m not vain by nature but I know whatever my reflection shows is going to freak me out and I am beyond capable of dealing with that before coffee.

      He taps the door before entering, despite me calling him, making me smile again. “Ready?”

      “Yes. Would you mind helping me down the stairs? I need a change of scenery.”

      He picks me up again instead of grabbing my arm like I thought he would and carries me out into the hallway and down the stairs.

      “Or you could carry me,” I mumble into his shoulder.

      “I get that it’s frustrating being carried around, Eden, but you better get used to it. None of us are going to be okay with you going up and down the stairs until you are a bit more stable on your feet. It’s just not safe. It’s not safe,” he repeats when I go to speak, talking over me.

      I don’t answer. I know when to pick my battles.
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      “We have one of those coffee machines with pods because Noah and I are polar opposites when it comes to coffee. I like lattes and cappuccinos and Noah likes his black.”

      “Like his soul,” I mutter as Eli carries me into the kitchen and over to the dining area.

      “He is a hard ass, but he is a good guy, Eden.” He lowers me onto one of the kitchen chairs and lifts my feet up onto the chair opposite me.

      “How do you want your coffee?”

      “With a shot of chocolate if you have it.”

      “One mocha coming up.”

      He makes my drink, the smell permeating the air makes me sigh in appreciation. He hands it to me in a tall black travel mug then scoops me back up in his arms again.

      “I figure a travel mug would help us avoid third-degree burns.”

      “Good call.” I wonder if it’s possible to become addicted to being carried around by gorgeous men. Is that a thing? Is there a meeting I can go to? Probably not but there should be because I’m pretty sure I’m going to miss this when my body heals. For all my protesting, a part of me loves being looked after and treated as if I matter. It’s a heady feeling that makes me feel a little wary at how temporary this all is.

      “What’s going on?” a sleepy voice asks from the couch.

      I love Mason’s voice. It’s deep and sexy and when he’s close to me, I swear I can feel it vibrate against my skin.

      “Nothing, man. I’ve got to head into the office for a little while and Eden has had enough of being in bed.” He places me in one of the chairs and pulls a footstool out for my feet. “Need anything else before I leave?”

      “Just my Kindle, if that’s okay. It’s in the front zip of that purple rucksack over there,” I tell him, pointing in the direction he and Mason dumped the bags last night.

      He finds it and hands it over while I take small sips of my coffee to avoid burning my tongue.

      “Thank you. I’ll see you later.”

      “I won’t be too long. I’m just going in for a couple of hours and I’ll grab a couple of odds and ends to tide us over until we can actually do some shopping. Just relax and take it easy for a while, all right?”

      “I will. I’m just going to stay curled up here and read.”

      He nods and heads of out. I turn to Mason who has fallen asleep again and is snoring softly, which makes me smile. I lose myself in the story of a lost shifter princess and her three mates by one of my favourite authors, Winter James. When Mason calls my name sometime later, I nearly jump out of my skin.

      “Huh?”

      “I asked if it’s a good book.” He laughs at me. “I’ve been calling your name for the last five minutes, but you were so absorbed in your story you couldn’t hear me.”

      I shrug sheepishly, closing my Kindle and resting it on the arm of the chair. I have spent the last six years living frugally so the library became my favourite place. When I treated myself on my birthday to a Kindle, I opened up a whole new world with the tips of my fingers. There is a lot more choice on the Kindle than in the library, so it gave me a chance to branch out into genres I hadn’t even heard of before. When I stumbled upon ménage and reverse harem stories, I was hooked. It may not appeal to everyone and probably only works as a fantasy, but I love the idea of a group of guys being completely and utterly in love with a sole woman who is the centre of their universe.

      “Yeah, sorry. You should have thrown a cushion at me. What time is it?”

      He looks at his watch before sitting up and stretching. His T-shirt raises up slightly to reveal a sliver of skin between the hem and the waist of his boxers.

      “A little after seven. It’s still early. What time did you get up?”

      “I don’t know, a couple of hours ago, maybe.” I rub my arms as I realise it’s actually quite chilly in here.

      “Come here.” He lifts the quilt he has over him and scoots back against the far side of the sofa to make room for me. I feel oddly nervous. I have never lain with a boy before. Actually, I don’t think I have lain with anyone before.

      “No, that’s okay. I’m fine, really.” I feel stupid admitting that I’m not used to physical contact.

      “Eden, get your cute butt over here. You’re cold and I want to snuggle.”

      I can’t help but smile. You don’t expect a guy Mason’s size to use the word snuggle. I manage to get myself up rather ungracefully and hobble the couple of steps to the sofa. I sit and let Mason help get me into a comfortable position as he gently lifts my legs up so that I can lie down. He slips his arm around my back and pulls me so that my head is on his chest and the quilt is wrapped around us. The warmth immediately begins to seep into me, making me relax. I feel my eyes starting to get heavy, but I fight to try and keep them open because I don’t want to miss a second of this. It has been so long since I’ve felt safe enough to let my guard down, but being wrapped up in Mason’s arms feels like the safest place in the world right now.

      “I’ve got you, pretty girl,” he tells me as he draws circles against my back with his fingertips. I smile as my eyes drift closed.

      It’s the mumble of deep voices trying to be quiet that wakes me up a couple of hours later. That and the furnace lying beside me, making me overheat.

      “Hey, sleeping beauty. How you feeling?” Eli asks from the chair I had been sitting in earlier

      “Hot,” I manage to mumble as I try to escape the confines of the blanket.

      “Well, I’ve seen you strip so I can indeed confirm that you are definitely hot.”

      “Ass,” I grouse as I try to sit up. Thankfully Mason helps me so I can lower my feet to the floor.

      “What’s that, Eden? You want me to check out your ass? Well, if you insist,” Eli jokes.

      “Eli,” Noah warns him from the other end of the “L” shaped sofa. I hadn’t even realised he was there.

      “You’re no fun, Noah,” Eli grumbles. I wince when I try to stand so I decide just to stay put for a little longer.

      “Hold on, Eden, let me just grab your pills.” Eli goes to grab them as Mason slips out from beside me.

      “I loved having you in my arms, pretty girl, but fuck me do I need to piss.” He is out of the room before I can tell him I need the bathroom too.

      “I’m not going to bite, Eden. You don’t need to look so uncomfortable.” Noah sighs, frustrated.

      “If you try to bite me, I will punch you in the throat. I just need the bathroom, that’s all.”

      “Well, why didn’t you say so?” He is on me in a heartbeat, hauling me downstairs this time, to a bathroom located on the opposite side of what looks like a utility room.

      “Thanks.” I grip the basin and wait for him to leave but he just stands there with his arms crossed over his chest.

      “Yeah. This isn’t happening, big guy. I’m not peeing in front of you.”

      “It isn’t a big deal, Eden. What if you fall?” Noah scolds, shaking his head, making his dark hair bounce around comically

      “I can honestly say I would rather you had to clean up my blood from me injuring myself than have you stand there watching me pee. Now get out before I shout for Mason to move you.”

      He rolls his eyes at me like I’m exasperating. “I’m not scared of Mason, Eden, and you shouldn’t play us against each other.”

      I growl at him. “If you aren’t scared of Mason then you are an idiot, Noah, but that’s beside the point. Believe it or not, I have more pressing things to do than play games, like pee in private, for instance.”

      He stomps out of the room like an angry toddler, but I know he won’t have gone far. I finish, flush, and am washing my hands just as the door opens again. I roll my eyes but ignore him for a second and count to ten in my head. Thank god I only needed to pee. I have barely hung the towel back up when I find myself being carried up the stairs. I huff like a stroppy teen.

      “Is it really so bad being carried by me?”

      I look up and swear I see hurt flash across his features before he masks it. “No, of course not. Who in their right mind would hate being carried around by three insanely hot guys all the freaking time? It’s just that you are all treating me like I’m made of glass. I’m stronger than I look, and I hate feeling useless.”

      “You think I’m hot?”

      “Oh, of course that’s the only thing you heard,” I mutter and huff again, turning away from him with a scowl on my face.

      Noah sits me in the chair with the footrest.

      “What’s with the frown?” Eli asks as he steps up beside me and hands me a glass of water and two pain pills.

      “Eden thinks I’m hot,” Noah answers for me.

      “Well, shit, she must have banged her head harder than we realised. Wait, you think Noah’s hot? What about me?” He moves into some over exaggerated poses, making me giggle.

      “You are all gorgeous and you know it. Stop fishing for compliments.”

      He flops back down on the sofa as Mason walks in, this time wearing a pair of track pants with his T-shirt.

      “It’s true, I know exactly how good-looking I am. The mirror never lies.” Eli obviously isn’t modest.

      Mason looks from me to Eli before sitting on the sofa. “I don’t know, Eli, I think you have more of a baby face than a manly one. I think that qualifies you for cute doesn’t it?”

      Noah finds that hilarious. Eli not so much, as he lobs a cushion at Mason.

      “All right, asshat, do you want to fill us in on what’s going on?” Noah crosses his legs and faces Eli, all business again.

      “Right, well, Ryan and Caleb are running security for Eden. They’re going to act as her primary guards if she needs to go somewhere and we can’t be with her. They have two of their boys, Kyle and Cory, doing random drive-bys and Sam is seeing what he can dig up on Karl and if he can locate him. Malcolm has dropped him as a client and has pretty much blacklisted him with everyone else.” He turns to face me.

      “He sends his deepest apologies. He would like to help you claim your inheritance and is willing to act as a go-between for you and your solicitor or represent you if that’s what you need. I know it might not seem like it with the way things have played out so far, but he really is one of the best. That’s pretty much—” He is interrupted by his phone ringing. Pulling it out he frowns at the screen before answering.

      “Hello, Sam?” Hearing a one-way conversation is frustrating when you know damn fine its information about your life. “Really? You’re sure? Okay, thanks, man.” He hangs up and looks at me in confusion.

      “What?”

      “That was Sam. They have confirmation that Karl is in Germany and has been since Sunday morning.”

      “What? That’s impossible! That would mean he had nothing to do with the car crash or the cat.” Mason looks sceptical. “Bit too much of a coincidence for me.”

      “He flew by private plane and the pilot confirms it. They looked, and he is checked into the Holiday Inn in Frankfurt. There is also a photograph in the newspaper of him at a fundraiser hosted by one of his friends that took place last night.”

      Well, that shuts us all up. I don’t know what to say. I understand they have evidence but, in my heart, I’m still convinced it’s him. Who else could it be?

      “Any other enemies we need to worry about?” Noah snaps.

      “Fuck off, Noah. This isn’t Eden’s fault, so stop acting like it fucking is,” Mason barks at him.

      “There isn’t anybody else, Noah. I never spoke a word to the customers and most of the girls kept to themselves. Mason, Russ, Candy, and Jackie were the only people that I really spoke to.”

      “Fuck. Either he has someone else doing his dirty work or chances are you have a stalker, darlin’,” Eli guesses

      “I can’t see Karl giving control over to anyone else but a stalker just seems like too much of a coincidence.” I’m just not buying it.

      “If you had somebody following you and they heard us talking in the carpark and found out you were leaving, then yeah. That could be the catalyst that set him off,” Mason concedes.

      “Doesn’t change anything, really. We need to be hypervigilant and wait him out.” Noah shrugs.

      I sigh in frustration but I guess he’s right.

      “Anyone hungry?” We all turn to stare at Noah with matching looks of what the fuck?

      “I can make a fucking sandwich, Jesus.” He must be thinking our looks are about his inability to cook as opposed to his random change in conversation.

      I go to answer but my stomach chooses that moment to growl. Fuck it. What else is there to even say at this point?

      “I could eat.” I shrug, making Noah smile.

      “I’ll just make a bunch and you two can come and grab some when you’re ready. Eden, you want to come and help?”

      I nod, bored from doing nothing. Cooking might be beyond him but surely he can’t fuck up sandwiches, right? I sit at the table that is piled high with the mail that Eli must have brought in earlier. I guess that’s one of the drawbacks of being on the road for months on end. I spot a heart-shaped box of chocolates and raise my eyebrow at Noah.

      “Eli must be trying to earn himself some brownie points, the fucker.” He slides them across to me and heads over to the fridge. “Help yourself.”

      I’ll just have a couple as I don’t want to spoil my lunch. Thank god Eli remembered to grab some food. I untie the bow on the box and slide the lid off.

      “So, we have ham, chicken, some cheese.”

      It takes my brain a couple of seconds to compute what I’m seeing but when it does, I throw the box to the floor.

      “Noah.”

      He spins at the tone in my voice. My head is throbbing, and I swear I can actually feel the colour draining from my face.

      “Jesus, Eden you’re as white as a sheet what’s wrong?”

      I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. All I can do is stare at the chocolates scattered across the floor. He turns to see where I’m looking and I see the exact moment he figures out what has me so spooked.

      “Fuck!” he shouts at the top of his voice as we both watch a dozen or so maggots crawling through the box of chocolates that were just in my hands.

      I hear feet pounding on the stairs a second or so before Mason and Eli appear, clearly having heard him shout.

      “What’s going on?” Mason asks, wrapping his arms around me.

      “It’s the chocolate you got for Eden, Eli, they were off. They’re riddled with maggots.”

      Mason rubs his hand up and down my back but the look on Eli’s face has my blood running cold.

      “I didn’t buy her any chocolates, Noah. I brought the post in, that’s all. They must have been in there. I didn’t even notice them.”

      “Shit. Is there a note?” Mason asks, looking at Noah.

      He grabs the box and the disregarded lid, shaking the chocolates and remaining maggots free so Eli can sweep them up.

      “Yeah, there’s one inside the lid. It says, ‘See you soon.’”

      “It’s him isn’t it?” I knew it was too good to be true.

      “We don’t know that, Eden. It could be completely unrelated. Hell, it could be for Noah or me. After all, it’s in our mailbox and we don’t know how long it’s been in there. Plus, we know for a fact that he is in Germany.”

      “Let’s just clear it up and go out for a bit instead. We can take a drive down to the Italian place on the corner.

      “Okay, sounds good. Come on, Eden, let’s get you ready.” Mason swoops me up before I can protest, leaving Noah to help finish cleaning up the nasty little fuckers with Eli.

      I can hear them talking as we make our way upstairs.

      “What do you think?” I hear Noah ask.

      “I don’t know, man. If the mailbox wasn’t full, I would be screaming foul play, but it was stuffed, and the truth is we just don’t know how long that box has been in there. It could just as simply be a rather unfortunate, but completely unrelated, incident. We just have to stay alert.”

      “Yeah, all right. I’m going to get changed really quick. I swear I can feel the little fuckers crawling on me.”

      I can faintly hear Eli laughing at him.

      Am I overreacting? Is it a coincidence? I doubt it. I shut down those thoughts for now and get changed into a soft grey cotton long-sleeved, floor-length dress. I slip on a pair of black ballet pumps and run a brush through my hair, securing the front of it with a couple of bobby pins to keep it off my face. Thirty minutes later the house is maggot free and the four of us pull up down the street for something to eat. The tantalising aroma of garlic and onion reaches us as soon as we step out of the car, making my stomach clench in anticipation. Noah offers me his arm which I take gratefully as he leads us into the restaurant.

      “God, I’m starving,” Mason grouses but, to be honest, he is always hungry.

      It’s still too early for the dinner rush so the place is quiet and we have no trouble finding somewhere to sit. Mason and Eli squeeze into the booth on one side of the table leaving Noah and me to slide in opposite them.

      “What do you fancy, pretty girl?” Mason asks me, watching closely as I chew my lip indecisively. Carbs and cheese, that’s what I need.

      “I’m going to go for the carbonara. It’s been years since I’ve had it.”

      “Sounds good, I’ll have that too, with a side of garlic bread.” Mason nods his head.

      “Well, you better keep your lips away from mine then, stinky,” I joke, kind of.

      “Hey, now, that’s harsh.” He balls up the napkin and tosses it at me, making me laugh. I’m thankful this afternoon’s incident is starting to fade away.

      “If I promise not to order anything with garlic, do I get to kiss you?” Noah whispers into my ear but I can’t tell if he is joking or not.

      “Sure, why not? How about I just kiss you all?” The table goes quiet, making me look up from the menu. They’re all staring at me wistfully. Men.

      “Down, boys, and stop distracting me. I’m starving.”

      The conversation resumes but we keep it light, avoiding subjects that might bring a shadow over us. I watch them as we eat, chatting away. Mason fits in like he has known them years, making me grateful that I took a chance. It’s hard to picture where I would be now if the events of the last few days hadn’t taken place.

      Only time will tell if it was the right decision or if I have just placed the very people trying to help me in grave danger.
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      It’s been two weeks since Eden and Mason moved in and it has been a challenge, to say the least. I like Mason, I didn’t think I would, but he has this easy-going nature about him that is completely at odds with his appearance which screams give me your wallet. What I’m finding hard is watching him become more and more tactile with Eden. Not because he is touching her but because I want to touch her too. Two weeks now, she has been here. For two weeks, I’ve had my world flipped upside down. I knew the moment I saw her at the club there was something special about this girl. I just never knew how special and I hate that Mason beat me to her. Not only that, but I’ve seen the looks Eli throws at her when he thinks nobody is looking. It might not seem like much but after his ex, Eli has been nothing but a wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am kind of guy in some misguided game to protect his heart. Eden threatens all that and I fear the longer she is here the harder it is going to be for all of us.

      I’ve been up for a couple of hours finding that sleep is becoming more and more elusive. I lean over the edge of my bedroom balcony and grip my cooling cup of coffee tighter to keep my hands warm. It’s grey and bleak today with an eerie fog covering the city. The river is choppy and as I watch a police boat make its way downstream, I wonder if it has claimed another victim. I step back and am about to head inside when I hear the doors open downstairs. When I hear Eden speak, I sit in the chair closest to me and just listen to the soft, sensual voice that seems to have a direct link to my dick.

      “Shit, Eden, it’s freezing out here. You sure you don’t want to sit with Mason?” Eli grumbles.

      “I’m fine. I won’t stay out here long, I promise. I just want to clear my head a little.”

      “If you say so.”

      The balcony down there is much larger than the bedroom one. It has two large chairs and a sofa that faces the water with a low glass table in the centre of them. I peek over my railing and see Eli suggest a seat on the sofa, offering her the best view of the river and providing me with an even better one. He tucks the blanket around her and pulls the hood of her sweater up over her ears making her laugh. Come to think of it, I think that’s one of his hoodies. Interesting.

      “I’m fine, Eli, but thank you.”

      He smiles and turns to walk away when she snags his arm. “Be careful, okay?”

      He looks at her with a peculiar expression on his face before offering her a small grin. Guess he isn’t used to women giving a shit about him, but that’s what happens when you offer them nothing in return.

      “I knew you worried about me. I’ll be careful, and I won’t be too long. I’ll pick up a couple of pizzas from Carlos for lunch.”

      “Sounds good. Yum, I haven’t had Carlos pizza in years.”

      He leaves, passing Mason on his way through the door.

      “Hey. You up for some company?” Mason is standing in the doorway in nothing but a pair of white Calvin Klein boxers.

      I roll my eyes. For fuck’s sake man, that’s not even subtle. No way will she fall for that. When she says nothing, I turn back to her and can tell from one glace that her brain has short-circuited. The bastard. Maybe I should start walking around in my boxers too. What do you think of that, asshole? He has a six pack, so what? So do I. I might not have the sheer body mass he does but I work out. She looks like she wants to reach out and touch them. Yep, that does it, I am definitely going to start walking around in mine.

      “Eden, earth to Eden.”

      “Huh?” She snaps out of her perv-a-thon and blushes when he smirks at her with a knowing look in his eyes.

      “I said, do you mind if I join you?”

      She glances down and quickly back up again, a blush blooming on her cheeks. Oh, for fuck’s sake is he hard? What. The. Fuck? Don’t look, Eden. Don’t look. Fuck it. She looked. There is no way that she hasn’t noticed the tent has definitely been pitched.

      “Eden…” His voice growls at her in warning.

      Yeah, I’m done. I really don’t need to hear or see what happens next.

      “You need to stop looking at me like that or I am going to lose my shit and, pretty girl, you are not ready for that yet.”

      “Yet?”

      “Yet. This is happening, Eden, but I refuse to rush you.”

      I stop in my tracks and realise nothing has progressed further than the touches I’ve seen. Somehow that makes me feel less like I’m trying to steal someone’s girl and more like I’m a contender for the prize. Although I have a lot of work to do to get her anywhere near as relaxed with me as she appears to be with Mason.

      “Yes, you can join me but grab a blanket, it’s freezing out here and I don’t want you poking my eye out with that thing.”

      He snorts but heads inside, returning with the quilt he used last night. Of course, the fucker has to sit next to her and wrap the quilt around them both, placing his arm around her shoulder and pulling her close. Okay, now it’s time to go. I stand quietly and creep slowly toward the door.

      “How you doing with everything?”

      “Eh.”

      “That’s not an answer. You’ve had a shitty few weeks but hopefully, things are starting to settle down now. What do you think of Noah and Eli?”

      I freeze again with my hand on the door handle.

      “Eli seems nice, but the jury is still out with Noah.”

      My stomach pitches. It’s a bitter pill to swallow that the girl I’m half in love with isn’t even sure if she likes me.

      “I think that’s just his way.” Mason surprises me by defending me. “I get the sense he feels deep, he just doesn’t know how to process that shit, so it comes out completely wrong. You just have to look past it. You, more than anyone, can appreciate the many layers a person has. Don’t judge him too harshly until you reach the centre.

      “You seem awfully keen to convince me. Why is that?”

      Yeah, Mason, why is that?

      “I don’t know, Eden, but watching him carry you in here that first night, you didn’t see his face. It was as if he were carrying this precious gift. Since then every time he’s in the same room as you, his eyes never leave you the whole time. He likes you. I just don’t think he knows that yet.”

      “Likes me how?” she asks warily.

      Don’t you open your fucking mouth you stupid observant bastard.

      Mason turns to look at her, focusing on her face with an intensity rarely seen from him.

      “You know how, Eden. You like him too.” She does?

      “Mason, no I, you and me…”

      “It’s okay, Eden. I’m not giving up on us. I’ve already told you I’m not going anywhere, and I meant it. It just means that I have to adapt. You have a big enough heart to love an army. Who am I to try and stifle that?” He continues to drink his coffee like he didn’t just drop a bomb into both of our laps.

      Is he implying what I think he is? A relationship where we share Eden between us? But what about Eli? I can’t. Who even does that? Actually, I have seen it up close and personal and it seems to work for them but it’s not something I ever imagined myself being a part of.

      “Stop over analysing everything, Eden. What will happen will happen. I’m just saying, don’t fight it based on a misguided sense of what you have been told is right or wrong.”

      “And you would be okay with that, knowing I was with another guy, sleeping with someone else I mean?”

      She didn’t say no. Fuck me. She didn’t say no.

      “I’m not talking about you picking up random people from clubs, I’m talking about being in a relationship equally with two or even three people, but we are getting way ahead of ourselves. Just keep an open mind.”

      “I doubt that would be something they would be into anyway and I’m not saying I’m considering it. I’m just saying I don’t get that vibe from Noah.”

      Don’t count me out yet, sweets. My dick is as hard as a fucking rock here.

      “Yeah, well, you’re wrong.”

      She snorts in surprise at his observation and I have to stifle one of my own. He has been here a fortnight, but he sure thinks he knows me.

      “Really and how are you so sure about that?”

      “Because he is up there on his balcony listening to every word we’ve said and not disputed it once.”

      “Ah, fuck.” That took care of my hard dick.

      She whips her head up but I step back so she can’t see anything as Mason chuckles beside her between sips of coffee. That’s it, I’m so punching that motherfucker.

      “You ass. How long did you know he was there?”

      “His door was open when I went up to use the bathroom. He was out on his balcony before I even made it out here.”

      “That was mean, Mason.”

      “No, Eden, what it was, was honest. He needed to know that I’m not going anywhere. If he likes you as much as I think he does, then he will come to terms with us being a package deal.”

      Yeah, okay, I get it. I’m going to have to go down there and face the music.

      “Are you into him too?” she asks him curiously.

      Oh, I didn’t anticipate that one.

      “Fuck, no. It’s all about you in that sense, pretty girl, but that doesn’t mean I get nothing from them. I get something I haven’t had in a really long time. I get a family, a set of brothers who have my back and who love my girl as much as I do. Who wouldn’t want that?”

      She chokes on her coffee, but I’m still hung up on his words. The more he tries to convince her the more he convinces me.

      “You love me?” she croaks out

      “Baby steps, Eden. For now, all you need to know is that I’m here, I’m going nowhere, and you will never be alone again.”

      Fuck it. I close the doors behind me and jog down the stairs passing Mason who nods at me as he is coming inside. I head out to talk to her. She’s in a stupor still wrapped up in his quilt.

      “Hey.”

      She whips her head round to stare at me and I try not to show her how uncomfortable I am. I lean against the door wearing jeans, a long-sleeved T-shirt and my heart on my sleeve. Am I really going to do this?

      “Hi.”

      I just stand here for a moment taking her in not saying anything. Shit, I really am going to do this. I walk over and sit in the chair to the left of her.

      “I… I’m sorry for listening in. It wasn’t my plan. I was already out here before Mason came out.” Brilliant. Let’s start out stuttering. How on earth will she be able to resist me?

      “I know.”

      This is really awkward. I mean what the fuck am I supposed to say here? “He’s right, you know.”

      She looks shocked. She is not the only one but the words are out there now.

      “Mason… he’s right. I do like you. It’s just… I’m not good at this shit.”

      “Probably best not to call it shit?” she points out helpfully.

      I smile at her and I swear her eyes warm, brightening her whole face.

      “Good point,” I concede. Okay, here goes. Nothing ventured nothing gained right? “When you walked out onto that stage at Midas, I wanted to jump up there and snatch you off. I hated them looking at you and that just pissed me off because I had no right to feel that way. Later, when you came outside you were laughing at something Mason said and I wanted to knock his teeth out because you were giving him something you would never give me. I was jealous so I was an ass. It’s my default setting.”

      Now it’s her turn to smile.

      “I’m not saying I want to run off and marry you, but I want a chance, an equal chance to make you fall in love with me.” I swallow, suddenly finding my throat dry.

      “And would you love me back?”

      “I would love you so much I would be willing to share you with another man,” I answer without even having to think about it.

      “I don’t know what to say. A few days ago, I had nobody, now I have three men catering to me and at least two of those three want pieces of me I swore I would never give away.”

      “Will you think about it?”

      She sits quietly for a moment considering my words. “I’m not saying yes, Noah.”

      My face falls. I turn to look out over the water and ignore the pain in my chest caused by her words.

      “But I’m not saying no either.”

      I whip around to face her, eyes wide.

      “It’s up to you to make me fall in love with you. Think you’re up for it?”

      “Challenge accepted.” You can bet your sexy fucking ass I will make you fall in love with me.

      “Is it safe to come back?” We turn at the sound of Mason’s voice. He’s wearing faded blue jeans now and a white T-shirt.

      “Sure.”

      “I will leave you guys to it.” I stand to leave as Mason sits beside Eden again when her hand slips into mine halting me. I look down at our linked hands before my eyes connect with hers.

      “Stay.”

      I look from her to Mason. “You sure?”

      “You heard the lady, sit. You can tell us what I can do while I’m here. I have some savings but I’m going to need a job.”

      I sit back down but when she tries to pull her hand away, I hold on tight. She shrugs her shoulders and goes with it.

      “You should take your time to get acquainted with the place first, but I get where you’re coming from. What kind of thing will you be after?”

      Mason is quiet, too quiet, making both Eden and I turn toward him. He rubs his hands on his thigh like he is psyching himself up for what he is about to say. “I’m not picky. I can’t afford to be, not a lot of people want to take a chance on an ex-con.”

      My hand squeezes Eden’s a little too hard making her wince. I mumble an apology and loosen my grip. “What did you do time for?” Please be some juvenile shit.

      “Manslaughter,” Mason answers quietly.

      “Jesus, are you serious, man?” I explode out of my seat letting go of Eden’s hand so that I can stand up and pace.

      “What happened?” she asks, looking at him like she knows that there must be a damn good reason for the man who is so overprotective of her to have had it in him to kill someone.

      Turns out he does. When Mason opens his mouth and spills the details of his heartbreaking story, I feel like a fucking ass for reacting the way I did. By the time he’s finished, I’m back in my chair rubbing soothing circles over the back of Eden’s hand as she sobs beside me.

      “Don’t cry for me, pretty girl.” He smooths his thumbs over her cheeks, smiling to mask the pain that lingers in his eyes.

      “Shit, Mason, that’s fucked up.”

      “I know, and I get it, Noah. I’ll leave if you want me to leave but I’m not going anywhere without my girl and we both know this is the safest place for her at the moment.”

      I wave him off. “I’m not asking you to leave. I can’t think of anyone that would keep Eden as safe as you will and that includes me. I’m just sorry that you had to go through that shit and that you had to rot away inside when you just did what any of the rest of us would have.”

      “Thank you,” Mason tells me, gratitude evident in his voice.

      We all sit quietly watching as the city of London wakes up around us before Eden finally gives in and admits it’s too cold to sit out here any longer. “Let’s head inside, I’m beginning to lose sensation in my toes.”

      She is up and in my arms before she can even finish her sentence. I’ve missed picking her up, having no excuse to do so now that her body is on the mend. She snuggles into my chest, stealing my body heat as Mason trails behind us. I could really get used to this.

      I plop her on the sofa, leaving her with Mason as I head down to the kitchen to make us all some more coffee.

      “Hey.”

      I look up, surprised to see Mason. For a big guy, he sure can get around quietly. “Hey, what’s up?”

      “I just wanted to have a quick word and feel you out about what we just spoke about.”

      “Which part? The part where you threw me under a bus and told Eden how I felt about her when I would have liked to have done that myself? Or are you talking about the fact that you have been inside and failed to mention that before we moved your ass in here?”

      “All of it?”

      I cross my arms over my chest and wait for him to carry on.

      “For fuck’s sake, Noah, what do you want me to say? Am I sorry for calling you out and getting both you and Eden to admit you feel something for each other? No. I’m sick of watching you pussyfoot around her. As for my record, well it’s not something I’m proud of. I knew bringing Eden here was our best option but I wasn’t sure you would have welcomed me with open arms if you knew about my past. Think about it. Eden would never have come without me and you wouldn’t have been given this shot with her. While we’re on the subject of Eden, if you hurt her, I will kill you and this time it will be premeditated.”

      I stare at him for a beat before I turn back around and start the coffee. He’s right, which just pisses me off. “Are we going to be able to make this work? And what about Eli, how does he fit in with all this?”

      He shrugs. “It will work if we want it enough. Communication is going to be the most important thing and keeping any jealousy in check. I don’t want to feel like I’ve talked her into something that we constantly make her feel bad for. We are either in it one hundred percent committed to seeing where it might lead, or we’re out. It’s up to Eli and Eden to decide if they want to take a chance on each other but the same rules apply to him too. Where is he today anyway?”

      “Finishing off some paperwork. We have requested some time off, so he is just tying up loose ends and handing anything over that still needs attention.” I hand him his coffee while I wait for Eden’s.

      “Think he’ll be interested in sharing her?”

      “Honestly, it could go either way. He likes her and he is definitely attracted to her but whether that’s enough for him to take a chance, who knows? Eli closes off that part of himself, so I guess we'll just have to wait and see.”

      The doorbell rings, stopping our conversation.

      “I’ll go.” He puts his cup down and heads around to the front door.

      I can’t hear him from here but when he returns, his face is a mask of anger. I’m guessing it’s because of the roses in his hands. The black roses. He puts them carefully on the counter before turning to me.

      “Nobody was there but these were on the top step. Call the police. We can justify the chocolates but not these.”

      “Is there a note?” I ask, pulling my phone from my pocket and dialling.

      “Yep, but I didn’t want to get my prints all over it.”

      “Guys, what’s taking so long?” Eden walks into the kitchen with a smile on her face that freezes when she sees the flowers.

      I watch from the corner of my eye as Mason tries to calm her while I talk to an officer. Hanging up with reassurances that they will be here soon, I walk up to Eden and pull her into my arms and hold her tight.

      “Who is doing this, Noah? Is it Karl who sent them or do I have some other sick fuck gunning for me? I mean, Jesus Christ, isn’t one psychopath enough?” She’s shaking but I don’t know if it’s with fear or anger.

      Mason steps up behind her offering his support too and we both just stand there with Eden safely cocooned between us.

      “You need to call Eli,” Mason tells me quietly. I nod and turn Eden into his arms before pulling out my phone again.

      “Sorry, it took longer than I thought. I’m just leaving now,” Eli greats me.

      “Listen, Eli, we’ve had another delivery. A dozen black roses, to be precise. The police are on their way. I just wanted to give you a heads up.”

      “Fuck. Is Eden okay?”

      “She will be. Just get home, okay?”

      “I’m on my way.”
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      It was quiet out here when I arrived earlier this morning before the crowds descended and the streets became congested. Now, swarms of people rush around me oblivious to the anger coursing through me. I look around at the mixture of faces. They are all different ages, races and sex yet I can’t help but be suspicious of them all. Is the person doing this out here right now watching my reaction? I know I promised Noah I would leave straight away but if I don’t run up and let Malcolm know what’s going on, he’ll kill me. I knock on his door and, not bothering to wait for a reply, walk straight in.

      “Eli, I thought you left already.” He pours himself a glass of whisky and takes a sip.

      “Jesus, boss, it’s not even lunchtime yet.”

      “I know what time it is, boy, but when you haven’t even been to bed yet, I don’t think it counts.”

      “Right. Look, we have a problem. Eden has received another gift. This time a bunch of black roses which at this point eliminates the possibility of the chocolates being a coincidence, don’t you think?”

      “Fuck’s sake. We know Karl is in Germany, but I can’t help but feel like we’re missing something with this.”

      I sigh. He’s right but I have no idea what it is we’re missing. There’s a knock on the door before it opens revealing Sam, the guy who has been tracking Karl’s movements.

      “Yo, got a picture of our guy out on a date before he heads back into his hotel room. The female’s face is obscured but the guy is definitely Karl.” He hands me the folder, open to a picture taken from the hotel in Frankfurt. “What’s going on?”

      Malcolm fills him in while I study the picture. Unless this guy has a twin brother somewhere we don’t know about, it’s definitely him.

      “Let’s go. I want to know what the police think about this.”

      Sam leads the way out followed by Malcolm. I guess we’re all going. Traffic is a bitch and what should be a twenty-minute trip takes forty-five. There is a police car outside when we pull up so I park round the back in the private parking area indicating for the guys to do the same.

      I don’t know what I was expecting when I walked in, but it wasn’t this. Noah has his arms wrapped around a visibly distressed Eden and Mason is facing off against an angry-looking police officer.

      I step between them before Mason finds himself arrested. “What the fuck is going on?”

      Mason’s chest is heaving but he manages to spit his words out. “This chump insulted Eden and basically implied that she’s an attention-seeking liar. He also seems to think that because she used to be an exotic dancer, it’s her fault she has a stalker.”

      “Excuse me?” I whip round to face the red-faced officer. Clearly, Mason misheard.

      “Look, all I know is that Karl is a good man and was a great cop. People should think before they open their mouths to slander someone’s name when they don’t have any proof.”

      “You know Karl?”

      “Who exactly are you?” he asks, not backing down any more than Mason is.

      “I’m Eli Cooper. I live here.”

      He sneers at me and I just know that whatever he’s going to say is going to get him knocked out by Mason. “Just how many men live here with you, Miss Myers?”

      Luckily, Sam picks that moment to step in front of the officer. He scowls down at him and I watch with some satisfaction as the dickweed swallows nervously. “I think it’s time for you to leave.”

      The cop just nods and turns to go. A young cop follows him out, looking a mix of confused and freaked out. I was so focused on the scene playing out in front of me I hadn’t even noticed him there.

      “Hi, Eden, my name is Malcolm and this is Sam. I’m sorry about all this. Can you fill us in on what’s happening?”

      I watch as Noah rubs his hands up and down her arms in a comforting gesture and feel myself frowning. This is new. Usually, they’re at each other’s throats about something. What’s with all the touching all of a sudden?

      “You know about the flowers?” she asks, clearly rattled but fighting her way through it. When Malcolm nods, she continues. “Well, Noah called the police and that douche canoe and his partner came.”

      I fight the twitch of my lips at that. Douche canoe? That’s a new one for me.

      “I told him everything that happened since the first night your guys turned up at Midas until now. It was when I mentioned my stepfather’s name that he started acting like a dick. Apparently, they worked together and he remembers how distraught he was when I ran away.” She barks out a laugh.

      “He made it sound like everything was my fault. I don’t even really understand what the fuck’s going on. Is that what I’m going to have to expect from the local police? Because if so, I think I’ll take my chances next time without involving them.”

      “Shh, calm down, baby. You’re going to make yourself sick.” Noah pulls her forward and kisses her forehead and she visibly relaxes in front of us.

      Okay, what the fuck is going on? Have I stepped into a fucking parallel universe or something? I look to Mason to see what he thinks about Noah having his hands all over what is essentially his girl, but he only has eyes for Eden.

      “Right, from now on, Eden, I don’t want you to talk to the police at all without out me present. Sam has confirmed that Karl is indeed still in Germany, so we are working on the assumption that you have a stalker. I know this sucks, but I don’t want you going anywhere without one of the guys for a while.”

      She nods reluctantly.

      “Ryan and Caleb are on standby if you guys are needed elsewhere and I’ll have two other guys parked outside, at least for tonight. We need to find out who this guy is. I have someone on his way to talk to your old boss, but the best thing you can do is stay vigilant,” Sam tells her, all businesslike. I think that’s the most I’ve ever heard him talk.

      “All right, guys, we’ll leave you to it. Call if you need anything. Eden, I will pop back over tomorrow, if that’s all right? I have some paperwork for you to sign and then the money is all yours.”

      “Thank you, Malcolm.”

      “No problem, honey, it’s partly my fault you’re in this mess in the first place. I mean, I’m glad it’s not Karl but if we hadn’t forced you to run then the stalker might not have felt the need to act.”

      “Or something else might have pushed him over the edge and he could’ve been waiting for me when I was all alone. Seriously, you guys have to stop blaming yourselves. What you have all done since the crash has gone above and beyond what I expected.”

      Sam and Malcolm take off, leaving the four of us alone. I have never felt so fucking uncomfortable in my own fucking home.

      “I’m going to go upstairs and take a nap. I have a headache,” Eden says, spinning on her heel and heading upstairs. I don’t know if she does or whether she is just as uncomfortable as I am.

      “I’ll come with you, pretty girl.”

      When they disappear, I whirl and face Noah. “What the fuck is going on?”

      “We just told you.”

      “No, what is going on with you and Eden? You’re playing with fire there. If Mason catches on, he will fucking kill you.”

      The weirdo smiles at that like he knows something I don’t. “He knows I like her and that she likes me. He was the one that suggested group dating.”

      “Group… group dating? Are you kidding me with this, Noah?”

      “What is your problem?”

      “My problem is that I left the house for a few hours and my housemates got body snatched. What are you going to do when they leave, huh? Go with them? Going to be a bouncer at a strip club too?”

      He walks up to me until we’re chest to chest. “I don’t know what has gotten into you, but I suggest you sort it out. I’m falling for her. At the moment, that’s all I care about. I don’t know if you’re jealous or just being a dick but watch what you say to her.”

      I scoff. “What the fuck have I got to be jealous of? If I wanted pussy I could go out and get some.”

      “Yeah but it wouldn’t be hers and it wouldn’t mean anything. You keep telling yourself if you keep your distance you won’t get hurt again but all that leaves you with is a cold bed and an empty heart. And if you ever refer to Eden as pussy again, I will knock you the fuck out.” He storms off, leaving me pissed off with no outlet.

      Fuck this shit. I turn around and head back out. There’s a bar around the corner which should just be opening now. Malcolm’s right, who gives a fuck what time it is? It’s the perfect time to get shit-faced.

      I’m rethinking that decision a few hours later when a furious Noah pulls me out of the bar and back home. Crouched down over the toilet in nothing more than a pair of boxers, I spend the next hour expelling all the alcohol I earlier felt I so desperately needed.

      “Here, sip this.” Eden kneels down beside me with a glass of water in her hand. I take it and sip it slowly, hoping like fuck that I keep it down.

      “Saint Jude, huh?”

      My eyes snap to hers. “What?”

      She indicates the medallion around my neck that I never take off. “The patron saint of lost causes. Is that what you think you are, Eli, a lost cause?”

      “How pissed off are they?” I ask, ignoring her question. I don’t need her psychobabble bullshit right now.

      She sighs but thankfully lets it go. “They’re pretty pissed but it’s only because they were worried about you. How would you feel if I disappeared and didn’t tell you where I was going?”

      I wave her off. “That’s different.”

      “Tell me, Eli, if my stalker got his hands on you when you were in such a state, do you think he would have passed up such an opportunity?”

      “He isn’t after me, Eden.”

      “Don’t be so fucking naïve, Eli. Whoever he is, he will go for anyone I care about. He probably sees the three of you as obstacles that need removing.”

      “You care about me?”

      She rolls her eyes at me like I’m dumb.

      Maybe she’s right, lord knows I feel dumb at the moment.

      “That’s all you heard, huh? Of course, I care about you, we all do. You can’t do shit like this, not at the moment at least. Give the guys a chance to cool down. Go to bed, take the tablets I’ve left at the bedside beside your lamp, and sleep it off. We can talk some more in the morning.” She walks off, leaving me to wallow in my self-pity.

      When I feel like I can move without throwing up, I brush my teeth and make my way over to the bed. I take the tablets and crawl under the cool sheets, willing the room to stop spinning. I’m pissed at myself for getting into this state. I’m not much of a drinker to begin with and with the amount I put away today, I should be grateful I’m not having my stomach pumped. I glance at the clock on my bedside table and see that it’s only seven o’clock. I can hear them moving around downstairs and notice the faint smell of garlic, which threatens to start me off again. I bury my head under my pillow and try to sleep.

      The problem is, I can’t switch my brain off. I need to figure out a plan of action because getting rat-assed every day isn’t a viable option. I want to fuck Eden. It’s not exactly a hardship to admit this. All that creamy skin, firm breasts that are the perfect handful, and legs that go on for miles draw me to her like a moth to a flame. If it were anyone else, I would have had her bent over the kitchen island already, but Eden deserves more than that. She deserves hearts and flowers after everything she’s been through and I’m not that guy.

      Once upon a time maybe, but not now. She may be the right girl, but she came along three years too late. I won't ever put myself in a position like that again. One day you’re happy and then the next day it’s all gone. Having a relationship would mean giving her my already fragile heart and hoping she won’t pulverise it. No thanks. I have learned my lesson. If Eden leaves, I doubt I’ll survive the fallout this time. With the decision already made, I just have to adjust to the other guys being all over her without letting my jealousy show. They get to touch her and taste her and do things to her that I can only dream about. In the end, when she walks away, and she will walk away—they always do—they will be no more than shadows of the men they used to be. I will at least be strong enough to help them through it. I need to reinforce my walls a little to stop her from slipping inside. I can be her friend, but that’s just going to have to be enough for the both of us.

      I toss and turn for another couple of hours but thankfully I’m not sick again. I’m just about to go downstairs to sit out on the balcony and get some fresh air to clear my head when the object of my problems pushes open my door and silently pads inside on bare feet. She’s wearing a huge shirt that comes to her knees that must belong to Mason. I quickly close my eyes and fake sleeping, figuring she’s just checking on me before she heads to bed herself. When she pulls the covers back and slips in next to me, it takes everything in me not to react. What is she doing? She curls up into a ball as far away from me as she can get. When her breathing evens out, I realise she has fallen asleep. A shaft of light appears from under my door when someone switches the light on in the hallway. When the door opens, spilling light into the room, I look up to see Noah standing in the doorway, still dressed in his jeans and T-shirt.

      “She was worried about you getting sick during the night. She has so much going on that she doesn’t need to be worrying about you on top of everything else.”

      I nod, knowing he’s right.

      “You fuck it out of your system before you got smashed?”

      “No, it wasn’t like that. Fuck, I haven’t been laid in months. I’m always with your cockblocking ass.”

      “You aren’t missing much. You seem to gravitate toward women with IQ’s smaller than their G-strings.”

      “Says the guy dating a stripper.”

      His eyes flash with anger but I hold my hands up in a placating gesture.

      “It wasn’t a dig. She is, or was, in actual fact a stripper. I was just pointing out the irony of your words.”

      “You going to be cool with me and Mason dating her together?”

      “It’s not really any of my business, Noah, what you guys decide to do, but I won’t cause any problems if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Fine. Just don’t start treating her like a leper. She likes you. If all you want is to be friends, she’ll be happy with that but don’t act cold toward her just so you can keep your distance.

      “Pot. Kettle.”

      “I know. I never said it would be easy, but I have a feeling that it’s going to be worth it.” He closes the door behind him, plunging me back into darkness.

      Eden whimpers from beside me and without giving it any conscious thought, I pull her into my arms to comfort her. It’s only when she snuggles into me that I realise what I’ve done. I should roll away. I need to slide my arm out from beneath her and turn and face the other side. Instead, I find myself burying my face in her hair, breathing in her subtle coconut fragrance as I wrap my arms securely around her. Tomorrow I’ll put some distance between us. When I wake up, everything will go back to the way it should be. But for now, I just want to hold on a little longer to the girl that in another lifetime could have been mine.

      My eyes snap open when I hear moaning and realise Eden is still in my arms. I hold her tighter, hating that she can’t even find peace when she’s asleep.

      “Shhhh,” I whisper against her forehead.

      She stirs in my arms. “Eli?”

      “Yeah, it’s me, sweetheart. Everything is fine, go back to sleep.” I tip my head down to kiss her forehead but she chooses that moment to tip her head up, making our lips connect.

      We both freeze before I give in and move my lips gently over hers. When she sighs and parts her mouth, I slip my tongue inside and deepen the kiss. It’s as the kiss heats up and my fingers glide under the hem of her T-shirt that I come to my senses and pull away.

      “Shit, sorry, Eden. That shouldn’t have happened.”

      “It’s okay, Eli.”

      “That can’t happen again, Eden. Go back to sleep.”

      “M’kay,” she mumbles, already drifting off, the day’s events clearly taking their toll.

      I, however, just lie there reliving the single best kiss I’ve ever had. I can still feel her lips on mine and her warm breath against my skin. Every time she makes a cute little noise, my dick gets hard as a rock, making me so fucking grateful that she’s asleep.

      When the sun comes up a couple of hours later, I’m still awake wondering how in the fuck am I going to be able to distance myself from her when I know how good she tastes. My dick is hard as I imagine what she tastes like somewhere else too. Fuck, I need to get out of here. I slide out of bed, careful not to disturb her, and tug on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt and head downstairs for some more painkillers and a coffee.

      I make my drink and contemplate sitting out on the balcony, but I don’t want to disturb Mason, so I head upstairs. I figure I can sit in the chair and read on my Kindle without waking her but when I open the door she’s gone. She even made the bed, making it look like she was never here in the first place. Strangely enough, this helps harden my resolve. This is exactly what it will be like when she is really gone, so I better get used to it.
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      I feel the covers lift and turn to face a subdued Eden.

      “Hey, pretty girl. I didn’t think you would mind me crawling in here with you sleeping in Eli’s room. That sofa is not the comfiest thing to sleep on.”

      “I didn’t even think about that, Mason. Feel free to crawl in here whenever you want to, I don’t mind.” She climbs in and lies on her side, facing me.

      “What’s with the frown?”

      “Am I a bad kisser? I don’t have anyone else to ask.”

      I look at her in shock as I take in her words.

      “Was I your first kiss, Eden?” She nods, embarrassed but she needn’t be. I just assumed it was something else that Karl had taken from her.

      “Don’t be embarrassed. I’m fucking thrilled.” I pull her closer grazing her lips with mine. “I would spend the rest of my life kissing you if you let me.” I can feel her smile against my mouth.

      “So why haven’t you kissed me since that day at Midas?”

      “Is that what this is about? Pretty girl, I’ve been giving you time to get your head on straight. I didn’t want to overwhelm you, especially now that we’ve thrown Noah into the mix and possibly Eli.”

      “No, not Eli.” Her tone is sharp and decisive.

      “Something happen between you two?”

      She fidgets nervously, and I can see she is worried about my reaction. This is what I want to avoid, which is why talking about it is crucial.

      “He kissed me but then he freaked out and said it would never happen again.”

      “Eden, do not take on Eli’s issues as your own. Him pulling away and saying that shit is about him, not you. He has things he needs to figure out. Give him some time. What we are suggesting goes against the norm. Now, how do you feel about making out a little?”

      I feel her tongue graze my mouth as she licks her lips and I take that as a straight up invitation. I lose myself in the moment as she finds the courage to explore my mouth with her own. We both breakaway breathless.

      “Wow.”

      “I second that. Gloves are off now, pretty girl. I like my hands and lips on you and there are a dozen places I can think of exploring. You always have the control. Whether you lead or I do, you are the one in control. The minute you say stop, we stop.”

      “Okay. I like the sound of that. I think about it, you know. Sometimes when I’m alone in bed I let my fingers trail across my body.”

      I stare at her with my mouth open.

      She bursts out laughing, rolling around until tears slip from the corners of her eyes.

      “You little shit.” I tickle her until she calls uncle.

      “Thank you.”

      Her smile is reward enough.

      “What for?”

      “For being you and for letting me just be me.”

      “I happen to like you just the way you are, so it’s no hardship for me.” I lay back down beside her and pull her to my chest and tuck her head under my chin. “Have you thought about what you want to do now that you are Miss Money Bags?”

      She elbows me in the chest. “Please, god, don’t call me that. Erm… well, I do have something in mind, but I need to talk to you guys about it first. I’m not sure how you’re going to react, more so Noah than you, but still.”

      “Damn, girl, you waffle when you’re nervous. What is this idea of yours?”

      She’s quiet and I can practically see her weighing the merit of telling me before giving in and sighing. “I want to open a club.”

      “Okay. Here in London?”

      She nods, and I have to pull her finger from her mouth as she chews her nail. Shit like that makes me think of putting something else in her mouth.

      “From what Eli and Noah have said there are a lot of clubs in London, which is to be expected but the Mac Daddy of clubs is Dante’s. It’s just on the outskirts of London and spread out over seven floors, each depicting one of the seven circles of purgatory.”

      Her eyes light up in wonder. Looks like we’ll need to plan a night out when the stalker has been caught.

      “What kind of club are you thinking of?”

      “Burlesque. In my head I have this vision of gorgeous girls in elaborate costumes who seductively undress but leave a little something to the imagination. I’m thinking of mixing it up with some old school tongue-in-cheek comedy sketches and jazz music. Like a throwback to a different era.”

      “That actually sounds pretty cool. If you need some security, I’m your man.”

      “Yes, you are my man, aren’t you?” She places a soft kiss on my lips, confident with her actions.

      “I don’t want you to work as part of the security team, though.”

      I won’t admit it because this isn’t about me but that shit stings a little.

      “I want you to head the whole security department. I know nothing about any of that side of things, but you do. If there’s one thing I want, it’s to guarantee the girls who work there of protection.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Well, yeah. I trust you with my life. Who else would I pick?”

      This girl slays me and she doesn’t even know it. Does she have any idea how little faith people usually have in me? Of course, she doesn’t. She doesn’t see me as everyone else does. I tip her head up and kiss her softly, pouring everything I’m feeling into it, everything that she’s not quite ready to hear yet.

      Her stomach chooses that moment to rumble loudly, making me laugh.

      “I’m hungry,” she tells me with a blush. “Do you think it’s too early for breakfast?”

      “Nope, if you’re hungry then let’s eat. Do you want to go out or make something?”

      “Is it safe for just the two of us to go out?”

      “I don’t think the coward would start with me, but I would never take that risk. There are two guys outside still, remember? I would get them to follow us.”

      “I think I’ll just make something. I feel like I’m in the mood for an omelette. What do you think?”

      “Works for me. I’m not a bad cook but, for some reason, omelettes always end up scrambled for me.”

      “Well, in that case, prepare to be dazzled.”

      “Have at it, pretty girl.”

      We quietly make our way downstairs so we don’t disturb the rest of the house, only to find Eli at the kitchen table reading the paper. They stare at each other briefly before Eden begins rummaging around the fridge to find ingredients. I don’t miss the look of longing on Eli’s face before he turns back to the paper, but I don’t say anything. He’s going to have to figure this out on his own.

      “Hey, man, feeling better?” I pull out the chair opposite him enjoying the view of Eden pottering around in nothing more than panties and my T-shirt. I’ve seen this girl naked more times than I can count but she has never looked sexier than she does right now.

      “I’m good, thanks, and I’m sorry about yesterday.”

      “Don’t sweat it. I get it.”

      “Eli, I’m making omelettes, do you want one?” Eden’s voice calls and I watch as his whole body relaxes.

      Guess he thought she was going to give him the cold shoulder all day. He clearly doesn’t know Eden very well and if he doesn’t pull his finger out, he never will.

      “Erm, sure, thank you, Eden. What are you putting in them?”

      “Well, we have cheese, mushrooms and spinach. That sound okay?”

      “If you can do mine without the mushrooms and spinach then, yeah, that sounds great.”

      “How does someone who eats next to no vegetables and coats almost everything in cheese, end up with a body like yours?” Her eyes widen as soon as the words leave her mouth, but Eli thankfully just takes the teasing at face value.

      He stands and pulls his T-shirt up to reveal an impressive set of abs. “Yeah, I think I’m good.” He sits down and goes back to reading the paper, leaving Eden standing there with her mouth open.

      “Pretty girl, if you drool into the omelette, make sure you give it to the cocky asshole over here.”

      She snaps her mouth shut before flipping me off.

      “So, do you have any plans today?” I ask Eli as the sounds and smells from the pan start to reach us.

      “I want to head to the gym for a couple of hours but beyond that not much.”

      “You want some company? I usually work out every day but with everything that’s been going on I’ve been slacking.”

      “Sure, sounds good. What about Eden? Want to bring her along?”

      “Nah. I’ll see if Noah wants to stay and hang out with her. If she comes, she’s going to want to work out too and she still isn’t one hundred percent. Besides, I would rather take her when she’s feeling better and watch her run circles around you guys.”

      He scoffs. “Please. I’m not saying she isn’t fit but you haven’t seen me on the treadmill yet.”

      “That girl is a fucking machine. The strength it takes to work the pole and perform the tricks that she did night after night is insane. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “So, you’ve known her a long time then?”

      “Kind of. I had already been working at Midas a full year before Eden started. She was fresh-faced and oozed innocence. I thought they were going to eat her alive but when the music started, she morphed into this whole other persona. It was something special to watch but then she always was. She kept to herself mostly but was always friendly enough.”

      Eden walks over and places a plate down in front of me and I tuck in as Eli waits for his. Screw manners, the smell alone is driving me crazy.

      She brings Eli’s over just as a sleep-rumbled Noah stumbles into the room.

      “I smell food.”

      “I’m making omelettes. You want one?”

      Her voice snaps him out of his sleep fog as he marches over to her and kisses her as if they are the only two people in the room. Bad kisser indeed. I steal a glance at Eli and notice he’s trying to look anywhere other than at the couple making out on the other side of the kitchen island. I decide to cut him some slack until he can get his head on straight.

      “Hey, Eden, seeing as we are all here, why don’t you tell the guys about your club idea?”

      She pulls away from Noah’s kiss and throws me a death stare. Whether that’s because she doesn’t want to discuss it or because I made her stop kissing, who knows?

      “Yes, Eden, I would love an omelette.” Noah comes to sit in the chair beside mine as he waits. “So, what’s this about a club?”

      “Well, um, I’ve been putting money aside over the years to open my own club one day. Now that I have access to my trust fund, I don’t really need to wait anymore. Anyway, I was thinking of opening a burlesque club.”

      “Wait, isn’t a burlesque club just a fancy name for a strip club?” Noah unwisely asks, making me kick him under the table. “Motherfucker, that hurt.”

      “It’s a little different from a strip club. Yes, the girls take their clothes off but it’s more seduction and suggestion than in your face. I want it to feel retro with slapstick comedy shows and jazz music. That kind of thing.”

      “And are you planning to take your clothes off?”

      I kick him again.

      “For fuck’s sake, will you knock that shit off?”

      “Well, I don’t know, Noah, maybe to start with, but I was planning on running the place and employing other women to take care of that.” She watches him with narrow eyes as he smiles, and his shoulders relax with relief. “But now that you mention it, maybe I should be up there with the other girls, showing them what I want. There is nothing sexier than having people’s eyes on me as I act out fantasies that most people don’t get to see even behind closed doors.”

      I turn around and hide my smile, knowing she is playing him like she did me earlier.

      “What, no way are you getting up there and taking your clothes off for a room full of strangers to ogle. I thought you were done with that now.”

      “Did you? Well, you know what they say about assuming, don’t you? Besides, I miss it, just having that freedom to take my clothes off and strut around naked knowing that people want to reach out and touch me but can’t. That they will go home later with visions of me in their heads as they touch themselves.”

      “Like fuck, they will.” Noah stands up and roars. “Nobody gets to see you naked but us. I’m not kidding, Eden, don’t push me.”

      She walks right up to him until she’s pressed up against him without a sliver of space between them. I can’t help the proud smile that covers my face. She isn’t the least bit afraid of Noah and his gruff exterior. I love the fact that she won’t let him walk all over her or let anyone, for that matter. Physically, we might be stronger. Emotionally, Eden has us all beat hands down, which is great because she’s the glue that’s going to keep us all together.

      “All right, Eden, put him out of his misery before the vein in his temple explodes,” I tell her.

      “Well, he’s being an unreasonable asshole again, Mason. Who does he think he is telling me what I can and cannot do?” She stomps her foot and huffs back over to the cooker, taking her aggression out on the ingredients for Noah’s omelette while calling him names under her breath.

      Even Eli cracks a smile at her antics.

      “What?” Noah looks from me to Eli in confusion.

      “Dude, do you know anything about women? As soon as you opened your mouth to tell her she couldn’t do something, you gave her the determination to prove you wrong,” Eli tells him like it’s obvious. Which it is to everyone but Noah, apparently.

      “I just don’t want everyone else looking at her,” he grouses.

      “But you’re okay sharing her? Some twisted logic there, buddy.”

      Noah throws a coaster at his head. “It’s different. I trust you and Mason, but I don’t trust any other fucker out there. I don’t want them thinking they can put their hands on our girl or fucking jerking off to her. That shit isn’t going to fly.”

      Eden walks over and puts a plate down in front of Noah with far more force than necessary. “I wasn’t actually planning on being part of the act, you butthole, not that there is a damn thing wrong with stripping or burlesque. So, I took my clothes off, big fucking deal. I worked as a cleaner before that in a cheap-ass hotel cleaning up shit-stained toilets and collecting used condoms off the floor because people knew I had to do it to keep my job. I barely made minimum wage. It was a constant battle deciding whether I should pay the rent, keep the electricity on, or eat. My first night at Midas I earned more than I had in a week at the hotel. Now tell me, what would you have done? At the hotel I had abuse hurled at me on a regular basis. I was spat at and constantly fighting off men who thought letting them grope me was part of my job description. At Midas, I had him.” She points at me, making the other two stare at me with respect. “He kept me safe.” She sighs and plonks herself down on Noah’s lap.

      “I won’t be stripping. Partly because I don’t need to anymore and partly because I knew that you guys would be uncomfortable with it. Girls are always going to strip as long as guys pay for the privilege. I just want to offer a slightly different alternative. Whether you like it or not, Noah, it’s what I know and I’m damn good at it. I may as well use what I learned for something.”

      She leans forward and stage whispers in his ear loud enough for us all to hear. “I will save my stripping just for you guys.” Planting a kiss on his cheek she gets up and lets him eat his omelette and makes herself one as we talk amongst ourselves.

      “I actually might know of the perfect place,” Eli tells her as she walks back over with her plate in her hand. “There’s an old theatre up for sale a few miles from here. I passed it the other day when I was going for a run. I don’t know what it’s like inside, but it might be worth looking at.”

      “That sounds perfect, thank you.” She pulls out a chair and sits next to him and starts devouring her omelette. We all just stare at her in shock. Taking the last bite, she looks up and swallows. “What?”

      “Aren’t you worried you’re going to gain a load of weight now that you’re not eating as healthy or exercising?” Eli asks, staring at her now empty plate.

      I kick him under the table making him curse but it wasn’t necessary. I could see as soon as the words were out of his mouth, he regretted them. I doubt he was trying to be malicious but fucking Christ, these guys are clueless when it comes to women and I’m the one that spent eight years surrounded by only men.

      She stands up and grabs her plate with one hand and uses the other to grab the hem of her T-shirt. Lifting it up to just under her breasts, she showcases a toned stomach and a skimpy pair of black panties.

      “Yeah, I think I’m good.” She mimics Eli from before. She lets the T-shirt drop back into place, places her plate in the dishwasher and struts her fantastic ass back up the stairs.

      Eli just sits there with his mouth open, staring at the empty space where she stood. The laughter bursts out of me, shocking myself as well as them. I laugh until I can barely catch my breath, but I finally manage to get myself under control again.

      “She’s trying to kill me,” he mumbles.

      “Probably, but you deserved it,” Noah answers, making me laugh all over again

      “I need to get to the gym. You still want to come?” Eli asks me when I finally get myself together.

      “Yeah. Noah, fancy keeping Eden occupied for a little while? I need to get a workout in.”

      “Sure. We need to think about taking her out for a bit. She is going stir crazy being cooped up in here. Any suggestions?”

      “She seemed interested in going to Dante’s. I thought we could take her after the shit was all sorted but if we can get some extra security maybe we could take her there for a little while.”

      “Yeah, that might actually work. Malcolm knows the guys there pretty well and they have cameras everywhere. Let me make a couple of calls and see what I can arrange.”

      “Sounds good.” I turn to Eli who is loading the rest of our plates into the dishwasher. “You fancy it?”

      “What, a night at Dante’s with you guys?”

      “Yeah, why not?”

      “Maybe because I will feel like the odd man out.”

      “You’ll be fine. You can’t be pissed that you don’t get to put your hands on Eden when it’s you that imposed that limit.” I hold my hand up when he goes to argue with me. “Not my business. My point is, you are going to have to get used to being around the three of us and watching our interactions. We aren’t going to hide our relationship from you.”

      “Yeah, I get it. Let’s just go.”

      He goes to grab his stuff, leaving me with Noah who just shakes his head.

      “I thought you were the pigheaded one?”

      “No, I’m the determined one who likes to get his own way. Eli is the stubborn self-saboteur.”

      “Figures.” I trail up the stairs and get changed into workout clothes before saying goodbye to Eden. Eli is at the door waiting so we head straight out. Thankfully the drizzle from earlier has stopped.

      “Did Noah tell you my story?”

      “He told me about your stint in prison and how you got there yeah, why?”

      “Just didn’t want you to be the only one that didn’t know. What’s your story?”

      “Not something I want to talk about today, man.”

      “Fair enough. How far is this place?”

      “A twenty-minute walk but trust me, it’s quicker than trying to drive there at this time of day when everyone is commuting here, there and fucking everywhere.”

      “Want to run?”

      “You’re on. Loser buys the shakes.”

      I take off before he finishes. I’m fit and strong but I doubt I’m faster than that shithead so if that means a little cheating so be it.

      “Fucker.”

      I run as fast as I can, but it isn’t long until he runs past me.

      “Ha. I win.”

      I shrug. I’m the one that really won. I got the girl.
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      I stand out on the balcony looking into the dark river below, mesmerised by its ebb and flow when I feel arms slip around my waist startling me.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you jump.”

      “It’s okay. I was in a world of my own. I love it out here, watching the dark water, wondering what secrets it hides.”

      Noah is quiet for a minute, his breath tickling my ear as he rests his head upon my shoulder. “My father killed himself. He threw himself into this very river just to escape the mess he made. He left behind two wives and a child to pick up the pieces.”

      “Two wives? He was in a relationship like ours?”

      “No, and therein lies the problem. He lied and cheated on them both, neither of them knowing about the other. My mother died before that came to light but Louise, his other wife, had to deal with the knowledge that the man she built a life with and grieved over wasn’t the man she thought he was. The fact that she couldn’t have children and his other wife gave him one is something that haunts her even now.”

      I spin in his arms and hold him tight. “That’s messed up. I’m really sorry, Noah. How did she find out about you guys?”

      “She found a box in her attic with wedding photos from my mother and father’s wedding and their wedding certificate. She tracked us down from there but by then it was just me left.”

      “He left that in the attic of his other wife’s house? Jesus, it was like he wanted to get caught.”

      “Who knows? I have wracked my brain over the years trying to understand what makes a man do that, but I just don’t know.”

      We stand quietly for a moment, me offering him support and him greedily absorbing it.

      “Do you believe it’s possible to love more than one person at a time?” I can’t completely hide the worry in my voice.

      He slips his fingers under my jaw and tilts my head back so that I’m staring into his beautiful eyes. “God, I hope so.” He places a brief kiss on my lips before pulling back. “I just don’t think he loved either of them as much as he loved himself. He lied, cheated, and left them to pick up the pieces. Those are not the actions of a man who loves wholeheartedly. It’s early days for us, Eden, but I already know I would rather chop off my own arm and beat myself with it than cause you a fraction of the pain they had to endure. If your question is really about whether or not I’m worried that you won’t be able to love me and Mason equally, I’m not.”

      “You’re not?”

      “Nope. I just worry that Mason has set the bar so high that I’m likely to fall flat sometimes. He is so good at anticipating your needs and whatnot and I’m, well, I’m me.”

      I giggle into his chest. “Mason has known me longer, that’s all. Don’t be fooled into thinking he’s perfect. He is the most laid-back person I know, sometimes too laid-back, but he has a trigger switch and once that’s flipped it’s like the lights are on but nobody’s home. You had a little taste of it back at his place. Given his size and strength when he hulks out, he becomes the formidable force that is both awe-inspiring and terrifying at the same time.”

      “Yeah, I guess that’s how he ended up in prison in the first place. He says he remembered the guy’s words and then nothing until the officer was cuffing him and the guy was dead on the floor.”

      “And that is exactly what terrifies me about this whole stalker situation. If Mason gets his hands on him, things will move from bad to worse in a heartbeat. I don’t want to gain my freedom again at the expense of his.”

      “We’ll work it out. If I have to sit on the fucker to hold him back, I will. But, Eden, if that stalker guy doesn’t back the fuck off, you might have to find someone to hold me back too.”

      “I just worry about you guys.”

      “I know.” Noah looks thoughtful. “Changing the subject slightly, how are things with you and Eli?”

      “I don’t know. He says he just wants to be friends.” I shrug. What else is there to say?

      “Give him time. We can all see that he wants you, he just has his own issues to deal with.”

      “Yeah, that’s what Mason said too. Okay, enough serious talk. I want to have some fun. Any suggestions? By the way, where are the other guys?”

      “They’ve gone to the gym, which means I get you all to myself for a couple of hours.”

      I smile up at him brightly. I love this relaxed, playful side of him.

      “I’m going to make a couple of quick phone calls to see if I can set something up for tonight.”

      “Do you want to watch a movie and make out a little?”

      “Make out?” I can see the laughter in his eyes, but he manages to keep it down.

      “Yeah, Mason and I were making out in my big old bed this morning and I find I’m quite partial to it.”

      This time his eyes flash with lust.

      “Well, how can I refuse an offer like that? You pick what movie you want and I’ll be as quick as I can.” He tugs me inside then leaves to sort out his mysterious plans for later.

      With over a thousand channels I’m sure I could find a movie for us to watch but instead, I pick one of my favourites from their extensive DVD collection I found earlier in the week. I head up to my room, set it up and crawl back into bed to warm up my freezing feet. I have really got to start wearing more when I sit outside or I’ll end up with frostbite. Ten minutes later, Noah pops his head around the corner and smiles when he sees me all snuggled up like a human burrito.

      “When you suggested a movie, I thought you meant in the living room. Your idea is so much better.”

      “Get over here, I’m freezing.”

      He slips off his jeans and T-shirt leaving him in a pair of black skin-tight boxers. Wow, that’s better than any movie on the screen. He climbs in and wraps his arms around me, tugging me into the position he wants with my head on his chest and my leg hitched up over his.

      “Now, what are we watching?”

      “My favourite Christmas movie of all time.”

      “In November? Isn’t that a bit early to be watching Christmas movies?”

      I poke him in the ribs with my finger. “You take that back, mister. It is never too early for Die Hard.”

      He snorts in laughter. “Die Hard? Die Hard is not a Christmas movie.”

      “Of course it is. It takes place on Christmas Eve and it has Christmas decorations in it, ergo it qualifies as a Christmas movie, so shut your piehole. Stop laughing at me.”

      If anything, he laughs harder, but damn, does it feel good to just cut loose. I can’t help but start laughing myself now as I climb on top of him, straddling his legs and trying to tickle him. Our laughter dies out as our position starts having a positive effect on a certain part of his body. He slides his hands up my thighs to my hips to still my movements, watching as my breath starts to speed up and leaving behind a trail of goosebumps.

      “Eden…” he warns as his own breath begins to escalate but I ignore his warning and rock against him.

      He grips my hips tighter, pulling me harder against him. I gasp, biting my lip to stop myself from shouting out. My movements speed up and I can feel my face flush with arousal and desire. I dip my head and place a barely-there kiss behind his ear before trailing the tip of my tongue down the column of his neck, nipping his chest until I reach a nipple. Circling it with my tongue, I flick over the hardened nub before blowing against it. I can feel his stomach muscles clench beneath me as he grinds up against me. I can feel how damp his shorts and my panties are becoming against my skin from my arousal and his pre-cum which only seems to spur us on. I snag handfuls of the sheet in each hand, gripping them hard enough to rip them as he fights the urge to take control. A part of me wants nothing more than for him to slide my panties to the side and surge up inside me. The other part loves the power I feel rushing through my veins from merely doing what teenagers would call dry humping. He looks like he’s ready to lose his shit and—I’ll be honest—knowing that makes me feel both sexy and confident.

      I sit up tall and throw my head back, moaning long and loud. My movements falter as I struggle to get myself off. I’m relieved when he pulls my hips towards him, bumping against my clit then gliding me away. I rock my body while Noah uses his hands to guide my movements, exaggerating every pull and push until I’m a sweaty mess and my legs start to shake. He tips me forward, pulling me down toward him which changes the angle, putting constant pressure on my clit. It’s all too much, making me go off like a firework. I feel like a goddess and it’s all because of the god who has just found his own release underneath me. He wraps his arms tightly around me and sits up with me in his lap. I wrap my legs around his waist in a vice-like grip and kiss him hard, pouring every ounce of gratitude I feel into it. We pull apart, both of us breathless and sated, as gunfire peppers the air from the screen behind us.

      “Well, that was unexpected. What do you have to say for yourself?” he asks, quirking an eyebrow at me as he grins that grin that makes me want to get on my knees before him. I throw my hands up in the air like a lunatic.

      “Yippee ki-yay, motherfucker.”

      “Best Christmas movie ever.” He laughs.

      I readily agree.
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      I slip the dress over my head, knowing I’m asking for trouble wearing it but I can’t wait to see their reactions. Floor-length with long sleeves and round neck, it’s similar to a lot of the casual dresses I wear, except this one is black lace over a nude underlayer, giving the impression I have nothing on underneath. The dress is skin-tight until it reaches the top of my thighs then it flows around my legs to the floor. If that isn’t enough to give them a heart attack, the front of the skirt is split from floor to thigh over each leg up to where the material tightens showing a generous amount of leg when I walk. High silver strappy sandals laced up my calf and an abundance of silver bangles on my wrists finish off the look. It’s like a rocked-out version of my usual casual boho style. I’ve straightened my bob and smoothed some serum over it to keep it sleek and shiny, added a layer of mascara and applied a slick of my favourite purple MAC lipstick in a shade aptly named Heroine. I feel like a girl from one of my books tonight.

      Going out, having fun like other girls my age, is a privilege for me and I am going to make the most of it. I slide on the last bangle and slip my bank card into my bra. I rarely take a bag out if I can help it as I’m so forgetful and always losing it. The guys are waiting in the kitchen for me. We’re going in Eli’s car as he has nominated himself designated driver after swearing never to drink again. But hey, isn’t that what we all say when we’re praying to the porcelain gods? I can hear them chatting quietly but as soon as I enter the kitchen, all talking stops and I find myself devoured by three sets of eyes. I ignore the look Eli is giving me and move to kiss both of my guys on the cheek, breaking them out of their stupor.

      “No. No way.”

      I sigh, trying valiantly to hold my smile in check. “I’m sorry, Noah, what seems to be the problem?”

      “That dress is the problem. No way are you wearing that out to the club,” he growls as he adjusts himself.

      I pretend to think on his words, touching the tip of my finger to my lips. I watch as his eyes zero in on my mouth. I lick my lips. “You’re right. I’ll just go and change.”

      I watch a look of relief pass over his face as I turn and take a step towards the stairs.

      “This is far too conservative. I don’t know what I was thinking. Now I just need to decide between the sheer one that shows my bra or the backless halterneck one. Decisions, decisions.”

      He is on me before I can take another step. His hard lips are on mine as his hands mess up my hair and I don’t give one single fuck.

      “Come on, let’s go before I change my mind and tie you to the bed.” He links his arm with mine as my stomach clenches at his words. The smug look he throws me tells me that he knows exactly the kind of effect he’s having on me.

      Mason steps up and links my other arm through his before bending down and kissing my forehead. “You look breathtaking, Eden.”

      “Thank you. You all look great too.” And they do. Each of them in trousers and shirts in greys and blacks looks sexy as fuck.

      “All right, do you think we can get this show on the fucking road?” Eli throws his hands up in the air. The three of us take a step forward but Eli stops us with his hand out. He tugs me away from Mason and Noah and holds the door open, ushering me through. They both death stare him but he shows he doesn’t care by crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Oh, don’t get all bent out of shape with me. How the fuck you thought you were all going to fit through the goddamn door like that is beyond me.”

      I can’t help but laugh.

      “Eden, you can sit up front with me.” When the two in the back begin to protest, he tells them to shut the fuck up. “If I leave her in the back with you assholes, she’ll end up stripped fucking naked before I’ve even made it down the street. Chill the fuck out. Eden wanted a night out, so she’s going to get one. I’m sure you can control your dicks for one goddamn evening.” Eli’s forcefulness is turning me on—completely inappropriate, I know—but I would be lying if I said it wasn’t making me conjure images in my head of him bossing me around while wearing a lot less clothing.

      “Fine.” Noah glares at him as he climbs into the back of the Mercedes.

      “Fine.” Mason sighs in disappointment.

      Eli takes my hand and helps me manoeuvre into the front seat and I don’t miss the way his eyes trail up my legs when the dress splits open as I sit.

      The car ride is quiet, the guys in the back because Eli took away their favourite toy and Eli wishing he could play with it when he can’t. Men.

      When we pull up to Dante’s, I’m momentarily distracted by the sheer size of it. The crowd of people queuing around the building is so long I can’t even see where the queue ends.

      “It’s going to take forever to get in there.”

      “Nah, they are expecting us,” Eli reassures me.

      We park and make our way to the entrance, ignoring the disgruntled remarks from the people we pass. Eli leads the way with Mason and Noah flanking me. Despite being out in the open and surrounded by people, I feel safe and protected.

      A large handsome man with a shaved head and a killer smile grins at us as we approach. He holds out his hand for Eli to shake and the others step forward so they can shake too.

      “You must be Eden. Nice to meet you.” He takes my hand and kisses the back of it, making me blush and Mason growl.

      Mason might be okay with Noah or even Eli touching me but some random guy? Nope, not going to happen. I place my hand on his chest and he calms down immediately.

      “Relax, man. I have a woman of my own and as beautiful as you are, Eden, Gracie is the only woman for me.”

      I smile at that. There is something incredibly sexy about a man who is completely devoted to the woman he loves.

      “Well, head on in. Callum will be down in a second to collect you. Have fun. I’m sure I’ll see you later.”

      We walk into a very white room. In the movies when someone dies or is dying and they’re in the ‘in between’ and everything is white and everyone is dressed in white, that’s what this place reminds me of. Except for the waitresses. They are far sexier than any angel I’ve seen in any of those movies. Dressed in skin-tight white catsuits with white wings that touch the floor when they walk, they wouldn’t look out of place at Midas. Hmm… I wonder if they would fancy a job at a burlesque bar?

      “What are you thinking about so hard over there?”

      “Honestly, I was wondering if those girls dressed as angels would consider working at a burlesque club.”

      Mason shakes his head, laughing.

      Noah groans. “Please don’t poach their staff on your first night here. They won’t let you come back.”

      “Sorry.” I’m saved from saying anything else when a dark-haired guy walks toward us smiling. He is about the same size as Mason, but Mason has that air of menace to him whereas this guy just oozes class.

      “Hey, guys,” he greets Noah and Eli. I hadn’t realised they had been here before, but I guess it makes sense if this is London’s premier hotspot. He holds his hand out for Mason and introduces himself as Callum.

      I smile at him and he offers me a bright one in return.

      “Well, guys, what are you in the mood for tonight? A little gambling, something to eat, some stripping?” he jokes but I feel strangely curious.

      “Stripping, please.” They all look at me like I’ve fallen out of a tree and hit my head on every branch on the way down.

      “It’s just the ladies on tonight,” he explains as if that would put me off.

      “Awesome, let’s go.”

      Mason just smiles at me knowing it’s easier to just to go with it. “You heard the lady, stripping it is.”

      “She is trying to fucking kill me,” I hear Eli grumble behind us as Noah shrugs his shoulders and slips his hand into mine.

      Stripping it is.
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        ELI

      

      

      How in the world did I ever think this was a good idea? The more time I spend with her, the more I want her and it’s only amplified by the fact that I know she wants me too. I think I’m going to have to start looking for somewhere else to live. I’ll stay until the creep stalking her is caught but after that, I think it’s time I made a move. If she stays—I’m still not convinced she will, but if she does—they’re going to want to play happy homes and I don’t fit in with that.

      “You all right?”

      I look to the big guy next to me and wonder how he can have such faith in things working out. “Yeah, Mase, I’m fine. Just thinking about this stalker guy. It pisses me right off that we can’t find anything out about him. The flowers were delivered anonymously. The chocolates have to have been hand-delivered as there was no delivery note and neither give us any clues as to who they are from.”

      “I feel you. I feel like we’re just waiting for the next gift to arrive, hoping that it leads us back to him. But then I remember her face every time something else turns up and I’m worried how much more she can take.”

      He holds the door open as we stroll into Lust, Dante’s very own strip club. Opulently decorated in purple and silver with expensive fabrics and top-shelf drinks being ordered at the bar, it’s a far cry from Midas. I glance at Eden and have to fight back a grin at the look of awe on her face. She has nearly forty million pounds in the bank but still manages to walk into a strip club and look at it like she is visiting the fucking Taj Mahal.

      “Welcome to Lust.” Callum leads us to a table right in front of the stage. The room is packed so I’m surprised it’s free until I realise it has a reserved sign on it. I look up at him in question.

      “I always keep this one reserved in case Gracie wants to come down or her friends come over for a visit. She’s on her way down to meet your girl so brace yourself.”

      “She’s not my girl.”

      He looks at me oddly. “Right.”

      We all sit and a waitress comes and takes our drink orders. I’m seriously regretting being the designated driver now. After seeing Eden in that dress, I could do with a double whisky.

      The show is finishing up and I watch Eden as she stares at the stage, transfixed.

      “She looks like she misses it,” I observe to Mason. How or why is beyond me. Taking your clothes off and dancing in front of a room full of people is probably not most people’s dream job but then, Eden never seems to fit into the box I keep trying to stuff her down into.

      “She gets some flack off you and Noah. I get that most of it’s in jest, but she can tell that you guys don’t like it so she won’t do it as much.”

      “As much? I thought she wasn’t going to do it at all?”

      “Maybe she won't, after all, the stress of running a burlesque club is going to keep her ridiculously busy, but this is Eden we’re talking about. Have you seen her dance?”

      I nod, remembering that first night at Midas. She was mesmerising and the hush that had fallen over the previously rowdy crowd showed I hadn’t been the only one bewitched by her.

      “Then you need to realise it’s just another side of her persona. When she climbs on that stage, she stops being Eden Myers, the young girl who lost her mother and ran away from a monster. She becomes Eve Temptation, the goddess who brings men to their knees and refuses to take crap from anyone. Some of those stunts she performs literally have my heart in my throat but she just thrives on it. She was a gymnast. Did you know that? There was talk of her training for the Olympics but, well, you know what happened next.”

      “Hi.”

      I look up and find two beautiful women talking to the table at large. I recognise the redhead from seeing her gambling in the casino with Carter a few months back.

      “Hi, baby.” Callum kisses her cheek and offers the other woman a smile.

      “Guys, this is my woman, Gracie,” he says, pointing at the redhead. “And this is Frankie,” he says, indicating the pretty petite girl with a mane of ebony hair.

      “Hi, I’m Eden and these guys are Mason on the left there and Eli is the guy next to him and this is Noah,” Eden introduces us all.

      “Nice to meet you all and to see you again, Eli. Mind if we join you? I promise not to cause any trouble tonight.”

      “I’m not sure I believe you, but take a seat.” I laugh when she scowls playfully. But I remember the last time I met her she got into a verbal smackdown with another woman

      “We have actually met before too, briefly,” I tell Frankie. I thought she looked familiar but when I heard her name, I realised who she is. “We work for Malcolm.”

      She smiles at me and I would be lying if I said her smile didn’t dazzle me a little. “I thought you looked familiar. You work with my husbands, too, right?”

      I nod and grin at her. It’s hard to picture this tiny woman with the huge ex-soldiers that are Sam, Ryan and Caleb but they transform when she’s around.

      “Eden, this is Sam’s wife, also married to Ryan and Caleb who you haven’t met.”

      Her eyes widen comically, making the ladies chuckle.

      “That’s nothing,” the redhead says, rolling her eyes. Frankie shoves her playfully.

      “Gracie is my girlfriend,” Callum repeats, “but she’s also with my best friends Carter, Kane, Ryder, and Jackson.

      “Wow? Seriously?” Eden asks in wonder. “Do you all get on well together or do you find yourself wanting to throat punch them occasionally?”

      They both laugh at that.

      “It about fifty-fifty for me,” Gracie admits honestly.

      “Girl, you haven’t met Ryan yet.” Frankie laughs, making Noah and me laugh with her.

      Yeah, we’ve had the pleasure of working with Ryan. he’s a good guy, but he’s a shit stirrer too. I relax more and more as the evening progresses, largely in part to the ladies and Sam joining us a little while later. It takes the edge off being caught up in the sexual tension that usually surrounds the four of us.

      “So, are you guys all dating?” Frankie asks from her seat where she is now securely in Sam’s arms.

      “Mason, Noah, and I are. It’s early days, but it’s going well if you take away the whole stalker thing.”

      “Girl, do I get that,” Gracie mumbles around her drink.

      “A toast.” A tipsy Frankie raises her glass in the air.

      “To stepfathers, stalkers, and exes, may they all burn in hell.”

      “Here, here.” Everyone drinks to that but a squawking on Callum’s walkie-talkie drags my attention to him.

      “Problem?”

      “Damn fight has broken out downstairs and we’re short-staffed especially with Jackson and Carter out on a job. Keep an eye on Gracie for me.”

      “Sure.”

      He stands up, but Mason snags his attention. “Need a hand?”

      Callum looks him up and down and grins. “Absolutely.”

      The look on Mason’s face lets me know how much he is going to enjoy this.

      “Okay, I need the bathroom.” Eden stands up and everyone else stands up too. She looks around at us, startled.

      “I’m beginning to worry about people’s obsession with watching me pee.”

      “I need to go.” Gracie grabs her hand.

      “Me too,” Frankie’s adds, jumping out of Sam’s arms

      Why do girls always have to go to the bathroom together? I secretly think they’re planning world domination or some shit like that.

      “I’ll watch them.” Sam follows behind to wait outside the bathroom.

      Noah slides over to the chair Mason was in as the stagehand sets the stage for the last act of the night. It’s their headliner and I know Eden is interested in seeing her. I guess she wanted to compare notes or something.

      “Sitting at a table with a group who are all in relationships with multiple people and it feels like the most natural thing in the world.”

      “Leave it, Noah.”

      “It wasn’t a dig at you. I’m just stating that it’s nice to not feel like we should hide it.”

      Yeah, whatever.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Gracie and Frankie supporting an unfamiliar woman before passing her over to one of the security team members who monitor the room. They make their way over and I go on alert at the look on their faces. I notice Noah is the same. Just as I’m about to open my mouth, Callum and Mason step back up to the table.

      “Where’s Eden?” Mason asks, looking around.

      “Yeah, about that…” Gracie begins, looking nervous. “Lisa, who was due to go on in about thirty seconds was in the bathroom throwing up. Turns out she’s pregnant and her sickness is out of control, so…” she trails off.

      “Nope.” Noah stands but Mason grabs his arm to stop him as the intro begins on the next song.

      “Don’t do it, Noah. She won’t thank you for it.”

      “What’s going on?” Callum asks, confused.

      “Eden volunteered to go on in Lisa’s place as we have nobody else. Sam’s guarding her.”

      The beat kicks into TLC’s “Red Light Special.” The spotlight illuminates Eden—or Eve—now decked out in a sexy version of a black suit, white shirt and tie with a black trilby hat covering her white-blonde hair. Too late now. We all sit back down but I can feel the anger pouring off Noah.

      The next ten minutes are the longest ten minutes of my life. My dick is so hard I’m convinced the only reason the table isn’t tilted at an angle is because everyone else is suffering from the same problem. Mason and Sam exchange nods before Mason walks over to take his place guarding Eden.

      “I think I have a girl crush,” Gracie whispers from beside me.

      “Me too. I’ve never been with a girl before, but I am seriously turned on right now.” Frankie barely has those words out of her mouth before Sam is behind her picking her up and flipping her over his shoulder before storming out. No prizes for guessing where that is going. I can just make out Mason ushering Eden backstage as the crowd goes nuts—jumping to their feet cheering and clapping. It must be five minutes or so before the cheering dies down. As it does, I spot Eden making her way over to our table, back in her own clothes, Mason clearing the way. She stands at the edge of the table looking nervous now that the adrenaline has started to wear off.

      “You want a job?” Callum asks.

      “Eh…”

      “Fuck off, Callum.” Noah storms up to Eden and picks her up bridal style and heads to the exit.

      I turn to look at Mason and shrug. “I guess he forgot I’m driving.”

      “Dude, the only head that guy is thinking with is his little one.”

      We say our goodnights and head down to the car. When we get there, we find Eden pressed up against it with a very demanding Noah flush against her.

      “Why do you do these things to me? I swear to god you just like watching me squirm.”

      “Believe it or not, Noah, not everything is about you. That poor girl was sick and couldn’t go on. It wasn’t a hardship for me to help out.”

      “I don’t like everyone seeing you like that.”

      “I am not ashamed of the body I have, Noah.”

      “And you shouldn’t be, but I don’t want everyone seeing what’s mine.”

      “See, herein lies the problem, big guy. I might have given you my heart, but this body is all mine.”

      He growls and pushes her further back against the cold metal of the car. “See, that’s where you’re wrong, Eden. When I slip inside you and fuck you until you come screaming my name, then we can talk about who owns this body.”

      “Okay, guys, break it up. Eden in the front.” Fuck, when did I turn into their father?

      The music plays softly on the stereo on the way home, staving off any arguments, thankfully. By the time we get back, cooler heads seem to have prevailed.

      “I’m going to head up to bed.” I don’t hang around. The air around those three is combustible. If I don’t get away from them, I might get burned alive.

      They murmur their goodbyes, quite frankly not bothered in the slightest about my departure. Despite the hour, I climb into the shower and try to wash away the image of Eden from my mind. Eden on that stage, Eden with her head thrown back in laughter over something one of those girls tonight said to her. Eden in that goddamn dress.

      I make a conscious effort to avoid touching my dick. He can salute me all he wants but getting myself off to images of the woman I’ve told multiple times I want to be nothing more than friends with is not going to happen. It feels like I’m just proving Eden right. How the hell can I make her understand that not wanting her has nothing to do with her physically? I only have to see her and my dick stands up and starts shouting, look at me, look at me, like an attention whore. It’s what’s inside me that shrivels up and dies at the prospect of pushing us further. Some days I honestly feel like an empty husk of a man but instead of letting the emptiness worry me I wear it as armour to protect myself. I cloak myself in bitterness to warn away the next person who thinks they can come along and hurt me.

      I towel off and snag a pair of boxers from my drawer and climb under the blankets of my king-size bed. I’m just drifting off when I hear groaning. I’m out of bed and heading toward the noise before my brain registers that the sound is not from Eden having a nightmare as I had assumed. The noise is coming from the living room. I step off the stairs and am just turning to enter the living room when I see Mason standing against the glass doors looking out into the darkness. I freeze when I can’t see Eden and I’m just about to head back upstairs to find her when I hear her groan again and spot a flash of white-blonde hair illuminated by the moonlight spilling in. Eden is in front of Mason, pushed up against the glass with him crowding her body, hiding her almost completely from view. He pushes against her again, making her gasp, and I finally realise her groans are filled with pleasure, not fear. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out what they’re doing.

      I leave as quickly as my legs can carry me and throw myself back onto my bed. So much for the cold shower. I reach between my legs to adjust myself just as Eden moans again, only longer and louder than before, making me inadvertently squeeze my throbbing cock. Fuck it. I slide my boxers off before wrapping my hand around my dick and squeezing again. I pull the skin down over my length slowly before speeding up my actions. I close my eyes and imagine Eden’s delicate hands wrapped around me moving up and down my shaft faster and faster as she breathes her sexy little moans into my ear. It doesn’t take long until I hear her scream, making me erupt all over my stomach as I fantasise about fucking her from behind and her shouting out my name. It’s all quiet now from downstairs and I feel like a fucking hypocrite all over again as I lie on the bed with my cum coating my stomach.
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      Eli has gone to bed and Noah has disappeared to have a shower, leaving me and Mason alone in the living room. The lights are off so I can see out to the turbulent waters below. Even though it’s peaceful, I’m still feeling wired from performing tonight. Mason steps up behind me, wrapping a strong arm around my shoulder to rest on my collarbone and pulls me back into him. I can feel him hard against me and I wonder if that’s from earlier or if it’s just the effect I have on him. Either way, it’s intoxicating.

      “You look so fucking sexy tonight. I’m loving this dress,” he tells me as he trails the fingers of his free hand over the exposed skin of one of my thighs. “You might want to hide it before Noah gets hold of it though.”

      I laugh softly knowing he’s right. If Noah gets his hands on it, he’ll set it on fire. My laugh quickly turns into a gasp as his fingers, gradually making their way higher, graze the crouch of my panties.

      “All night, pretty girl, I’ve been thinking about doing this. Seeing how high these splits go, knowing it would take but a second to slip a hand between your thighs and a finger or two inside of you.”

      I moan when he rubs against my clit on the outside of my panties.

      “You like that, pretty girl?” He rubs a little harder as he bites the skin of my neck below my ear.

      All I can do is whimper again in answer. His fingers follow the seam at the edge of my underwear before ever so slowly dipping underneath. He rubs his fingers over my clit again but this time, without the material barrier between us, it’s ten times more intense. I hear a noise behind us and freeze but Mason doesn’t let up for a second and I soon find myself lost in the sensation all over again. When one of his fingers slips effortlessly inside my wet channel I moan long and embarrassingly loud.

      “Starting without me I see.”

      I open my eyes and see the outline of Noah reflected back at me in the glass. I flush but it’s not in embarrassment, it’s in arousal. I guess I know what the noise was earlier. Mason removes his finger and turns us so we are facing Noah. I move to take a step forward but the band of Mason’s arm across my collarbone pulls tight.

      Noah stalks over to me, his movements predatory, and I find myself growing wetter than I thought was possible.

      “Eden Myers, I do believe you are a little tease,” he breathes against my lips before devouring them as Mason pins me in place. He pulls away, making me whine and Mason chuckle behind me, but he doesn’t go far. His fingers follow the trail Mason set before him. Finding my core wet and aching, he plunges a finger inside me quickly followed by two more as he swallows down my gasps, drinking my combustible arousal into himself. He slides his fingers back out, leaving me feeling empty as he grips the material of the dress at the thigh in each hand.

      “Such a fucking tease. Do you know what I think, Eden? I think you like to be watched. You get off on having eyes trail over the length of your body.” He suddenly pulls hard on the material in opposite directions and given its flimsy material, the dress rips apart like tissue paper in his hands.

      “Fuck, Noah,” I complain as he continues to rip my dress to shreds. It shouldn’t turn me on, not one little bit, but it does and the wetness coating the inside of my thighs proves it.

      The dress gives up in defeat and falls to the floor, leaving me standing in nothing but my bra, panties and silver strappy sandals.

      “Beautiful.” He steps away from me, clearly happy now that the dress has met its demise and sits in the chair facing us. “So, you liked to be watched, huh? Well, I’m about to make that fantasy happen for you. Mason?”

      Mason finally releases his arm from around me but only so he can open my bra and free my breasts. He slides the straps down my arms before tossing it to Noah, leaving me exposed to both of them. Large hands cup my breasts, taking their weight as he tweaks and plucks at my nipples until they are rock hard and standing at attention.

      I gasp and grind back against him, never taking my eyes off Noah who is unfastening his belt in front of me.

      I’m so focused on Noah, eager to catch my first glimpse of the dick I rubbed myself all over earlier in the day. I don’t even notice Mason sliding my panties over my hips until I feel them catch on the strap of my heels as they hit the floor. Mason bends down beside me and I miss his heat immediately, but I keep my eyes on Noah as he slowly strokes himself up and down as his eyes devour my body. One of my legs is lifted a little and then the other as my panties are pulled free. When I feel a hot kiss on the back of my calf, I gasp in surprise and wobble slightly in my heels. Mason’s strong hands slip around my thighs, securing me as he climbs his way back up my body, leaving a blazing trail of hot kisses in his wake. I don’t know how much more of this I can handle but when his fingers find their way back to my core, combined with the visual effect of watching Noah stroke himself, I know it won’t be long.

      “I want inside you, pretty girl,” Mason whispers into my ear before biting down on the lobe. “You going to let me in?”

      “Yes,” I gasp as he presses down on my clit with his thumb.

      His hands disappear as I hear him unzipping his trousers. The rip of a condom wrapper is next before I feel the blunt head of him against me. Thank god for these ridiculous high heels because he pushes me forward a little, which in turn tilts my ass up for him, and I realise I’m at the perfect angle for…“Oh, god.”

      He surges inside me, holding tight to me so I don’t topple forward. He holds still when he’s all the way in, giving me time to adjust to his size. It stings a little, but I don’t want him to stop. He pulls out agonisingly slowly before surging back inside me again.

      “Touch yourself, Eden, I want to see you cream all over Mason’s cock.”

      Noah’s words make my pussy spasm, causing Mason to curse behind me and speed up his movements. I rub my clit as instructed, watching as Noah’s hand moves faster and faster. The room is filled with the animalistic sounds of our love-making. Each gasp and growl, moan and groan pushes me closer and closer to the edge. I’m so close I can taste it, but I feel as if Mason is holding back.

      I lift my free hand and reach up behind me until I can feel Mason’s hair. I grasp it tight. “Fuck me, Mason.”

      His resounding growl makes my stomach clench as he pushes himself deeper over and over until I’m a trembling mess.

      “Fuck, Eden,” I hear Noah shout my name.

      I open my eyes in time to watch him shoot all over his hand. The carnal sight is enough to push me over the edge. My pussy contracts around Mason, making him shoot inside me as I continue to milk him until we’re both completely spent.

      I watch as Noah stands up and stalks over, grabbing me before my legs give out and I collapse to the floor. “You okay?” he asks me.

      “Hmmm…” I mumble as I bury my head into his shoulder.

      He pulls me gently away from Mason and carries me upstairs to my room before laying me down upon my own bed. He disappears for a second before coming back with a cloth and cleaning me up. Mason stumbles in behind us, looking like the cat that got the cream, making me smile at him lazily. He uses my bathroom to clean up before crawling into the bed beside me.

      When I don’t hear anything else, I open my eyes and find Noah looking down at me awkwardly. “Goodnight then.”

      I flip the cover back and rub the bed beside me. “Get in.”

      He doesn’t need telling twice. He strips off and climbs in. I turn and face him as Mason spoons me from behind. Noah kisses me softly before tucking my head under his jaw and linking his fingers with mine.

      I squeeze his hands, not daring to open my mouth as I suddenly and inexplicably feel choked up. These guys, these wonderful and amazing guys have taken something that was tarnished and made it beautiful. I close my eyes and snuggle into their embrace. The world could implode right now, and I would not give a single fuck.

      Morning arrives far too early. The sunlight streaks a blinding line across my face, stabbing into my brain. I really need to remember to close the freaking blinds when I go to bed, especially if I’m planning on drinking cocktails all night. I roll over in preparation to throw myself out of bed and into the shower when I collide with a warm body.

      “Ow, fuck.”

      Oops. I clipped poor Noah in the eye, forgetting for a moment he was beside me.

      “I didn’t know you were so damn violent in the morning.”

      “Sorry. I need pain killers, coffee, and the bathroom and not necessarily in that order.”

      “I’m guessing you making me bacon this morning is out?” He pouts, which should not be adorable on a six-foot-two man, but it really is.

      “I’ll see how I feel after I have consumed the nectar of the gods.”

      “I tell you what, I’ll go and make you a cup now and grab some pills for your head. You go take a shower and make yourself feel…” he coughs and mumbles, “and look human again.”

      “You ass.” I poke him in the ribs, making him squirm. “I have make-up all over my face huh?”

      “Maybe a little.”

      “Well, it was yours and Mason’s fault for sexing me up. My brain malfunctioned. I can’t be held responsible for my actions or lack thereof after such acts of indecency have been performed. This includes removing my make-up.”

      His laughter makes the bed shake. It’s hard to believe the guy I met who was so closed off is the same guy lying next to me smiling.

      A kiss on the shoulder has me looking over at a sleepy Mason. “Are you two talking about my sexual prowess?”

      I laugh along with Noah. “You two are ridiculous. If you keep making me laugh, I’m going to either pee on the bed or puke on you. Now let me up.”

      I’ve never seen two men move so fast. It would be comical if I weren’t flying off the bed and heading to the bathroom myself.

      One shower and two cups of coffee later, I feel human enough to feed the guys. Eli is nowhere to be seen but, given the fact that it is almost lunchtime, he has probably headed to the gym to work out.

      I’m just cleaning up when Eli walks in wearing sweat-drenched shorts and T-shirt and heads to the fridge to grab a bottle of water. He doesn’t speak to me or even make eye contact, which makes me worry a little. Did I do or say something to him last night that I can’t remember? Maybe it was the stripping thing. Who knows? I swear this guy gives me emotional whiplash.

      “I didn’t even hear you leave. Been to the gym?”

      “Huh? Oh, no, a run,” he answers, walking past me and heading upstairs.

      Cold shoulder to go with my headache, brilliant. I shrug it off. What else can I do?

      I find the others talking amongst themselves when I head up to the living room. Mason snags me when I’m close enough to him and pulls me down onto his lap. I’m wearing a long-sleeved black roll neck dress that is fitted tight over the bust and arms but floats to about halfway down my thighs. It’s sexy but in a teasing kind of way, showing a bit of leg but nothing else. I’m glad for my choice when he places his large warm hand directly over my thigh just under the hem of my dress and draws lazy circles with his fingertips. He nuzzles behind my ear, making me squirm in his lap. I can feel him hardening beneath me.

      “You sore?”

      I shake my head. Only in the best possible way and certainly not enough to not want to do it again.

      “Guys,” Eli snaps.

      I flush, embarrassed. I don’t know why I feel so uncomfortable around him all of a sudden but, if the way he is looking at me is any indication, then he doesn’t want to be around me any more than I want to be around him at the moment.

      “As I was saying, that place I told you about, the old theatre? Well, I collected the keys when I went for a run. The agency showing it knows me, so they said to just drop them back in later when we have seen it. What do you think, want to go take a look?”

      “Sure, I would love to.” I clap my hands with excitement. I’ve been going a little stir crazy in this place. It was great to get out last night, but I want to get back to living a relatively normal life and to me, that means working. I know I don’t need to now but I would go out of my mind if I didn’t have something to do with myself.

      “I’ll leave Eden to go with you guys. That Callum guy called and asked if I could pop down and see them about something,” Mason says.

      “Any idea why they want you there?” I’m curious, to say the least.

      “I think they want to know if I want a job temporarily until we get your club set up.”

      “That would be cool. I know you don’t like having nothing to do any more than me. Okay, guys, give me five to get some boots on and I’m all yours.”

      Eli’s eyes flash before he turns away from me. One of these days I am either going to throw one of my heels at his head or kiss the shit out of him.

      I slip my feet into a pair of black over the knee boots with a stiletto heel and grab my coat, remembering that the forecasters predicted snow flurries today.

      Eli is behind the wheel already with the engine running but Noah is waiting for me on the step. He takes in the boots and closes his eyes, tipping his face up to the sky. He mumbles something under his breath, but I can’t make out the words as he ushers me into the car. It’s only a fifteen-minute drive and I have to admit not having to commute far each morning is part of the appeal.

      The theatre needs updating outside. The peeling paint and derelict-looking shell, however, give way to something breathtaking. The lobby is what you expect it to be, but it opens up into a thousand-seat auditorium with side balconies and a beautifully gilded proscenium arch. This place needs a lot of work, more than I had ever planned, and is going to cost a small fortune but when I close my eyes, I can see the room overlaid with my vision. The drab lobby that we walked through will be the cloakroom and ticket office. The upper balconies can be converted to bars. The seating would need reworking, but the stage is perfect just as it is.

      “What do you think?” Eli asks.

      I stare at him for a beat before strolling giddily up to the stage, spinning in a circle. My smile is so big I guess I give myself away. “I love it, Eli, it’s perfect.”

      “You sure? There are a couple of other places available that would probably need a lot less work done to them.”

      “Yeah, but they wouldn’t have all this character and history. Seriously, Eli, it’s perfect.”

      “Okay then. I’m going to go outside and call the agency and find out what we can get it for.”

      I lie back on the stage and stare up at the ceiling as tears prick my eyes. I don’t give a fuck that I’m probably getting covered in dust and god knows what else. I have dreamt of this, having something that was mine that nobody could take away from me. Life finally seems to be on the right track. I’m not dismissing the stalker, but knowing it’s not Karl helps calm me for whatever reason. I know these guys aren’t going to let anything happen to me.

      When Noah lies down next to me, not caring one little bit that he is getting dusty either, I swear I fall a little bit in love with him.

      “So, this is the place huh? It’s very you.”

      “It is, isn’t it?”

      He leans over me smiling, so I grab the collar of his T-shirt and pull him down for a kiss. It was only meant to be a peck but as what happens every time his lips connect with mine, it becomes heated quickly.

      “I think we should celebrate,” he says between kisses. “I could eat something nice.”

      “Okay,” I hastily agree. Who wants to talk about eating out when his hands are exploring my body?

      He slips his coat off and slides it under me and then suddenly he is between my legs, my dress is pushed up to my hips and he is pulling my panties to the side. It dawns on me that he doesn’t want to take me out to eat. He wants to eat me out. When he buries his head between my legs all conscious thought goes out the window. He nibbles my clit before swiping his tongue through my folds. I grip his hair, needing something—anything—to hold on to and stop me from floating away.

      I’m in a world of my own, lost in the sensation of all that is Noah when he starts talking against me, sending vibrations straight through me. “Eli is watching, you know? I can see him just in the back, he can’t take his eyes off of you.”

      The thought of Eli watching me getting turned on as I squirm on Noah’s tongue causes a rush of wetness to leave me. Noah laps it up as if nothing has ever tasted better, circling my entrance with his tongue before dipping inside.

      “You like that, don’t you, Eden? The thought of Eli watching you writhe on the stage as if we are part of an act performing just for him. You know he wishes he could trade places with me right now don’t you? He is dying just for a taste.”

      He pushes a finger inside me followed by another, sliding them in and out and finding a spot that makes my breath catch and my eyes cross. My legs start to shake with my impending orgasm. Sensing this, he flicks my clit rapidly with the tip of his tongue as he rams a third finger inside me. I scream his name and my thighs clamp around his head as I fall apart.

      The slamming of the door snaps me out of my post-orgasm daze as Noah wipes his face and pulls my skirt down to cover me. I look over to find Eli, but he’s gone. Fuck.

      “We shouldn’t have done that, Noah.”

      He slides up next to me, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “You didn’t like it?”

      “Don’t be stupid. The things you can do with that tongue should be illegal. I’m talking about rubbing salt in Eli’s wounds. He made his choice. It was a shitty thing for us to do that in front of him. I feel like a tease.”

      “Hey.” He leans over me, so his nose is touching mine. “He chose to stay, Eden. He could have left at any moment, but he stayed to watch the show. He’s beginning to realise that where you are concerned, walking away isn’t really an option and it pisses him off.”

      Maybe he’s right. I don’t know anymore. The thing is, I’m falling for all of them. Does loving Eli make me a cheat if he never reciprocates? I feel like my head might explode when it comes to him.

      “Come on, let’s go.”

      When we get outside, Eli’s car is gone, leaving us stranded and I feel the tears prick my eyes for a different reason. I think we’ve pushed him too far this time.

      “Fucking asshole. I get he’s pissed but he knows you have a stalker out there. I’ll call a taxi.”

      I listen half-heartedly as he makes the call and wonder what’s going to happen when we get home. The shine from earlier has begun to dim as I realise our actions in there might just be the straw that breaks the camel’s back.
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      Mason’s car isn’t here when we get back, but Eli’s is. The house is quiet when we get in, telling me he’s probably in his room sulking, so I decide to give him a wide berth until he calms down. I give Noah a quick kiss on the cheek and head upstairs to shower yet again. I’m going to have to start carrying a bag around just with a clean change of underwear at this point. I make it quick and slip on clean underwear and a floor-length paisley dress with thin straps on the shoulders and laces over the chest. I forgo the bra now that I’m home. My chunky cardigan is on the back of the sofa downstairs so I head out to get it, colliding with Eli. He grabs my arms to stop me from falling then his lips are on mine, his hands in my hair as he kisses the shit out of me. In true Eli fashion, it’s over before it’s really begun. He rips his lips away from me, a look of anger and disgust on his face. Whether it’s directed at me or himself, I don’t know.

      “Fuck!” He turns and punches the wall, making me jump before he storms back down to his room, slamming his door. I rub my hands up and down my arms, offering myself the only kind of comfort I can. I can’t keep doing this with him. He’s either in or he’s out. He tells me all the time he doesn’t want me like that, so it begs the question—what was he doing outside my room?

      I head down to find Noah and ask his opinion, but he’s looking at the screen of his phone when I walk in. He looks up and smiles.

      “I have to run over to Dante’s and fetch Mason. His car won’t start. You going to be ok here with Eli?”

      No, probably not. I nod my head anyway.

      “I won’t be too long. Need anything?”

      “No, I’m good.”

      He kisses me on the lips before snagging his keys off the counter and heading out.

      Feeling at a loose end, I decide to just read for a little while. I wander up the stairs to the sitting room, spotting my Kindle and my cardigan on the chair by the balcony door. Losing myself within the pages of a book right now sounds perfect. I’m about to sit when a shadow appears over me. I whiz round, heart in my mouth, to find Eli breathing heavy and looking a mix of angry and turned on. Just like that, I feel my body responding to his like it always does when he’s nearby.

      “That won’t happen again—” he starts.

      I raise my hand to shut him up. I’m sick of hearing this shit. Who’s he trying to convince, me or himself?

      “What do you want from me, Eli?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Eden. I’m your friend but that’s all. That’s all I have to offer so don’t go reading into shit.”

      “I call bullshit.”

      Fuck it. Something has to give. I pull the strings at the front of my dress before slipping it free from my shoulders. When it drops to my feet, I slip my fingers into the sides of my panties and slide them down too. I stand back up and face him. I make no move to step out of my puddle of clothing or cover my body. It doesn’t matter that hundreds of eyes have seen this body and judged it lacking or worthy. All that matters in this moment is if the man in front of me is willing to take a chance and claim a part of me that I’m willingly offering or if he will walk away.

      He stares at me, the only movement his body makes is the rapid rise and fall of his chest. The time passes in silence, neither one of us willing to make a move, to claim victory or admit defeat. We just stand here stuck in a stalemate and watch each other. He’s the one to break first just like I knew he would, but he breaks more than my stare, he breaks my heart when he turns and walks away. It hurts more than I thought it would and, to be honest, I thought it would hurt a lot. I drop to my knees, tugging my feet free of my disregarded clothing and breathe through the pain. He made his choice. It was his to make but it’s mine to live with.

      I don’t know how long I stay crouched in my protective bubble before bare feet and jean-covered legs appear in front of me. I look up to find Eli staring down at me, his face a mask of anger and resentment. I stand up slowly, rising to my full five-feet-seven inches, head up and shoulders strong. I don’t know why he came back but I will not let him see me crumble.

      “Fuck you, Eden, this isn’t what I want. Why do you have to push everything, huh?”

      “Push everything? Are you kidding me? You came back. I didn’t scream or cry or demand things from you. I offered myself up on a silver platter and you just fucking walked away. Please tell me how I’m pushing you.”

      “I don’t fucking want you,” he roars in my face. “I have already had a woman rip my world to shreds and she barely meant a fraction to me that you do. I refuse to give anyone else that kind of power over me again. Don’t expect more from me. The answer will always be no.”

      I bend down and grab the edge of my dress before stepping back into it, reversing my actions in front of the man who just stripped me bare in a way that has nothing to do with removing my clothing.

      “You know what, Eli? I feel sorry for you. If you really didn’t want me, you wouldn’t have come back. You wouldn’t have watched me with Noah and you wouldn’t have kissed me. No, Eli, you want me, but you are so fucking scared that you are willing to give up a shot of real happiness on the off chance you might experience more pain. Newsflash, Eli, life is fucking painful. It’s brutal and ugly and people can be cruel. But if that’s all you see, you are missing out on the fact that life can also be beautiful and fulfilling and wonderful. So, fuck you, Eli. You’re a coward. I’ll stick with living my life while you just watch yours pass you by.”

      I move to storm past him, but he grabs my arm and pushes me against the wall and presses his body flush against mine.

      “Do you know what it feels like to have everything in the palm of your hand and then in the blink of an eye it’s gone?” His voice breaks like each word spoken cuts his insides to ribbons.

      “More than you will ever know,” I whisper back, and I know he feels it—the absolute truth in my words—and then his lips are on mine, rough and unyielding.

      The dress is pulled roughly over my head, leaving me naked once more before his lips are back on mine. There is nothing gentle about this. It’s raw and brutal but there is an honesty to it too. Two sides of the same coin recognising the emptiness inside each other. I tug on his belt and pop open the button on his jeans before sliding my hand inside his boxers. He is hot and hard and so thick I struggle to get my hand around him. I grip him tightly, sliding my hand up and down his length, making him push forcefully into my hand.

      Pure unadulterated need has replaced any kind of logic he might have been thinking to distance himself from me. He bites my neck and sucks hard, making me gasp as my own desire burns hot and bright. I shove his jeans and underwear down over his ass and when he hoists me up, I position him at my entrance before wrapping my legs around him and welcoming him inside. I am so wet and beyond ready but even so, I feel a pinch at how wide he is. He doesn’t give me time to adjust, he is too far gone to think of anything beyond us both plummeting over the edge. He hammers into me at a punishing pace and the bite of pain brings a whole new dimension to things. He leans me back so the wall takes some of my weight and lowers his mouth to my breasts. He sucks hard on my nipple, his hot mouth and talented tongue making me delirious.

      “Touch yourself, Eden.”

      I slide one hand down between us as the other grips his neck tightly and reach down until I can feel him sliding in and out of me. I stroke my clit and know any minute I’m going explode.

      “Now, Eden.” He pushes into me hard and it sets me off.

      I come so hard for a second I struggle to catch my breath. I’m vaguely aware of him coming inside me before he starts cursing. He pulls out and abruptly stands me up. My legs feel like jelly so I have to grip the wall as they shake but Eli doesn’t help to balance me. No, he takes a step back and I watch as the shutters slip back down behind his eyes.

      “Tell me you’re on the fucking pill.”

      I shake my head and open my mouth to tell him it’s not an issue when he starts laughing. It’s a cruel nasty laugh and I brace myself for what’s about to come.

      “Unfucking believable. Tell me you’re clean at least. How can a stripper not be on the fucking pill?”

      Wow, tell me how you really feel. “Please tell me what being a stripper has to do with being on the pill?”

      “Whatever, Eden, I haven’t got time for this shit. Just make sure you get the emergency contraceptive pill. I don’t want kids ever, understand?”

      “No, I’m just a stripper, can you dumb it down for me a little?” I answer back, desperately trying to mask the pain each one of his words inflicts.

      “Jesus, Eden, can you just promise me to take the fucking pill? Aside from the fact that I don’t ever want to be a dad could you even imagine the clusterfuck that would come of it? I mean you are fucking three guys at once, how the fuck would we even know who the father was?”

      I look at him, ice running through my veins even as I feel his cum leaking out of me. “I have taken my clothes off and let men watch me dance around a pole just so that I could keep myself off the streets, but I have never felt like a whore until just now, so thank you for that.” I struggle to keep the wobble from my voice because I refuse to let this asshole know I cried even one tear over him despite his ugly words that coat my skin.

      “Oh, and as I was trying to say, you don’t have to worry about me getting pregnant. I can’t have kids, so you can take comfort from the fact that my broken body is finally good for something other than a quick fuck against the wall.”

      I don’t bother with the dress this time. I head upstairs to my room and close the door before heading straight to the shower. I climb in before the water is even hot and right there on the base of the cold tile floor I break. Deep soul-wrenching sobs threaten to crack my ribs as the water beats down against my back attempting to wash away his words and my sins. It doesn’t matter anymore. There isn’t enough water in the word to wipe my slate clean.

      I don’t know how long I sit there, could be minutes could have been hours before I stand and wash away the remnants of my tears and the essence of the man who made me cry. I step out and dry myself, feeling numb. I wrap the towel tightly around my body and open the bathroom door. I freeze in my tracks when my eyes connect with Eli’s green ones. Gone is the anger from before. All that’s left is devastation so stark and bleak it takes my breath away. He drops to his knees right there in front of me and wraps his strong arms around my hips and holds on for dear life.

      “I’m sorry, Eden. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      I don’t say anything. I don’t know what to say. I can’t tell him it’s okay because it’s not. There is nothing okay about what he said or how he made me feel but I would be lying if I said a large part of me didn’t sympathise with him. Closing yourself off from people when you’ve been hurt is something we all do. It’s like your mind goes into self-preservation mode. The thing is, you can’t stay like that forever. At some point, you have to let someone in otherwise what is the goddamn point in continuing onwards? I stroke my fingers through his hair and just stand there as he holds me, trying to convey his regret while drawing strength from me to help him tell me his story.

      He tilts his head back to look at me, his eyes filled with unshed tears and rests his chin against my belly. “I met Lucy in a bar one night after closing a big case, back when I worked in family law. I was celebrating, one thing led to another and we ended up spending the night together. That was all it was ever meant to be until a couple of months later she tracked me down to tell me that our one-night stand had turned into imminent parenthood.”

      My hand stills in his hair.

      “We decided to give a relationship a go for the sake of the little one. It wasn’t planned but I was excited about becoming a dad. I bought every item of baby furniture I saw, read every book I could find and when we found out we were having a little girl my protectiveness went into overdrive. I was already envisioning boyfriends turning up at the house and me being arrested for murder. I was a nervous wreck, but I can’t ever remember being as happy as I was in that moment, picturing myself holding my baby girl for the first time.”

      He takes a shaky breath before continuing. “Two months before she was due to give birth, I came home to find her gone. She had taken everything I owned with the exception of the carpets and the light fixtures. None of that mattered to me though, all I cared about was my daughter.”

      “She took your baby?” I ask, knowing there is no way that he and Noah would leave any stone unturned in locating her.

      I watch as the tears he had valiantly tried to fight slip down over his cheeks.

      “She took her baby. She was never mine to begin with. I was just her cash cow until her deadbeat ex decided to take her manipulative ass back. Unknown to me, she was already pregnant before I had ever laid eyes on her. She knew who I was and decided to hook her star to mine knowing I made good money. She played the baby off as mine and I fell for it hook, line, and sinker. Each scan fell on a day I was in court which at the time seemed coincidental but was all part of Lucy’s plan.

      “She wasn’t as good at hiding as you. Noah found her within a week. I was all set to fight and I was going to fucking win if I had to sell my soul to Satan to do it but when that DNA test came back, it was game over. I had to grieve for my baby, my little girl, because I was never going to hold her or scare off her dates or walk her down the aisle, she was just gone.

      “Doing my job became too much after that so I retrained and started joining Noah on jobs. Anything to try and take my mind off all I had lost. People didn’t understand. They thought I had dodged a bullet and I should forget about it but how the fuck do you forget the love of your life? Because that’s what that little girl was to me, Eden, she was my everything and it was all a lie. How do I get past that?”

      I let my tears fall freely as I try to take in everything he said. If I ever get my hands on that woman, I will slap the shit out of her. This poor man on his knees before me had to grieve for the loss of a daughter that was never his to begin with. Sure, that baby might have been born healthy, but it means nothing to a man who has had his right to hold her and nurture her snatched away from him.

      “I’m sorry, Eli. I’m sorry for you and for the little girl who will never get to know what an amazing father you would have been.” I take a deep breath knowing my next words could spark his temper again but unless he deals with this now, he will always be stuck in the past.

      “You don’t get past it, Eli. You won’t ever really get over it or forget it, but you have to find a way to live with it. That vile women still has complete control of your life. She dictates your relationships, your ability to connect with other people and your chance of a fulfilling tomorrow, and you let her. Every time you shut down, close yourself off and walk away you are letting her take control. It is time for you to get it back.”

      He’s quiet, thinking over my words while I resume stroking my fingers through his hair. I tip his head back and wipe a stray tear with the pad of my thumb before pushing myself free of his arms. I head out to the balcony, not caring that I’m only in a towel, just needing to escape from the man who wants to draw comfort from me when he was the one that made me bleed. The wind whips my hair about and chills my skin within seconds, but I don’t care. The thought of being numb, of feeling nothing, sounds like heaven right now. I hear the door slide open behind me and close my eyes tightly. I know I’m mentally in no fit state to fight with him anymore. The push and pull between us has left me with nothing more than a bruised heart and a fractured sense of self-worth.

      The comforter from my bed is wrapped around my shoulders before he stands silently beside me. He doesn’t speak for a second, wisely knowing that what he says next has the power to build something between us or destroy everything.

      “Please don’t give up on me, on us,” he whispers.

      I turn my head to look up at him and swallow.

      “You’re too good for me, we both know that. You’re smart, beautiful, kind, and so fucking strong. Out of all of us, I’m the weak link but I swear to god, Eden, if you give me a chance, I will spend the rest of my life making myself strong enough to be worthy of you.” He takes a deep breath and turns me fully towards him, cupping my face with each of his hands.

      “I am hopelessly and irrevocably in love with you and scared out of my ever-loving mind that I have broken something that can't be fixed. I swear to you, right here, right now that if you give me a chance, I’ll love you until my lungs give out and my heart withers to dust. I’ll protect you always and be gentle with your heart for the rest of my days. You just have to be willing to try.”

      A sob breaks free from my chest as hot tears stream endlessly down my cheeks.

      “Please forgive me, Eden, please,” he implores with his forehead against mine, his voice cracking. “I’m sorry, I’m so fucking sorry.”

      I have one shot, one decision, one split road—so which path should I take? Do I take the easy road and walk away from this man who hurt me or do I take the road twisted with brambles in the hope that I find roses at the end? I’ve spent a long time running. Maybe it’s time to stay and fight for a change, for a chance of that tomorrow that I’ve always dreamt of.

      “I can’t give you babies and that hurts me more than you will ever know because you deserve that, to hold that little girl you ache for so badly.”

      He cuts me off with a soft kiss on my lips. “None of that matters, you are what matters. I will always choose you no matter what. Here today, tomorrow, and in fifty years—I will choose you, Eden, always, and spend an eternity showing you how fucking sorry I am that I made you shed even one tear over my unworthy ass.”

      I nod, his face a blur through my tears. He stands and sweeps me up into his arms, carrying me inside before gently lowering me down onto the bed.

      He pulls his clothes off slowly, giving me a chance to protest but I just watch as he peels away layer after layer of anger and distrust and disregards them with his clothing. He climbs on top of me, bracing his weight on his forearms, his St. Jude chain dangling from his neck. I wrap my fingers around the medallion and pull him closer, suddenly understanding the reasoning for wearing it.

      “I was lost for so long.” He breathes against my lips. Guess my face must have shown exactly what I was thinking. He kisses me softly, once, twice before pulling away, his eyes shining. “Thank you for finding me.”

      He slides the towel out from between us and throws it to the floor with his clothes. Starting at my ear he laves delicate kisses down the column of my neck and across my collarbone until he finally reaches my chest. I can feel him hardening against my leg and I squirm in anticipation despite the epic disaster of last time. He spends an endless amount of time worshipping my body until I’m a boneless, quivering wreck. When I feel him press against my entrance, I freeze, which makes him stop and look down at me in question.

      “Condom,” I manage to croak out.

      A look of understanding and guilt crosses his face. He leans up, so his nose is inches away from mine. There is nowhere else to look but into his eyes, which I guess is what he intended.

      “I will absolutely wear a condom if that is what you want but I need to say this now. What I spouted before was complete and utter bullshit. I, in no way shape or form, think you’re a slut or a whore.”

      I flinch at his words and he curses softly.

      “I was a dick because I was scared, and I lashed out. I’m really fucking sorry, Eden. You are everything good and kind and I’m fucking privileged just to lie next to you, let alone touch you.”

      He kisses my forehead and nudges at my entrance again, waiting for permission. “Sliding inside of you, having your slick heat wrapped around me like a fucking vice has me feeling nothing but honoured. If you want me to grab a condom, I’ll do it. You want me to stop and just lie with you, I will wrap you up so tight you won’t know where you end and I begin. If you say yes and let me inside, I will make love to you like I should have done the first time and I will spend the rest of my life worshipping you as you deserve.”

      Still holding his chain, I pull until his lips are touching mine, my other hand I tangle in his hair. Another tear leaks down the side of my face and onto the pillow but this one isn’t a tear of sadness it’s of love and acceptance and trust.

      “Come inside, Eli,” I whisper, not even trying to mask my emotions from him.

      He swallows hard as his own emotions beat against him and slowly pushes his way in. This time our love-making is slow and filled with passion and words left unsaid. When we both find our release, he swallows my gasps of pleasure with lips that never leave mine.

      “I love you, Eden.”

      “I know.” And I do, it’s why I confronted him in the first place, sparking the fire that blazed out of control for a while. “I love you too, Eli.”

      He slides out of me and heads to the bathroom. I have a moment of doubt. That stubborn thought in the back of my head that says maybe he will run again but he comes back carrying a cloth and cleans me up before discarding it. He lies down beside me, our bodies flush, his breath against my face while he traces his fingers up and down the ridges of my spine. He pauses for a second before lifting his hand and slipping his chain over his head and sliding it over mine.

      “I can’t take this, Eli,” I protest but he presses his lips against mine, cutting me off.

      “I bought this the day the DNA test came back. I had never felt so lost and alone before. But now, well, now I have you, Eden, you are my home.”

      He tugs the comforter up over us and wraps his arms tightly around me as we both drift off to sleep. I’ve never really been an afternoon napper but snuggled up in Eli’s arms I realise I’ve been missing out.
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        NOAH

      

      

      I knock on Eden’s bedroom door and walk in before she answers, too pissed off with Eli to worry about being polite. I realise I’m waking her up from a nap and feel like an asshole for it but after finding out the real reason Mason couldn’t drive home, I’m on edge.

      “Hey, Eden, have you seen Eli? I swear to god if that asshole has gone out and left you alone I’m going to…” I trail off as I notice an arm wrapped around her waist that definitely doesn’t belong to her.

      “That asshole would be here,” he rumbles as he flips me off. He leans up onto one arm and gazes down at Eden, who is looking at us both with a look of trepidation.

      “Fucking finally.” I throw my hands up in the air. Now maybe the air won’t become so clogged with their sexually repressed vibes.

      “Bite me, Noah.”

      “No thanks, you’re not my type. I would rather bite Eden. I’m glad you guys have sorted your shit out. I hate to break up this lovefest, but we need to talk.”

      They both sit up to face me. Eden tucks the sheet over her breasts and under her arms, more’s the pity.

      “Someone slashed Mason’s tires. That’s why I had to pick him up. The guys are checking out the security footage now.”

      They both scramble out of bed and get dressed in record time. They follow me downstairs to a rather subdued Mason.

      “Hey, you okay?” Eden asks him, stepping into his arms and kissing him softly on the lips. I’m sure he’s feeling better now.

      “I’m all right, pretty girl. I’ll be better if Callum and Kane can pull an image from the cameras. It might finally give us a lead to go on.”

      “I’m sorry, Mason this is all my fault.”

      “Nope. Don’t go there, Eden. You’re always going on and on about us not blaming ourselves so you don’t get to do it either. I’ve spoken to the police. They’re waiting on the footage from Dante’s too, but really, I only made them aware of it so it was on record with the rest of the stuff going on.”

      Eli, who had been banging around with the coffee machine, offers a cup to Mason before handing Eden hers.

      “Thanks, man.”

      “No worries. Did the police say anything useful at all?” Eli asks but he sounds sceptical.

      “Nope. They pretty much said it could be unrelated. It’s not the first time someone had their tires slashed at Dante’s and it won’t be the last. It could be nothing more than a coincidence.”

      “Urgh… I’m so sick of hearing the word coincidence,” Eden grumbles into her cup.

      Eli hands me my coffee before wrapping his arms around Eden. “It’s all going to be okay, Eden.”

      “You don’t know that, Eli. Hell, with Karl out of the picture we don’t even know who this guy is.”

      “I know—”

      “So, you guys finally figured it out, huh?” Mason cuts Eli’s response to Eden short when he finally notices her wrapped up in Eli’s arms.

      I’ve got to admit I’m curious as to what his reaction will be. He was supportive of me but this could go either way.

      “Figured what out?” Eden asks with a small smile on her face.

      “That Noah and I are not the only ones in love with you.”

      “I figured he was, yes… wait. That’s how you tell me you love me for the first time?” she asks, shocked.

      I can’t say I’m any happier than she is about that. I want to tell my woman I love her in my own damn time. He stands up and takes her coffee, placing it on the island with his own before backing her up against the counter.

      “Pretty girl, I have been in love with you since the first moment I laid my eyes on you. Everything I am, everything I have been through brought me to you. I loved you as Eve Temptation and I love you as Eden Myers. You’re the girl who breathed life into the boy who was merely existing until you woke him up. I have just been waiting for you to catch up.”

      The kitchen is filled with stunned silence. She gazes up at him with tears running down her face.

      “Now, that is how you do it,” she manages to gasp out on a sob before crashing into him.

      Fucking overachiever. Eli looks over at me and rolls his eyes but a small smile lifts his lips which he tries to hide behind his cup. Yeah, okay, fine, it was romantic if you’re into that kind of shit. They pull apart when Mason’s phone beeps. Checking his messages, he frowns before looking up.

      “They have something, but the face is obscured by a hoodie. Still, Carter wants us to head down there to see if any of us notices anything familiar.”

      “Well, let’s go then. Eden, you up for this?” I know she wants this shit over more than anyone but I’m worried that it’s beginning to take its toll on her.

      “I’m good, Noah. Let me just freshen up and we can get this over with.”
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        * * *

      

      Standing in the inner sanctum of Treachery where few others have been before should feel like a monumental experience but as we all stare at the still photo of the perpetrator, it feels anything but. Both the face and body are completely obscured by a black hoodie and baggy jeans. If the cameras at Dante’s weren’t state of the art, I doubt they would have picked up anything at all. Carter, Mason, Kane and Eli are talking quietly but I can’t take my eyes off Eden staring at the image so intensely I’m surprised the screen hasn’t melted under her glare.

      She tilts her head in confusion but I can’t make out what’s bothering her. “Hey guys, can you play this back for me in real time?”

      “Sure, Eden. What is it?” Kane asks.

      She doesn’t answer, her eyes never leaving the image. I stand behind her trying to see what she sees, but I’ve got nothing.

      “Play it again, please.”

      “What is it, Eden? What are you seeing?” I know she’s spotted something the rest of us haven’t.

      “Watch the way they move, the way they walk.”

      We all gather around the screens as Carter plays it back again.

      “I’m still not seeing anything new, Eden,” Eli tells her gently.

      “It’s the way they walk. There is a swing to the hips and a gracefulness to their movements. Guys, I think it’s a woman.”

      Carter plays the footage back yet again, all of us looking for what Eden has pointed out. It’s like a veil has been lifted and I can see exactly what she means.

      “Well, I’ll be damned. Well spotted, Eden. Fancy a job?” Carter asks.

      “Will you pencil dicks stop offering my woman a bloody job. Anyone have any idea who this could be?” I respond.

      “What about that dancer from last night? The headliner who Eden replaced?” Eli asks.

      “Lisa? I want to say no but at this point, we really can’t rule anybody out. I’ll look into this for you, Eden, and forward it to the police. You guys head home. I’ll give you a call later, all right?” Carter tells her.

      Eden nods, relieved, and leans back into me. I wrap my arm around her shoulder and walk her towards the door.

      “Thanks, guys, we appreciate it.”

      Jackson just waves us off. “Trust me when we say we get it. More than most people. Just keep her safe.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. She won’t be leaving our sight,” Mason tells them, following behind us with Eli.

      We pile into the car, each of us deep in thought. This has kind of flipped things on their head a little.

      “I keep trying to think of a woman I might have pissed off or offended in some way and honestly, I keep coming back with nothing. Unless it’s a disgruntled girlfriend or wife of a customer.”

      “Get many of those?” Eli pipes up from the back seat.

      “No. I’m clutching at straws. I feel as if we are getting farther and farther away from identifying this person, rather than closer. I guess it was the proof I needed to eliminate Karl with my own two eyes. I know he’s in another country, but I think part of me was convinced this was all his doing. Whoever that was, though, it was definitely not Karl.”

      “Yeah even if we were wrong about it being a woman, that person is too small and too thin,” Eli agrees.

      Eden laughs from beside me but it sounds sad and hollow. “Back to the drawing board, I guess.”

      I reach over and squeeze her hand as Mason’s big beefy hand rubs her shoulders from the seat behind hers.
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        * * *

      

      We all enter the kitchen feeling subdued. It goes against everything we are not to be able to fix this for her but we are as in the dark as she is. She starts gathering up the disregarded coffee cups from earlier, keeping herself busy and distracted as she washes them up on autopilot.

      “Hey.” I gather the guys quietly around the table. “We need to keep her distracted for a while. Give the Dante boys a chance to investigate a little. Any suggestions?”

      Eli’s grin grows, spreading from ear to ear. I shove the dick.

      “I can already guess what you’re thinking and as much as I would like to bury myself inside her and forget everything else, I’m sure Eden would like to be able to walk tomorrow. So cut her some slack. I don’t want her thinking that’s all this is about, us getting our rocks off.”

      “Okay, fine. I do have a little surprise for her, actually. I have left it in her room for later but you’re right, she needs something physical to do that doesn’t involve bouncing on my dick.”

      I go to swing for him but Mason steps between us. “Knock it off, Eli, stop riling him up. Do you guys have any decorations?”

      “What, you mean Christmas decorations? Yeah in the garage, I think, why?” Eli asks.

      “Because Christmas is a few weeks away and I know Eden has never put up a tree since the first Christmas after leaving home. She loves Christmas but found it intensified her loneliness sitting around in a room decorated for festivities that she would never be part of.”

      “Ah, fuck. Even if we didn’t have any I would go and fetch some for her. That sounds perfect, Mase, let’s do it. Eden?” I call her.

      “Yes?” she answers, while looking out the window.

      “Want to help put the Christmas decorations up?”

      She spins around to face us, a smile lighting up her face, and I know Mason has made the perfect choice. I never thought I would say this but having an extra mind or two to draw from is genius.

      “Okay, Eli and I will go and grab them. You two go and see where you want to put the tree.” Mason tells us.

      Eden doesn’t need telling twice. She grabs my hand and drags me up the stairs to the sitting room, almost yanking my arm off in the process. I can’t help but laugh at her excitement.

      “Calm down, sweetheart, you’re going to pull my arm out of its socket.” I raise my hands and wiggle my fingers in her face. “And we both know how much you love my hands.”

      “Ass.” She shoves me playfully. “Besides, I have two other guys with twenty fingers between them so I think I’ll survive,” she sasses.

      “Why, you little—” I go to grab her but she anticipates my move and runs behind the chair, laughing.

      “Just you wait until I catch you. I’ll remind you exactly how much you like my hands on your hot little body.” I pretend to go left round the chair but she isn’t stupid and doesn’t fall for my fake-out. She runs in the opposite direction, squealing, and almost collides with Mason and Eli as they round the corner with their arms filled with boxes of decorations.

      She wisely picks the bigger of the two and hides behind Mason, laughing.

      “I shall protect your virtue, my lady,” Eli the idiot announces, placing the boxes in his arms on the floor by his feet before diving on me and tackling me to the floor.

      “What the actual fuck? Get off me, you jackass. What are you, twelve?” I shove him off me as he attempts to get me in some ridiculous wrestling hold. I scowl at him, wondering if he’s been fucking drinking again when I hear gasping.

      I turn to find Eden, her hands wrapped around her waist with tears in her eyes as she laughs hysterically at our antics. I turn back to Eli and see his smug expression and have to give him credit. The girl laughing it up next to a chuckling Mase is not the sad and anxious girl from thirty minutes ago. I climb to my feet and offer Eli my hand. When he grabs it, I let go and shove him back on his ass.

      “Okay, children, that’s enough.” Mason steps in and offers his hand to Eli as Eden starts rifling through the boxes on the floor.

      They head back down to grab the tree and the last of the boxes as I help Eden unpack what we already have.

      She pulls out a glass ballerina figurine and twirls it, watching with a look of rapture on her face as it catches the light. “It’s so pretty. Not what I expected when I opened the box, to be honest.”

      “It was my mother’s,” I tell her, smiling at the bittersweet memories from a time before everything turned to shit. “She was obsessed with blown glass. I have a box somewhere filled with pieces she collected over the years. I’ll find it for you.”

      “I’d love that, thank you.”

      It takes us two hours to assemble everything and get it just the way Eden wants but even I have to admit it looks good. Eli and I don’t really celebrate Christmas much. Sure, if we’re around we put the tree up but I don’t think we have ever really looked at it the way Eden is looking at it now. If putting up a tree makes her this happy, she can keep it up all year long for all I care.
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      I stare in awe at the lush green tree decorated in rich reds, vibrant greens and glittering gold decorations. The embossed velvet ribbons and the twinkling lights that bounce off the little glass ornaments hanging gracefully at the end of each branch evoke feelings of both nostalgia and regret. I shake off the memories that try to drag me under and smile at the tree, appreciating it for what it is. A new beginning. A fresh start.

      “It’s beautiful. Thank you, guys. This is exactly what I needed.”

      “Anything for you, Eden.” Eli wraps his arm around my shoulders and pulls me in for a quick kiss. “Go and jump in the shower. The guys and I will breakdown the rest of the boxes and finish cleaning up.”

      “You sure?”

      “Hey, if Eli is offering to tidy up for you, take him up on the offer. It doesn’t happen often,” Noah tells me.

      “Fuck you, Mr. Domestic. We have a cleaner for a reason and I sure as shit don’t remember seeing you running around with a broom in your hand,” a disgruntled Eli argues.

      I leave them to it, brushing off the dust from the boxes and wipe my hands against my leggings. I look back at the tree one last time before heading upstairs. It’s been forever since I’ve had a tree up. I love it so much I might never take it down, although I’m not sure the guys would like that.

      I’m eager to get my dusty clothes off and freshen up. I’m feeling somewhat festive now. I might even bake the guys some cookies. I open my door and strip off my T-shirt, tossing it into the laundry basket in the corner when something on the bed catches my eye. I can’t help but smile. These guys are incorrigible.

      At first glance, I thought they had bought me a new underwear set and laid it out for me. As I get closer I realise it’s one of mine. I guess they want me to dress up for them. I did promise Noah a striptease. I frown, looking at the bra for a second and take in its purple sequins. This is one of the sets that I only wore for stripping because it’s uncomfortable and snags on everything. What has me really confused, though, is I thought I had left all this stuff behind at Midas with the rest of my costumes. Oh well, it must have gotten jumbled up with my other stuff in my haste to leave. I pick up the bra and hold it up, debating on putting it on after my shower or waiting until tonight when I notice a note underneath it. Ooh, a set of sexy instructions—I love it. I unfold the note, the grin freezing on my face as the words burn themselves into my brain.

      I always did like watching you up on stage but if anyone’s tongue should be inside you it should be mine. If he touches you again, I will cut him up and return him to you in pieces.

      I stumble backward and collide with the bedside table, knocking the glass lamp to the floor making it shatter. I barely make it to the toilet in time before I’m throwing up. I hear feet pounding on the stairs and Mason shouting my name.

      “Jesus, pretty girl, what the fuck happened? We heard a crash and find you here like this. What’s going on?”

      I point to the bed through the open doorway. They all look but turn back to me with confusion. I realise the note is still crumpled up in my palm, so I shakily hand it over to Mason.

      He reads it out loud, making me whimper upon hearing it a second time.

      “Fuck. This is my fault. I never should have started that in public. I’m sorry, Eden. Eli, call the cops and tell them that fucker has been in our house.” I have never heard Noah sound so angry before. I look at Mason, who looks like he is about two seconds away from losing his shit and grab his hand.

      “Stay with me, Mason,” I whisper. He doesn’t answer but he squeezes my hand back.

      The police arrive shortly afterwards and I answer their questions in a detached kind of haze. Thankfully, this guy seems a lot more understanding than the last.

      “Would you guys be willing to offer a DNA sample?”

      “Huh? What are you talking about?” I ask him, confused.

      “It’s okay, Eden.” Eli rubs his arms up and down mine but nothing is going to help the chill I feel down to my bones.

      “It’s just to rule them out, ma’am.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m lost. Rule them out from what?”

      Eli and Noah look at each other, debating if they should tell me. They better fucking tell me.

      “Whoever left it there left a sample in the underwear,” Eli tells me quietly.

      “Left a sample? What? You mean to tell me some sick fuck shot his load all over my—you know what, never mind. You did just remind me of something.” I turn back to the police officer.

      “I’m pretty sure that I didn’t bring those items with me. They were more for show than wear. I left them at the club I used to work at. I should have thrown them all away but I wasn’t thinking properly.”

      “How sure are you that you left them behind?” the police officer asks as he writes notes.

      I sigh. “I want to say one hundred percent but it could have become tangled in with my other things. Does it make that much of a difference?”

      “Well, if you left it then it means whoever it is has been through your locker, or wherever you kept them, and stole these things from what you left behind.”

      “Oh, god.” I groan. How could I have been so irresponsible? I should have burned the lot.

      “Don’t worry ma’am, we’ll look into it.” He hands me his notepad and pen. “Can you jot down your old address and the name and address of your landlord or landlady as well as your old place of employment?”

      I do as he asks as my guys have their cheeks swabbed so that they can be eliminated. Finally, after they all leave I look up to find all of my guys watching me with varying degrees of concern.

      “I just want him to leave me alone. Does this mean that the woman from Dante’s was a coincidence or are they working together? I need answers, damn it, and all I keep getting is more fucking questions.”

      “All right, calm down. Try to look at the positives.”

      I glare at Noah. What fucking positives?

      “He fucked up this time, Eden. We have DNA now. It’s all just a matter of time before they catch him.”

      I deflate as his words. He’s right. I just hate that this person has been in my home and touched my things. I hate that he took somewhere that I finally felt safe and destroyed it all in the blink of an eye.

      “Do you guys mind if we stay at a hotel tonight? I know he won’t come back and I could share with one of you but I just need to get away from here for a little while. Any idea how he even got in here?”

      “Nope, but you better believe I’ll be asking the security company that exact question later.” Eli fumes.

      Mason throws his arm around my shoulder and pulls me close. “Pack what you need and we’ll find a room at some fancy hotel, order ridiculously expensive room service and vegetate while watching Christmas movies. Sound good?”

      I nod and shrug out of his hold. Time to pull myself together and that sounds pretty perfect to me.

      “What’s your favourite Christmas movie, Eden?” Eli asks, making light conversation while I pack.

      “Die Hard.” I can’t help but smile as I glance over at Noah who has a grin of his own on his face.

      “Die Hard isn’t a Christmas movie.” Eli laughs.

      “Of course it is. Noah, help me out here. Do you think Die Hard qualifies as a Christmas movie?” I ask him, smirking.

      “Well it takes place on Christmas Eve and it has Christmas decorations in it so I would say it qualifies as a Christmas movie,” he says, winking at me as he quotes me verbatim.

      “Seriously?” Eli asks him.

      “Best Christmas movie I’ve ever seen,” he answers with a straight face, making me laugh.

      “You know, guys, I feel like I’m missing something here.”

      Noah starts laughing with me. Eli turns to Mason who is watching me with a smile on his face.

      “Don’t look at me. I haven’t got a fucking clue what these two are laughing about but I don’t care. I’m just happy to see our girl smile again.”
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        * * *

      

      Turns out their idea of a fancy hotel and mine differ vastly. Looking around the two-bedroom suite we’re staying in at The Savoy, I’m a little gobsmacked. The entirety of my old apartment would fit in just the sitting area and everything is so fancy I’m afraid to touch it. Everything is decorated in cream and black with a touch of colour thrown in to draw the eye. It really is beautiful but the thing I’m most excited about is the bathroom or, more specifically, the Jacuzzi bathtub big enough for a crowd.

      Noah throws himself down on one of the Edwardian-style sofas and looks me over, frowning when his gaze reaches my face. I know he can see the dark circles under my eyes and my already pale skin taking on a ghostly pallor. Everything is beginning to take a toll.

      “I tell you what, Eden, I’m going to run you a bath while Mason and Eli rustle up some food and movies for us. Sound good?”

      I nod and offer him a small smile.

      “Anything specific you want, Eden?” Eli asks from the other end of the sofa.

      “I know I should probably order something elegant but I really just fancy pizza and beer. Think that will be okay?” I ask.

      Mason steps up behind me and brushes my hair aside before placing a soft kiss against my neck. “Pretty girl, we’re guys. Pizza and beer is kind of our thing. You won’t hear us complaining.”

      “Sounds good to me. Get something with chocolate for afterwards too,” Noah calls out as he heads into the bathroom to run me a bath.

      Eli stands and snags his car keys from the dark wood coffee table before kissing my forehead. “I tell you what, Mason and I will go down to Carlo’s and get your favourite for you.”

      That earns him a real smile. “Thank you. That sounds wonderful.”

      “Okay, pretty girl, go and soak. we won’t be long. Stay in here with Noah, okay? Sam has two guys outside watching the place but for my own peace of mind just stay here until we get back, okay?” Mason asks, giving me a quick hug.

      “I’m not going anywhere, don’t worry.”

      I watch them leave before heading into the bathroom which is now filled with steam and smells of roses and freesia.

      “There are a million bottles of girly shit in here so I just poured a bunch of stuff in,” Noah tells me sheepishly as he turns off the water.

      “It’s perfect,” I tell him, laughing. I strip off my clothes and leave them in a pile on the floor before climbing into the warm, soothing water. I lie my head back and close my eyes as the stress and worry start to seep away. I open them again when I hear Noah cough and find him focused on my breasts as my nipples play peekaboo with the water.

      “I’ll just leave you to soak then,” he tells me but he doesn’t make any move to leave, his eyes never leaving my breasts.

      I can’t help but smile. “My eyes are up here, big guy.”

      “Oh, I know. I’m just enjoying the view,” he tells me, licking his lips, making my nipples pebble under his watchful gaze.

      “Want to get in with me?” The words barely leave my mouth before Noah is out of his clothes and slipping into the water beside me before leaping back to his feet.

      “Holy mother—that’s hotter than I thought,” he tells me while cupping his balls.

      I can’t help the burst of laughter at his expense that escapes me.

      “How the fuck can you sit there in that heat? I feel like I’m the main ingredient in a bowl of soup.”

      Ah, Noah, ever the drama queen.

      “Poor baby, here, let me kiss them better,” I tell him, letting Eve come out to play a little. I climb onto my knees and position myself in front of him. His hard cock twitches in response. Guess it takes more than a little hot water for him to go down. I tug his hands out of the way and wrap my fingers around his cock, making him groan.

      I lean forward and flick the head of his dick with my tongue before trailing it down his shaft to his balls. I kiss them softly, flicking my tongue over them before making my way back up his shaft.

      “Better?” I look up at him through my lashes and offer him a coy smile.

      “Oh, yeah, but my dick is hurting real bad. You should probably kiss that better too,” he croaks out.

      “Is that right?” I feather soft kisses up and down his length, never applying enough pressure to offer him any relief. I slide my hands up and down his length before licking around the tip, making him gasp.

      Opening my mouth wide, I slide him in as far as I can take him without choking myself and suck.

      “Ah, Eden.” He grips my hair, urging me to take more.

      I raise my ass a little so he has a nice view, and bob my head back and forth, sucking and licking until his legs start to shake. I hear a click and a whirl before a pulse of water strums against my clit. Sneaky Noah has turned on the jets. I nearly choke on his dick in surprise. I try to move but he holds me in place, taking the reins as he starts moving between my lips faster and faster.

      “You want me to stop, Eden, you pinch my leg, okay?” he barks out, his lust riding him hard.

      I grip the edge of the tub on either side of him as the water continues to pulse against me, bringing my whole body to life. Oh, god, I don’t know how much more of this I can take. My breathing speeds up along with his movements as I hold on for dear life.

      Abruptly he pulls free and helps me to my feet before lifting me onto the wide lip of the tub. I lean back against the wall as Noah spreads my legs wide and presses his cock against my opening right before he slips and falls back down into the tub.

      “Balls, shit, fuck. They make this look so much fucking easier in the movies.”

      I try to answer him, to ask if he’s okay, but I can’t catch my breath through my laughter. All that comes out is a strange wheezing noise.

      He climbs out of the bath and lays a large fluffy bath towel down on the floor before stalking over to me with a look of such determination on his face that I stop laughing and gulp.

      “So, you think that’s funny huh?” He picks me up and slaps my ass before laying me down upon the towel.

      “It was kind of funny.” My voice comes out a touch higher than normal as his eyes move over me, burning my skin with the fire I see within them.

      “Ah, fuck, condom.” He is gone before I can get my brain into gear enough to tell him it’s not necessary. He strolls back in with a large box of condoms and a bottle of lube in his hands. I quirk my eyebrow at him in question.

      “Someone came prepared.”

      “What can I say? I was a boy scout in a former life.” He drops the stuff down next to us before spreading my thighs and climbing between them.

      “I find that hard to believe. You don’t strike me as someone who likes to follow the rules.”

      “Fine, you got me. It wouldn’t have mattered anyway. When it comes to you, Eden, all the rules go out the window.” He reaches for the box of condoms but I still his movements with my hand on his arm.

      “I’m clean and I can’t get pregnant.” His brow furrows but I shake my head a little, not wanting to get into it now.

      “You sure? I mean, I’m clean too, me and Eli get yearly medicals through work and I haven’t been with anyone in a long time. I’ve been too busy looking for your sexy ass.”

      “You love my sexy ass,” I tease as he grabs the lube next to the condoms instead. “I’m sure.”

      I gasp as he pops the lid and drizzles it directly over my heated core. I watch his cock jump as he dribbles some on himself before setting the bottle back down beside us. He slides his hand up and down his cock, his eyes fixed on my smooth waxed pussy. Waxing became an evil necessity thanks to my line of work, what with all the skimpy barely-there outfits I had to wear. It was never a sexual thing but seeing Noah look at me like that, I vow to myself to keep it up. He moves closer so the head of his dick is pressed against where I want him most. I lift my hips in anticipation of him sliding home but instead, he slides his cock over my clit, making my body jolt. He repeats the motion again and again, strumming my clit with the head of his dick over and over, gliding with ease thanks to the lube.

      “Noah.” I pant out his name, thrashing my head from side to side unable to comprehend just why that feels so damn good.

      “I know, Eden, let go, gorgeous.”

      I don’t want it to end so I fight it, fisting my hands and curling my toes as I ride out this wave of euphoria. Noah takes the choice away from me when he smacks my clit hard with his dick, making me detonate a second before he thrusts inside me, prolonging my pleasure as I clamp down around him hard. He’s too close to the edge himself to go slow. He fucks me hard and deep, not like it’s our first time together but like it’s our last. He fucks me like he has a point to make to every other man out there and even though it shouldn’t, his possessiveness turns me on. When he roars out his release, spilling himself inside me moments later, I feel branded from the inside out.

      He collapses on top of me, bracing himself on his forearms so he doesn’t squash me. We’re both panting, trying to catch our breath even as he keeps our bodies locked together. He trails his nose down mine, placing a soft and tender kiss on the end before locking his eyes with mine.

      “I am so fucking in love with you it’s insane. You make me crazy in the best possible way but I feel like a dick because part of me is grateful for all this madness swirling around us. Without it, I would never have known you existed. That kind of terrifies me. I can’t lose you, Eden, you’ve infected me.”

      “Infected?” I snort. “Thanks for that. I always wanted to be compared to a disease.”

      “I’m not good with words, Eden, but what I’m trying to say is you are in my blood. I can’t breathe without you. You have woven your way into the fabric of who I am. You are part of me and I thank god for it every single day.”

      “You’re better with words than you realise,” I whisper, wide-eyed at this outpouring of emotions from him.

      “I love you too, Noah. Everything that happened to me, every tear, every bruise brought me here to you three. I feel like you guys are my reward for not giving up when sometimes it would have been so much easier.”

      He rests his forehead against mine and we stay that way for a while just breathing each other in before the sickly, cloying scent tickling my senses for the last half an hour becomes more than I can bear.

      “What’s that smell?” I ask, trying not to gag.

      Noah lifts his head, a tinge of pink on his cheeks looking foreign and out of place.“Piña colada,” he answers quietly.

      My confusion must be clear because he rolls his eyes before nodding towards the lube. I couldn’t stop the giggle from escaping if I tried.

      “You bought piña colada flavoured lube? What? Did you think it would make a good cocktail?” Tears leak from my eyes as he slips free from inside me.

      “Laugh it up, Eden, but I didn’t see you complaining a minute ago.”

      He pulls me up and plonks me in the shower before turning it on, making me squeal when the water comes through cold.

      “Asshole,” I mutter as the shower finally begins to heat up.

      “Now that’s just mean,” he tells me, stepping into the shower behind me before closing the frosted glass door.

      I’m just about to answer him when the bathroom door opens and Eli’s voice calls out.

      “Food’s here. Come and get it before it gets cold. Eden, they didn’t have your beer so we picked you up a couple of the cocktails you like.”

      I swear to god I nearly choke on my own tongue.

      “Did you get any piña colada?” I manage to get out before Noah’s hand covers my mouth, muffling my laughter.

      “Er… I’m not sure, Mason grabbed them. Jesus, what’s that smell?”

      My body is shaking from laughing so much that Noah has to lock his arm around me to stop me from slipping.

      “We’ll be out in a sec,” Noah answers, ignoring Eli’s question.

      He waits until the door closes before spinning me around and pinning me against the wall. His lips are on mine, hard, possessive and dominating and I feel myself growing slick again before he pulls away.

      “I will buy every cocktail flavoured lube on the market just to hear you laugh like that again.”

      My laughter dies out but my smile remains. “I love you,” I tell him, meaning every single word.

      “Right back at you, gorgeous.”
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      She had come out of the bathroom with bright eyes and a smile on her lips but as the night wore on and the conversation inevitability went back to the events of earlier, the sparkle in her eyes dimmed and she grew quieter. When she fell asleep on the sofa between Noah and Eli, I carried her into the bedroom only to find my T-shirt in a death grip.

      “Stay. I want you all to stay,” she murmured. I don’t know if she meant the night or if she was talking about forever but what pretty girl wants, pretty girl gets. Which is how the three of us ended up squeezed into one room despite having the largest suite in the hotel.

      I look down at her, where she finally crashed out beside me with her hand splayed across my chest. Her long lashes flutter lightly against her cheek as if she is dreaming.

      “This is all such a clusterfuck.” Eli drags his hands down his face as he sits in the chair by the window. “How long were we at Dante’s? Two hours, give or take? The intruder could only have broken in then because when I left my surprise for Eden just before we left, her room was fine. The question is, did this guy sit and wait for us to leave or did he work with this woman to set up the distraction in the first place? Oh, shit…” He grabs his phone from his pocket and dials.

      Noah and I look at each other wondering, what now?

      “Mal? Yeah, I know its late, but I need you to do something for me and at this time the only person they might listen to is you. Can you phone Jenny from the Lansdown agency? Yeah, that’s the one. Earlier she said the offer Eden put in for the theatre had been accepted. I left a note in Eden’s room as a surprise for her but with everything else that happened, I forgot about it until just now. The thing is, Mal, that note wasn’t there after the break-in.”

      He listens quietly to what Malcolm says.

      “I’m sure. I stuck it to her mirror. It’s gone and I think whoever broke in took it with them. All right, let me know.” He hangs up and looks at me and Noah, who is reclined on the other side of Eden.

      “As I just said to Malcolm, the agency called me earlier and left a message saying Eden’s offer had been accepted. I wrote it on a note and stuck it to her mirror, hoping it would cheer her up. Now I feel like I’ve fucked it all up. If this guy has the note, and at this point, I’m about ninety percent sure he does, he now has something else he can use against her.”

      “Eli, you had no fucking reason to think this asshole was going to be able to get inside our place. How could you? Cut yourself some slack. What I can’t stop thinking about is the woman who slashed Mason’s tyres. If we can figure out who the fuck she is, I just know she’ll lead us back to the guy doing this. That guy Eden used to work for, Russ, was it?”

      He looks at me so I nod.

      “He said he couldn’t think of anyone that stands out as overly interested in Eden, male or female until we turned up.”

      “And Karl turned up,” I add.

      “What are you talking about? Turned up where?”

      I look at him, sure we had already mentioned it. “At Midas. The morning after you guys got there.”

      “What?” Eli shouts, making Eden stir.

      I scowl at him and he shuts up.

      “That’s not possible. He can’t have chartered a plane from London if he was supposedly in Newcastle at the same time. Do you have video footage?”

      “I haven’t seen it but there should be. I don’t know if he made it any further than the entrance but there is a camera on every exit and two at the bar.”

      “So who actually saw him?”

      “The only one I know saw him for sure was Russ.”

      “You’re positive Russ can make a positive ID?” Noah asks excitedly from beside me.

      I think back to that day and replay the events over in my head. “You’ll have to ask him. He described him to Eden and she freaked out as the description fit Karl. Now that I think about it, it’s possible it could have been someone else.”

      “Fuck.” Noah slumps back down on the bed.

      “Can’t hurt to have him look at a couple of pictures to see if he recognises him, though,” I offer.

      “I’ll text Sam and see if he can sort that out.”

      I look down at the beauty beside me, feeling happy and terrified. I finally have the girl of my dreams in my arms but at any second I expect some asshole to jump out of the shadows and snatch her away. “I feel like we’re missing something here, something obvious, but I’ll be damned if I can figure it out.”

      “I think we all feel like that, Mase. It’s fucking with all our heads. Christ knows how Eden is coping.” Noah looks over at her and smiles softly.

      “She’s amazing, isn’t she?”

      “She truly is.”

      I couldn’t agree more.

      “All right guys, get some sleep. I’m going to go out, have a smoke and check in with Sam’s guys before I crash.” Eli stands and stretches, making his back pop.

      I nod and close my eyes, breathing in Eden’s scent, letting it soothe me. I feel Noah move closer behind her, probably seeking the same assurances as me. That she is here and that she is safe. For now, that’s the best we can ask for.

      It feels like I’ve only just closed my eyes when they are snapping open again as I process Noah’s phone ringing from his side of the bed.

      He reaches out blindly to answer it as Eden stirs between us. Her eyes flutter open a second before they connect with mine. Her tense body relaxes instantly when she realises where and with whom she is.

      “Ello…” Noah mumbles into his phone. Clearly not impressed with being woken up at… I glance at the clock beside me and am shocked to find its eleven thirty.

      Eli sits up in the chair he fell asleep in and stretches. Noah sits up abruptly, all remnants of sleep gone in the blink of an eye. We all turn to look at him, waiting for him to land the next blow.

      “You sure?” he asks into the phone. A smile spreads across his face as he looks over at Eden and reaches out to grab her hand.

      “We’re on our way. Thanks.” He hangs up and takes a deep breath. When he lets it out, his shoulders drop like all of the tension he has been feeling has just fallen away.

      “Just got a hit off the DNA sample. A Raymond Fellows.”

      I look at Eden, but she shakes her head and shrugs, clearly as in the dark as we are about who this guy is.

      “It gets better. Russ has just identified him as the guy asking about you at the club that day, Eden. It wasn’t Karl.”

      She turns and buries her face into my chest and sobs.

      “Hey,” Eli crawls onto the bed and the three of us sandwich her in.

      “I’m sorry,” she hiccups, turning her face so we can hear her better. “I’m just so relieved that it’s finally over.”

      “Oh, pretty girl, you cry all you damn well want. I think you’ve earned that right, don’t you?”

      She nods into my chest. I look up at the guys and see expressions on their faces that I’m sure mirror mine.

      Relief, love and happiness. It’s finally over.

      “We have to go down to the station, Eden, you feeling up to it?” Noah asks gently.

      She sits up again, turns to face him and nods.

      “Yes. I’m beyond ready.”

      Despite her insistence to head out as quickly as possible, we make sure she showers and eats first, ignoring her protests. We pull up outside the police station an hour and a half later. I park the car and follow behind Eden as she holds Eli’s hand in a vice-like grip.

      “I can’t tell you how fucking glad I am that this shitstorm is nearly over and we can finally get on with our lives instead of hiding away all the while,” Noah says from beside me.

      I agree. The Dante boys have offered me a job until the burlesque club is up and running. I was worried about taking it with all this going on. I’m relieved that’s one less thing to worry about. It’s important I contribute. Being the one who brings less financially to the table than the others stings but I know I make up for it in other ways. Still, having a job helps.

      The officer who took our statements after the break-in greets us at the reception and shows us into a smaller interview room.

      “How you doing, Eden? Can I get you a drink or anything?”

      She shakes her head and sits in one of the two metal chairs in front of the desk and twists her hands in her lap. Eli sits next to her and slides his hand over hers while Noah and I stand behind her. I’m surprised he let us all in here. Especially me, if I’m honest, but I’m not complaining.

      “Okay, first of all, Eden, does the name Raymond Fellows mean anything to you?”

      She shakes her head immediately.

      “Think about it a little longer just to be sure.”

      “I am sure. I have done nothing but turn the name over and over in my head for the last two hours and I still have no idea who he is.”

      The officer slides a photo of an older man in his late fifties in front of her.

      “What about now?”

      She picks up the photo and stares at it before turning and offering it to me. “Nothing. Mase, do you remember seeing him at the club at all?”

      I study the photo trying to recall all the people that have passed through the doors of Midas since I started but nothing sparks a memory. I place the photo back on the table and shake my head. “I agree with Eden. I don’t remember ever seeing this guy and I’m pretty good with faces.”

      “The only reason I’m asking, Eden, is that Raymond is claiming he had consensual sex with you two nights ago. He says you were wearing that particular underwear set. He claims to not even know where you live as you always go to his place.”

      Eli holds up his hand in confusion.

      “I’m sorry, is this guy trying to say he is in some kind of relationship with Eden?” Noah asks in shock that I’m sure the rest of us are feeling too.

      “That’s exactly what he’s saying. He says you met at Midas and have been sleeping together on and off for six months. Two nights ago was the first time he claims to have seen you in six weeks. He went to the club looking for you as he hasn’t been able to reach you. He claims you were not happy he turned up and cussed him out because if it caught on that you had slept with a customer, you would lose your job. He thought you were overreacting as he had only been to Midas once before so didn’t really class himself as a customer.”

      We all sit in shock for a moment but finally, Eden breaks it.

      “He really made up a whole relationship between us?” she whispers, freaked out and I’m not surprised.

      “If you’re saying everything he said is a lie then, yes, it appears so.”

      “Are you saying you don’t believe her?” Noah asks incredulously.

      I grip his arm and shake my head at him when he takes a step forward.

      “I’m just playing devil’s advocate. Where were you two nights ago, Eden?”

      “I was at Dante’s with these guys, a few of the owners and a couple of their girlfriends.”

      He writes it down on the pad in front of him. “And what time did you leave?”

      “Urm… I’m not sure. The last act was on, but I took her place as she was sick, so maybe thirty minutes after that?”

      “Just after midnight,” I chime in.

      He nods and continues to write. “All right. I have everything that happened last night in your statement already. I’ll confirm your answers but, between you and me, it’s just a formality. He failed to pick you correctly out of the photo we showed him. I’m glad you have a solid alibi though. It helps because, I have to say, this guy is convincing. He is so deep into his delusions that even he believes it.” He stands up and offers each of us his hand before opening the door for us.

      “What about the person who slashed my tires?” I ask as I walk Eden to the door with my hand on the small of her back.

      “We’re still looking into it. However, there were two more reports last night of slashed tires at Dante’s. So whoever is doing it may have a grudge with the club itself as opposed to the owners of the cars involved.”

      It doesn’t surprise me. Places like that are bound to become targets occasionally from disgruntled employees and evicted patrons.

      “If anything else comes up, give us a ring. I’ll give you a call, Eden, when we’ve had a chance to go over everything.

      “Thank you. I’m just glad I can move on, finally.”

      “Just doing my job. Enjoy the rest of your day.”

      We make it to the main reception before I feel Eden’s body shaking under my hand.

      “Hey.” I stop and turn her to face me and lift her chin up so I can see those spectacular violet eyes of hers.

      A tear runs down the side of her face which I catch with my thumb.

      “Talk to me, pretty girl.”

      She visibly shudders as she struggles to compose herself. “I’m being silly, I know, but I’ve been trying to keep everything inside me for so long now that it just wants out. I’m just so relieved. I’m tired of running and hiding all the time.”

      I slip my arm around her shoulder and walk her out to the car where Eli and Noah are waiting for us.

      “Everything all right?” Eli asks me.

      I just nod, wanting to get Eden out of here and back home again.

      Noah drives as the rest of us sit quietly, thinking over the events of the last forty-eight hours. Eden leans her head on my shoulder, watching the world whiz past us as we make our way back to the apartment. I try to think about what it must have been like for her all these years, a child alone in the world who shook off the advances of one predator only to find herself in the crosshairs of another and again marvel at the strength inside her. Many people would have given up and crumpled under the weight of it all. I pull her tighter to me, thankful for her strength.

      We pull up outside the apartment and park in the designated spot before making our way inside.

      “Eli, wait here with Eden for a second. I just want to do a sweep of the apartment. Noah, you’re with me.”

      Eli and Noah nod. Eden walks into Eli’s waiting arms, leaving Noah and me to search. The place is empty and just as we left it, thankfully. After giving Eli the all clear, we all head to the living room and sit.

      “So, what now?” Eli asks from beside Eden.

      I watch as he draws circles onto the back of her hand and wait for her to answer.

      “I don’t know if I can stay here,” she whispers and I watch as Eli pulls his hand away from hers.

      “You’re leaving?” I watch him swallow hard.

      “What? Oh, no, shit, I’m sorry Eli, that’s not what I meant.” She grabs his hand again and links their fingers.

      “I meant this place.” She twists to see Noah, worry marring her brow. “I want somewhere I feel safe, where we can all be together. Something that is all of ours.” She takes a deep breath before continuing. “I want us to all live together without the ghosts of our pasts for roommates.”

      Noah stares at her for a beat before sliding closer to her and pressing his forehead against hers. “I want that too, Eden. It’s time to lay the dead to rest.”

      “Mason?”

      One day she’ll know without even having to ask what my answer will always be, but that’s okay. I’ll have a lifetime to show her just what kind of man I am.

      “Pretty girl, when it comes to you, the answer is always yes.” I stand from my chair and walk over to her, bending until I’m on the floor between her legs. “Where you go, I go, remember?”

      She cups my jaw and smiles. “Right,” she agrees. “Let’s start looking.”

      She looks at Noah and then to Eli before taking a deep breath and blowing it out. “Can I sleep in one of your rooms with you until we find somewhere else to go? I don’t want this guy to kick us out of our home but I’m never going to be able to sleep in that bed again.”

      “Of course you can, Eden. It’s not exactly a hardship, sharing a bed with you, beautiful. Hell, I’m even willing to share with Goliath over here if it makes you happy,” Eli tells her and Noah readily agrees.

      We spend the rest of the day moving Eden’s stuff out of the tainted room and into Noah’s bedroom, for now, as it has the view of the river she loves. We find a couple of places online that look promising and make arrangements to visit tomorrow. The afternoon morphs into evening and sees us vegetating on the sofa watching comedy movies to keep the mood light. The guys have agreed to go into work for a bit tomorrow, now that the threat to Eden has been eliminated. I promised the guys at Dante’s that I would work so Eden has agreed to hang out with Gracie. It feels nice just to be able to be normal people, making normal plans for a change. It comes as no surprise when hours later we all fall asleep right where we are, safe and cocooned within our handmade family.
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      I’m excited to be back at Dante’s. It opened earlier tonight as they have some kind of special boxing match on. I don’t even pretend to know anything about the sport. After having been on the receiving end of a couple of punches, I can honestly say the sport holds no interest to me at all.

      “Hi, Eden, it’s great to see you again.” Gracie gives me a big hug when she comes down to meet me on the ground floor in Limbo, treating me like an old friend instead of a new acquaintance.

      I have to admit, I like it. Having girlfriends is something I’ve missed out on.

      “Mason, good to see you too.” She offers him a wave and gestures for us to follow her out to the atrium and the indoor glass lifts.

      “I’m to take you up to the boys and then you’ll get a tour before the club opens in about an hour,” she tells him before turning to me.

      “I thought you and me could go and stuff our faces in Greed for a while and take it from there. Sound good?” she asks, twisting her fingers a little, like she’s nervous.

      I get the distinct impression that Gracie doesn’t have many female friends herself.

      “Sounds fantastic. I didn’t realise how hungry I was until you mentioned food.” We step into the lift and Gracie takes us up to where the fight is being held.

      “Well, you are in for a treat. The food at Greed is to die for.”

      The lift doors open, revealing Carter and a handsome guy with a bad boy vibe that I haven’t met before.

      “I told you I would go and get them, princess,” the mystery man complains.

      “I am perfectly capable of riding a lift down two whole floors by myself, but if that ever becomes an issue, Jackson, I’ll be sure to let you know.” She crosses her arms over her chest.

      Carter just laughs at the pair, clearly used to their antics. “Mason.” He shakes his hand before turning to me and offering me his hand too.

      “Eden, good to see you again. I hope you don’t let our girl get you into too much trouble.”

      I shake my head and laugh.

      “Guys, this pain in my ass is Jackson. Jackson, these are Eden and Mason.” Gracie pecks them both on the cheek before walking over to me and linking her arms with mine.

      “We’ll leave you guys to it. I’m taking Eden down to Greed. I have my phone if you need us for anything. Have fun boys.”

      She tugs me towards the lift but a hand to my wrist stops me. I look up just as Mason’s lips descend on mine in a sweet and tender kiss that kind of makes me wish we had stayed home instead. He pulls away, leaving me in a daze as Gracie hustles me into the lift.

      “Shake it off, girly, or, before you know it, you’ll find yourselves locked in the disabled toilet.”

      I laugh but she isn’t wrong. “You talking from experience?”

      “Girl, please, I have my own damn room and you should see the size of my bed.”

      We chat away over burgers and beer and I have to admit, it might just be the best burger I have ever eaten.

      “So if you don’t mind me asking, how did you get into stripping?”

      I look over at her but there is no tone of disapproval to her voice. She just seems genuinely interested.

      “Necessity, mostly. Supporting yourself with no qualifications and needing a job that pays in cash leaves very few options. I started out cleaning, but I couldn’t make ends meet. Then one day I saw an ad in the paper for exotic dancers and thought, fuck it. At that point, I really had nothing left to lose. I auditioned and the rest, as they say, is history.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short, Eden. I have never seen anyone dance the way you do. It’s amazing to watch.”

      I blush a little under her praise. Most people have such a negative reaction to stripping but the strength and skill it takes, particularly pole dancing, is incredible.

      “Thanks. I took dance and gymnastics for years. It was just a case of adapting the moves.”

      “Think you could teach me a few? Lust is closed tonight for the fight so we would have the whole place to ourselves.”

      “Seriously?” I ask, jumping up and down like an excited toddler.

      “Oh yeah. I’m sure my men will be quite happy to see what you can teach me.” She winks, making me laugh.

      We make our way down to Lust and Gracie opens it up before locking it again behind us.

      “So, where shall we start?”

      I can’t help the laugh that escapes. Gracie’s enthusiasm and excitement are contagious. I’m in leggings and an oversized sweatshirt. Not particularly glamorous but perfect for dancing in. Gracie is wearing skinny black jeans and a red V-neck T-shirt, not ideal but it will do.

      “How about we start with some basic moves and go from there? We’ll leave the pole for today but I’m happy to come and give you lessons whenever you want.”

      “Really?” She jumps up and down like I just told her we’re going to Disneyland.

      “Sure. Now grab a chair and drag it up to the stage. Can you work the sound system from here or shall I use my phone?”

      “I got it.”

      She grabs a chair and hoists it up onto the stage before disappearing behind the lush purple velvet curtains. I follow suit and snag one of the high back chairs and drag it up on stage before kicking off my ballet flats. Some sexy jazz music starts to filter through the speakers, exactly the kind of music I want to use at my club, and I feel the adrenaline zip through me like electricity.

      “This okay?” Gracie asks, reappearing next to me.

      “This is perfect.” I look down at her feet and see the sexy peep-toe stilettos.

      “It’s up to you if you want to dance barefoot or in heels. I’ve only kicked mine off because they’re flat. It’s entirely up to you but, in my opinion, it’s impossible to not feel sexy in a pair of heels like that.”

      “That is true. What can I say, I’m a total shoe whore. I’ll start off with them on and see how I go from there.”

      “Okay, the most important thing to remember is to just have fun. If you feel it, the audience will feel it. Don’t worry about making mistakes or falling flat on your face. There’s no one here to see it but you and me.”

      I walk around my chair slowly, gently caressing the back of it with just the tips of my fingers as I strut, swaying my hips seductively to the music.

      “This chair is the man of your dreams. You want him more than anything else in the world but it’s not enough, you want him to want you too.”

      I come to a stop in front of the chair and bend over and pop my ass out, keeping my legs straight as I imagine Noah on the chair behind me with my booty now inches from his face. I stand up slowly, running my hands up my legs and over my hips. I snag the hem of my sweatshirt and pull it up over my stomach and ribs. I pull it over my head and throw it across the stage before turning and straddling the chair. Now clad in a just a sports bra and leggings, I look over to Gracie who is studying me like she’s mentally taking notes. She takes a deep breath and mimics my movements. I break character for a second when she whips her T-shirt over her head, revealing a red lacy bra. This girl has got some balls. I like it. I only took mine off because it was a hindrance, but Gracie is definitely not a woman who likes to be outdone. She looks over at me with a mix of awe and trepidation, but she needn’t have worried, this girl’s a natural.

      “Nice tits,” I tell her, making her snort out a laugh, breaking through her nervousness. Nakedness means nothing to me at this point. I have seen more boobs than I ever thought I would in one lifetime. “The aim is to get this guy begging for you. You want him to get to the point where he will literally do anything you want him to just so he can touch you.”

      She nods and takes a deep breath.

      I roll my hips, undulating them as if I were sitting upon Eli then swing my leg up and over where his head would be and stand back up. I let the music take me over, letting the beat take the wheel as my body responds to the tempo. I feel my muscles burn and my skin start to slicken as I trail my hands over my breasts, down my stomach to my inner thighs, before dropping into the splits.

      “Holy shit.”

      I freeze and look up to see that Jackson guy from before, but he isn’t looking at me. His eyes are all for the equally sweaty, half-naked redhead beside me. Gracie’s head shoots up from where she’s straddling her chair.

      “Jackson Reid, what are you doing in here?”

      Jackson doesn’t answer. He prowls towards the stage with such a look of intensity on his face that I have to look away as I feel like I’m intruding. He hops effortlessly up onto the stage before snagging Gracie around the waist and throwing her over his shoulder. She screeches like a banshee but stops when Jackson slaps her ass. He heads backstage with her over his shoulder as he makes his way behind the curtain.

      “We’ll be back in ten, Eden. Grab yourself a drink,” he yells, before disappearing from sight.

      “Jackson put me down right now. We can’t abandon Eden just because you want to…” Her voice trails off before I hear her moan.

      “And that’s my cue to leave.” I laugh to myself.

      I tug my sweatshirt back on and slip my feet into my shoes. I contemplate putting the chairs away when I hear a masculine groan this time. Fuck it, the chairs can wait. I jump down from the stage and grab my bag from the table beside it and head out, closing the door softly behind me. Not that they would have heard it. I fish my phone out of my bag to text Mason and see he has already texted me a couple of minutes ago.

      Mason: Hey baby, can you run to the car and grab my ID? I’ve left it in the dash and need it for tonight.

      Ah, crap. I forgot I had the car keys in my bag.

      Eden: On it. I’ll grab it and bring it up.

      Mason: Thanks.

      I take the lift down and rummage through my bag until I find the keys and head out into the thankfully dry afternoon. The forecasters have predicted heavy rain but so far it has held off. I run around to the private parking area thinking about Mason’s text. It feels weird having him calling me baby. I’m so used to him calling me pretty girl. I spot the car and run over, popping the locks and pulling the door open. I’m just leaning in when something is pressed over my nose and mouth. I instinctively try to pull away but a strong arm bands itself around my waist, holding me immobile as my head gets fuzzy and my fight begins to wane. My last thought as the darkness drags me under is where the fuck is Mason?
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      Noah and I make it home later than I anticipated but we had a lot to go over. Part of that was laying down some ground rules with Malcolm about the kind of jobs we will and won’t be taking in the future. With Eden at home, neither of us wants to be spending months and months on the road like we did in our search for her.

      The place is empty when we get back. After taking showers, we grab a couple of beers and watch some comedy show as we wait for Eden and Mason to return. It’s funny how quickly we’ve adjusted to having them with us. It seems so quiet here without them. It’s maybe half an hour later when we hear the door open downstairs.

      “Hi honey, I’m home,” Mason shouts up the stairs.

      I look at my watch and see it’s ten o’clock already. This day feels like it’s been never-ending.

      Mason appears in the doorway with a smile on his face. He seems much happier being able to work. “Hey, guys. Sorry I didn’t text you. I think I left my phone here.”

      “Don’t worry about it. We haven’t been home that long ourselves. How was the fight?” Noah asks from beside me.

      “It was over before it really began. One of the fighters, an American kid called Liam, ended up with a black eye but just annihilated the other guy. Knocked him out in the third round. The kid is a machine.” He sits in the chair by the patio doors and looks around the room. “Where’s Eden?”

      Every ounce of oxygen gets sucked out of the room with those two words.

      “What do you mean, where’s Eden? I thought she was with you.” Noah states from beside me.

      “She texted Gracie to say she couldn’t get hold of me and to let me know that Eli picked her up—something to do with finalising the details for the old theatre.”

      “Fuck!” I jump to my feet and grab my phone off the coffee table and try calling her. It goes straight to voicemail.

      “You didn’t pick her up?” The horror in Mason’s voice threatens to push me over the edge.

      “No. I haven’t spoken to anyone outside the office all day.”

      “I’m calling the police.” Noah makes the call as I slide on my shoes and snag my keys.

      Mason follows me into the kitchen. “Where are you going?”

      “I’m going to look for her.” I head for the door but Mason’s hand on my arm stops me.

      “She could be anywhere. We need to put our heads together and think about this logically instead of going off half-cocked. Call Malcolm and get him and Sam on this.”

      I want to tell him to fuck off. To shove him out of the way so that I can go out there and find our girl but I don’t because he’s right. It would be like finding a needle in a haystack. I call Mal and fill him in, hanging up on him when Noah comes storming into the kitchen.

      “Raymond Fellows was released on bail this afternoon.”

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” Mason roars.

      “And they didn’t think to let us know?” I ask incredulously.

      “Apparently not. I’m heading down to the police station now. I have a friend there who’s on duty tonight, but I don’t want to sit around waiting to be fobbed off. We need to find this guy. Eli, do you still have Eden’s file here or did you take it into the office with you?”

      “I have it here still. To be honest, I completely forgot it this morning.”

      “Good, you two go through it. See if you can find something we missed. Call me if you do.”

      He heads out the door leaving me and Mason to charge up the stairs and go through everything we’ve collected during this investigation. We both head into my room. I open my bedside drawer and snag the file before opening it and spreading the contents across the bed.

      “There has to be something here that we just aren’t seeing. I’ve always felt like something was off but what?”

      I sit in the chair by the bed with the laptop in my hands and manage to pull up some information on Raymond, just as my phone alerts me to an incoming message. My heart hammers in my chest, praying for good news.

      Noah: The police went to Raymond’s apartment. There were signs of a struggle, but nobody was there.

      I read the text out loud to Mason who stares at me with fear in his eyes. He’s not the only one feeling it. I watch as he turns away from me, his eyes skimming the bed before coming to a halt and frowning.

      “Why do you have a picture of that police officer and none of the others that interviewed us?” Mason asks, pointing at a photo amongst the evidence strewn across the bed.

      “Huh?” I look at the picture he’s talking about. “Because that’s Karl.”

      “What?” he whispers. I turn and look at him. He looks as if he has seen a ghost. “That’s the cop that interviewed me in the hospital when Eden was injured.”

      “Fuck! Mason, how sure are you about this?”

      If Karl was in the hospital, then he couldn’t have made that flight out to Germany, the one the pilot claimed he was on.

      “That’s the guy. Jesus, he was right there in the room with her. Oh, fuck and I told him my address because he was meant to come round to take Eden’s statement after she woke up. I didn’t think any more about it. Shit.” He grabs his hair in frustration but I try to keep my own emotions on lockdown so we can figure this shit out.

      I call Noah and let him know what’s going on and then text Sam who says he’s on it and will get back to me. I stand up and start pacing, trying to look at this from another angle.

      “Okay, let’s see if we can figure out a timeline. Noah and I approach you and Eden at the club. Afterwards, we call Karl. The next day Eden is run off the road. We discounted Karl after we learned he was in Germany so let’s ignore that and pull him back in. If he was there at the hospital, then he had to have been the one who ran her off the road, otherwise why was he there and how would he have known she was in the hospital at all?”

      Mason nods and I watch as he puts together the next piece. “He had to have paid the pilot off. So he goes back to mine and strings up the cat, but why? Just to scare her? Is this all part of his game, to terrify her until he decides to strike?”

      “To get her here,” I whisper as it dawns on me. He researched us, probably using his police contacts, and chose us for a reason. “He knew we would bring her back here. We may as well have just wrapped her up in a bow and handed her over to him.”

      “Eli, it wasn’t like that and this isn’t your fault so leave the pity party for later and get your head in the game. What next?”

      He’s right. I take a deep breath and think. The chocolates. “The chocolates came next, then the roses.”

      I think back to Eden’s reactions each time. She had been so sure it was Karl, but we convinced her she was wrong. And that might just kill her.

      “We had proof, though, that Karl was out of the country, at least on that day and night, as we have over one hundred witnesses and photos in the local newspapers.” Mason looks at me expectantly, but I’ve got nothing to counter his argument.

      “Then it was the tires and finally the break-in.”

      This is where it all falls apart. It was definitely Raymond’s DNA sample on the underwear and he was utterly convinced that he and Eden were in a relationship. And just who was this woman slashing tyres unless—I grab my phone and dial Noah.

      “Tell me you have something I can use,” he answers.

      “The group photo that Raymond was shown and asked to ID Eden with, can you get access to it and speak to the officer who interviewed him?”

      “He’s right here now. Let me ask about the photo and call you back.” He hangs up without any further questions.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking, Eli,” Mason demands but my phone rings in my hand.

      I look down and see it’s Sam so I ignore Mason and answer it.

      “Eli, we have a problem. We don’t know where Karl is and from the equipment in his hotel room—which he hasn’t checked out of yet, by the way—it seems he has somehow hacked into the hotel’s surveillance feed and made a loop.” He sounds livid.

      “Explain.”

      “The footage of him with the random woman and the night at the gala are all real but everything else is prerecorded and looped to repeat itself over and over. It appears as if he leaves his room late each morning and returns early each evening when in actual fact, I suspect he hasn’t set foot in that hotel since the night of the gala.”

      Fuck, it’s as we suspected. I hear a beep on my phone and know it’s Noah. “Sam, I have to go. I have Noah on the other line.” I don’t wait for a reply before switching calls.

      “Noah, you got the photo?”

      “Yeah, I’ve got it. Want to let me in on what this is all about?” he asks.

      “Hold on. I’m putting you on speaker so Mase can hear you.” I adjust the phone and place it on the bed. “Can you ask the officer who Raymond picked when he identified Eden?”

      “What are you talking about? He didn’t identify Eden.” Noah states.

      “I know that. I want to know who Raymond thought was Eden.”

      I hear him quietly talking to the officer before coming back.

      “I’ve texted it to you. She looks vaguely familiar but nothing like Eden. I don’t see how he could have mixed those two up.”

      My phone beeps so I turn it as the picture Noah sent us pops up.

      “He didn’t confuse the two. I think he was telling the truth but his Eden was actually someone pretending to be her.”

      “What? Why? To what end?”

      “To get that semen sample and set him up, making us loosen the reins around Eden, which is exactly what we did.

      “Guys, that’s Jackie,” Mason tells us.

      Jackie? Then it clicks. The bartender from Midas.

      “Sonofabitch,” he shouts out.

      “So, Jackie delivered the chocolates, the flowers and slashed the tires. She was also wearing the underwear set when she fucked Raymond to set him up.”

      “So, we think Jackie has her?” Noah questions.

      “No, I think Karl has her. I think Jackie is somehow working with him. Noah, get the police to go to his address. Karl is missing and the last confirmed sighting is the night of the gala.”

      “What? But I thought—you know what, never mind. I’m on it. I’ll call you back when we have her.”

      I hang up the phone for what seems like the one hundredth time tonight and toss it back on the bed.

      “What can you tell me about Jackie?” I sit on the edge of the bed and watch as Mason folds himself into the chair.

      “Not much. She started about eighteen months or so after Eden did. She was friendly toward her, always trying to strike up conversation but Eden, like I said before, kept to herself. I can’t say I really remember anything that stands out about her, to be honest. A lot of the girls thrive on the drama but Jackie was more of what I would call a lurker. She was always around, taking everything in but never really got involved herself.”

      “I’m just trying to figure out how far back this goes. I can’t shake off the feeling that Karl knew where Eden was all along. If that’s the case, then why did he drag me and Noah into it and why wait so long before taking her?”

      “The inheritance. She wasn’t eligible until she was twenty-one.”

      “Shit. I forgot about the fucking money.” It’s easy when she doesn’t seem interested in it herself.

      “What do we do now?” Mason asks. I know he wants to keep busy but there’s nothing much else we can do.

      “Now we wait.”
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      I wake up because my arms hurt. Why do my arms hurt? I try to move them but they're stuck. I peel my eyes open, the bright, harsh fluorescent lighting making me snap them shut again quickly. What the fuck? I open them again but more slowly this time, giving them time to adjust. I take a look at the room around me and wish I had never opened my eyes in the first place. I look up and see I’m suspended from a hook by a piece of coarse rope that binds my wrists together and abrades my skin. I try to free myself but it’s no good and with all my body weight hanging from them, I tire quickly. I drop my head in defeat and then I realise I’m completely naked and vulnerable.

      I lift my head and recognise the room itself. It’s the basement of my childhood home but it has never looked like this. Gone is the gym equipment and the Christmas decorations gathering dust. In their place is something out of my nightmares. Two large dressers stand side by side, one with its doors open on purpose, I’m sure, to reveal a line of whips and paddles. On the wall to my right is a large cross with a series of cuffs and buckles attached to it. The other wall is dominated by a king-size bed with black satin sheets—not sinister by itself but the items lined up on it are enough to make my blood run cold. I might not have a vast knowledge of all things sex-related but I’ve read enough from books and watched enough porn during my self-imposed celibacy to know what each and every item is. A ball gag, an anal plug, a dildo that was in no way shape or form based on a man’s dick size. That thing would rip me apart and I’m pretty sure that’s the point. I spot a pair of nipple clamps that look like crocodile clips and fuck… the last item, almost hidden by the others, is a large hunting knife.

      I renew my struggle, ignoring the wetness I feel running down my arms. It’s no use as my shoulders scream out in protest. I hear the lock click on the door and I freeze as loud footsteps make their way down the steps towards me. I can’t help the whimper that escapes as I come face-to-face with the man from my nightmares. He doesn’t appear to have aged, with the exception of his hair now having more grey in it. He trails his eyes over my body, his expression showing his carnal hunger for something that is not his to have. He licks his lips, steps off the bottom step and stalks toward me like a lion teasing its prey.

      “Well if it isn’t Eden, my long-lost stepdaughter. I have been so frightfully afraid for you. Or should I call you Eve Temptation now that you have embraced your inner slut?”

      I don’t answer him. I concentrate on trying to regulate my breathing. If I answer him, I might antagonise him further. I just need to hang on for my guys to get here. I know they’ll come for me. I have to believe that, otherwise I will never make it through whatever Karl has planned.

      He reaches up and checks the knot in the rope, not caring about me bleeding everywhere, and smiles when he finds it still secure. He drags his finger down my arm, over my shoulder and down to Eli’s medallion. The feel of the medallion around my neck gives me a small measure of comfort, at least until he runs his finger down my chest, circling my nipple and flicking and teasing it until it responds. I turn my head away from him, not bothering to fight back the tears. God, I want to be strong and not give him the satisfaction of knowing how much he’s scaring me, but I can’t. I know deep down I’m not going to survive this. His hand leaves my breast. My relief is short-lived when he trails his fingers down to my stomach and across the area that would normally be covered in hair, making me swallow hard to keep from vomiting everywhere.

      “Smooth, I see, just the way I like it.” He walks over to the bed and picks up the nipple clamps before walking back over to me.”

      “Please, don’t,” I whisper, hating myself in this moment for begging.

      “Oh, Eden, you know you love it, really. I bet you take half of your clientele behind closed curtains and fuck their little brains out, so why not me?” He pinches one clip over my erect nipple before moving to stimulate the other.

      “Why?” I scream at him. “Why couldn’t you just leave me the fuck alone? It’s been six years!”

      He clasps the clamp to the other nipple and gives it a tug, making me cry out.

      “Oh, sweet, naïve Eden. Did you really think I didn’t know where you were all along?”

      My blood runs cold at his words. He has to be bluffing. Oh, god, please be bluffing.

      “Well, I gave you a year’s head start because I’m a good sport like that, but I’ve known exactly where you’ve been for the last five years. I’m a cop for Christ sake.”

      He misses my relieved exhale that he wasn’t following me from the start.

      “That sweet old lady, Molly, that you helped out? The one that approached you in that greasy little café you liked so much, who offered you a place to rent cheaply in return for running her errands, is a dear old friend of the family. You see, I’ve been across from you more times than you can count. I’ve been inside your apartment, hell I’ve jerked off to you sleeping as I stood over the bed watching you.”

      “You sick fuck! Why didn’t you just kill me then? It’s been months since I got my inheritance.”

      “Oh, I know, but I get bored easily and needed a new game. Besides, I had to make sure I had all my ducks in a row. I had to give my—shall we say—helper time to find a patsy to take the fall. When poor old Raymond made bail today as I anticipated, I took my chance. He’s currently awaiting his fate, much like you, only he’ll go down in history as a murderer who took his own life in guilt and you’ll be just another dead whore.

      “Now I just have to decide how I want to do it. The method in which I wanted to kill you has changed over the years. At first, I was so angry I wanted to pummel you until you were nothing more than a bloody mess on the floor but you becoming a stripper inspired me. You see, there are so many things I’ve fantasised about doing to you that I figured I could have some fun first.”

      He walks back to the bed and picks up the ball gag and the dildo before turning around and grinning at me. I thrash about as hard as I can but the rope won’t budge. Why won’t it just fucking break?

      “You won’t get away with this,” I sob. But even as I say it, I don’t believe it.

      “Oh, of course I will, Eden. Isn’t that why you ran in the first place? Because I always win in the end—” he cuts off whatever else he was going to say when something beeps from his pocket.

      He pulls out his phone and curses. Walking up to me he pinches my nose until I’m forced to open my mouth and suck in a lungful of air. He seizes his chance and shoves the ball gag into my mouth and secures it behind my head. His phone beeps again, making him sigh. He tosses the dildo back onto the bed and I swear I have never felt so relieved in my life.

      “It seems I have company approaching. I have to go and act natural, whatever the fuck that means. Then I think I will leave you to stew for a little while, give you a chance to think about what’s going to happen as I have a couple of drinks and secure my alibi.”

      He laughs like my life is just one big expendable joke as he tightens the screws on the clamps, making me scream into the gag. The sounds of a car approaching has him turning and hurrying back up the steps.

      I listen as someone knocks loudly against the front door. The relief is immense as I hear the police enter but it’s nothing to how I feel when I hear Noah’s booming voice a few seconds later. I can’t make out any words as they drift further into the house, but I can hear the sound of feet moving around as they search, presumably for me. There is no clock down here so I have nothing to gauge the time, but I think it’s been about thirty minutes when people start heading back out the door. It starts to get quiet upstairs and I can feel myself panicking. What’s going on? Why haven’t they come downstairs for me?

      “Fuck you, you piece of shit. I know you have her. I will find her and when I do if one hair on her head is damaged, I will fucking kill you.” I hear Noah shout before Karl responds.

      “Threatening an ex-police officer is a stupid thing to do, son. I’m not the villain she has painted me out to be. You are just seeing Eden under rose-tinted glass.”

      “Fuck you.” He storms out of the house, his feet stomping against each step in anger.

      He’s leaving? My pulse races out of control when I finally realise they don’t know I’m here. They don’t fucking know I’m here! I thrash until my arms go numb and I can barely lift my head but nothing more than a whimper makes it past the gag.

      Please don’t leave me here, Noah, oh god please come back. But he doesn’t, and I can’t hear his footsteps anymore. I sob, struggling to breathe with the gag in the way as my heart breaks with the knowledge that my one chance of survival has just slipped away. Knowing Noah will lose the fucking plot when he finds out I was trapped beneath him all along has me fighting back my vomit yet again so I don’t choke to death.

      Manic laughter breaks through my meltdown as Karl makes his presence known. He is loving this. He thrives on making me weak. Well, fuck you, Karl, you piece of shit. If I get even the slimmest chance of getting loose, I will kill you myself.

      “See you soon, Eden. Feel free to hang around,” he shouts down to me as he slams the front door behind him but his laughter echoes after him.

      I want to pull at my ropes some more, but they haven’t loosened at all and I can barely feel my hands anymore. If I do any more damage to them, I run the risk of incapacitating myself further. As much as my surviving this night is a long shot, I won’t go down without a fight. I have run away for too long. Now that isn’t an option anymore. Now I will give everything I have to survive and get back to my men. Or die trying.
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      “I swear to fucking Christ if you don’t get a handle on this, I’m going to knock you the fuck out. I don’t want to sit here waiting for news any more than you do but you can’t just join a fucking police raid will-nilly. Be grateful Noah has a friend that could get him in there. He’ll get her back. Get your shit together, man, she’s going to need you.”

      I watch Mason as he keeps pacing, but he takes a deep breath and blows it out before doing it again and again. Eventually, he calms enough to sit while we wait for news. When the door slams open downstairs ten minutes later, we’re both on our feet and charging down there. We were expecting a phone call, but this is even better. This means she’s home.

      Except she’s not.

      We come to a halt in the kitchen and find Noah braced on his forearms over the kitchen island with his head bowed. He looks to us when we walk in and I can see that his eyes are wet and filled with grief.

      “No! No, Noah, don’t you dare do this. She’s okay, right? You found her, and she is at the hospital getting checked out?” I beg him, my legs threatening to give out from underneath me.

      His shoulders shake as he tries to rein in his emotions but it’s pointless when mine are running wild and free.

      “Fucking tell me!” I shove him, and he stumbles to catch himself before standing and charging towards me. Before he can lay a finger on me, Mason steps between us and with a hand on each of our chests pushes us back, away from each other.

      “I couldn’t find her. Is that what you want me to say? That I failed. I couldn’t find her like I couldn’t find my dad and now we’ll be stuck in limbo until her body washes up somewhere in years to come.” Bad move.

      Mason steps forward and swings his fist into the side of Noah’s jaw. He catches himself on the side of the island before he falls. We all stand there breathing heavily, nobody speaking because that would make everything real. At least this way I can pretend that it’s all just a bad fucking dream and tomorrow I’ll wake up to Eden singing in the kitchen as she potters around making breakfast. All the things I didn’t think I wanted are now the things I can’t live without. I don’t want to go back to the life I had without Eden in it.

      “She is not dead and fuck you for thinking it. If she were dead, I would feel it. I would know. So, all I really care about is finding her. What are you going to do now, Noah? Because I, well I’m going to figure out where he would have taken her even if I have to knock on every goddamn door in the country.”

      Noah just stares at Mason, not saying anything.

      “I’ll pull up all the information I can on any of the properties he might have links to and run a check on friends and family, see what they own,” I tell Mason, both of us staring at Noah, willing him to say something but it’s like he’s frozen in place.

      “Oh, come on,” Mason shouts. “It was you that wanted this relationship so fucking badly. God knows I would have happily run off into the sunset with Eden. She is literally the girl of my dreams, I just hadn’t banked on her being the girl of yours too. We agreed not to make her choose, that we loved her enough individually to love her as part of a collective. I thought we were a team, man. Fuck, I thought we were friends. Guess when it really comes down to it—” I cut him off before he says something he can’t take back.

      “What Mason is saying, Noah, is now is the time to fight. To prove to Eden just what kind of men we are, that she was right to take a shot on us all in the first place. Eden would never give up on you, man, don’t give up on her.”

      He stands up, the side of his jaw is red and starting to swell so I grab a bag of peas from the freezer and toss them to him.

      “Tell me what you want me to do,” he says as he catches them one-handed.

      “Tell us exactly what happened at the house.”

      He leans back against the island as he recalls his story. “We knocked, and he let us in. It was odd, he seemed almost excited. We started at the top, in the attic that has been converted into the master bedroom, and worked our way back down to the kitchen, but she wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

      “Basement,” I say, correcting him. Force of habit.

      “Huh?”

      “You said you searched down to the kitchen not down to the basement.” They both look at me like I have two heads. Right time and place. I wave my hand for him to continue. “Sorry man carry on.”

      “The house doesn’t have a basement, it doesn’t even have a garage.”

      “None of the houses in that area have garages but they do all have basements.”

      “Eli, I’m telling you, we searched every inch of that house. There was no basement.”

      I can feel my senses come on full alert and the other guys must sense it too because the room suddenly becomes electric.

      “All the houses on that street were built at the turn of the century and each of them has a sub-basement underground with no access from the outside. No windows, no external door. The only way in or out is through an internal door usually located in the kitchen.”

      They both gape at me for a second but I shrug it off.

      “Fuck you, I like architecture so sue me, but answer me this. If the house has no attic now that it’s converted and no garage, where do they store things such as Christmas decorations?”

      Noah tosses the peas in the sink and grabs me by the arms. “Eli, you’re a fucking genius. He has this monstrosity of a double fridge in the kitchen. You know the ones I mean. It’s huge and looks completely out of place in the fifties-style kitchen.”

      “But it’s the perfect size to conceal a door,” Mason finishes, catching on quickly. “Let’s go.” He snags Noah’s keys from the counter and heads out the door with Noah and me hot on his heels.

      “We’ll call the police but only after we have Eden. I highly doubt they’ll be in any rush to get another search warrant and there is no way they’re keeping me from going in there,” Noah tells us from the passenger’s seat.

      We make the forty-minute drive in twenty, which in London is a miracle. We pull up and don’t even bother with knocking as Mason kicks the door in as if it were made of nothing more than paper.

      The three of us head to the kitchen to move the fridge out of the way and low and behold there is a motherfucking door. Mason doesn’t need to kick the door in this time as it swings open with a turn of the knob. We thunder down the stairs taking two at a time and walk into a nightmare that will haunt me for the rest of my days. Eden is hanging from a hook on the ceiling with tiny streams of blood running from her bound wrists down her arms and down her body. She lifts her head to the commotion, but it looks like it takes the last of her energy as it flops forward again.

      She whimpers and it spurs us all into action. Mason and Noah rush over and remove the gag from her mouth before they lift her as gently as they can up into the air so that they can unhook her. Mason pulls her to his chest and holds her while she cries softly, muttering to herself over and over.

      “You came.”

      I slip my black T-shirt over my head and walk towards them as she spots me over Mason’s shoulder.

      “Be careful where you stand. I wet myself. I’m sorry,” she murmurs, embarrassment and shame turning her face red.

      “Nothing for you to worry about, sweetheart,” I reassure her, each of her words stabbing into my skin like splinters.

      “No, fuck that.” She whips her head around to Noah as her face pales. He stomps up to her, not caring that she is in Mason’s arms and leans down and places a kiss on her forehead. “You have fuck all to be sorry about Eden, do you hear me? You don’t need to apologise for fucking anything.”

      She moves to turn towards him slightly then winces.

      “What is it?” Noah’s brow furrows in concern.

      She looks away from him, from all of us as she focuses on a blank spot on the wall. I watch the tears slide down her cheeks, making me grit my teeth together to stop bawling like a baby myself. She needs us to be strong now.

      “Let’s get this T-shirt on you okay?” I stand next to Noah and hold the neck of my T-shirt open and wait for her to lift her arms, but she doesn’t move or look away from that damn spot on the wall.

      “Eden?” Mason says her name softly against her ear. She finally focuses back on us, well, on Noah.

      “I need you to take them off.” Her voice breaks over her words

      “What’s that, Eden?” he asks, confused but when she tilts her head down, we all track her movement to her chest.

      I clench my fist so hard it’s a wonder I don’t crack my bones. Mason is as still as a statue. I’m not even sure he is breathing but Noah, he surprises me. He presses a soft, barely-there kiss against her lips and uses the pad of his thumbs to wipe away her tears. He doesn’t make a big deal out of his actions he just carefully and quietly loosens the screws at the side of the clamps and removes them. Her nipples look raw and painful with red and purple dots where the blood has pooled under the surface of her skin. Her back arches up and she cries out as the blood rushes back in. Mason walks over to the side of the bed and sits with her in his lap, rocking her until her crying lessens to whimpers. I bend down in front of her, ignoring Mason looking at me with his own tears in his eyes and focus solely on our girl. I gently lift her arms one at a time and slide the T-shirt over her head before tugging it down to offer her some modesty.

      “Let’s get you out of here, sweetheart.”

      “Not so fast.”

      We all whip round to find Karl standing on the stairs with a gas can in his left hand, dousing the steps in petrol, holding a lighter in his right.

      “Fuck!” Noah explodes, taking a step in front of me, Mason and Eden.

      “I wouldn’t bother, Mr Scott. If you come one step closer I will blow this place sky high. Now come here, Eden.”

      “Fuck you, asshole, Eden isn’t going anywhere with you,” Mason growls at him, tucking Eden firmly against his chest.

      Karl sighs like we’re just one big inconvenience to him. “I really don’t appreciate you guys messing with my plans. Eden, I don’t like being kept waiting. What did I say about plans?”

      “You always have a backup,” she answers, sitting up straighter in Mason’s arms, her voice void of any emotion.

      “Yes, that’s right, good girl. Now, these are the choices available to you. One, you stay right where you are and I’ll block you in here and burn this place to the ground with everyone in it.” Her eyes widen in horror as she takes in his words. “You, Eden, will get to watch everyone you love burn to death knowing you can’t do anything about it.” He smiles, and I wonder how nobody noticed just how psychotic this guy was before.

      “Or you can come with me and we’ll just lock them in. By the time someone finds them, we’ll be long gone.”

      She tries to stand but Mason stops her. “You’re hurting me,” she tells him gently. I don’t know if that’s the truth or a ploy, but it has the desired effect when he lets go and she jumps up.

      “I’ll go with you. I won’t even fight you as long as you promise that you’ll leave them here safe and unharmed.”

      “No fucking way, Eden.” Noah sticks his arm out to keep her behind him. “You take one more step and I will tan your ass when I get hold of you.”

      “I have to, guys, I’m sorry. If I stay, we’ll all die anyway. I can’t run that risk. Please, don’t make my last moments on this earth be watching you burn.”

      Mason jumps up but freezes when Karl shouts, “Nobody fucking move except Eden. Tick tock daughter dearest, what will it be?”

      “If you do this, Eden, I will never forgive you,” Mason tells her, his voice harsh and brutal and painful to hear.

      “I have to,” she whispers, her voice just as broken.

      “No, Eden, no,” Noah shouts at her.

      “Let her go,” I tell them. I don’t raise my voice but they all hear me. They look at me in disgust, like I’m betraying them and maybe I am, but Eden’s right too. If she doesn’t go with him now, none of us is getting out of this basement alive. They are just incapable of turning off their protective natures. Eden takes advantage of their distraction and makes her way over towards Karl. Every step she takes towards him feels like a knife straight to the heart but this is the only shot we have. When she’s close enough, he drops the gas canister and grabs Eden by her hair, pulling her up the steps.

      “I love you all,” she shouts, her voice thick with tears before the door is slammed shut.

      Mason races for the door but it’s locked from the outside. The screeching of metal indicates the fridge is now back in place and hiding us away completely.

      “You prick!” Noah shouts from behind me, making me swing round to face him. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you now”

      “Because I just saved your fucking life and Eden’s.”

      “Bullshit. We are going to rot down here and the first chance he gets he is going to kill her.”

      “I’m with Noah on this one, Eli,” Mason says, coming to stand next to Noah with his arms folded over his chest. “You just gave her away. What the fuck?” He looks at me in disgust.

      I look at them both and realise if anyone is going to get the shit kicked out of them it will be these two dickheads in front of me.

      “You think I would do that? Just give away my girl to save myself? Fuck you both. If she had stayed, we all would have died. This buys us time.”

      “Time? What are you talking about…” he drifts off when he hears sirens.

      I pull my phone from my back pocket and wave it at them.

      “I texted Malcolm and he called the police. Caleb and Ryan have eyes on Eden and—” my phone beeps. I look down and read the message from Caleb. “Karl is on his way back, he must have heard the sirens. Get ready.”

      Next thing you know, I find myself in the middle of the most awkward hug imaginable. I snort out loud making them laugh.

      “I get it, you’re sorry but get the fuck off me.”

      We each take a step back from each other as a car pulls into the driveway.

      “As much as I want to be on the steps to make a grab for Eden, if I startle Karl, he could kill her. We’re going to have to stay down here where we look less threatening.”

      Noah and I turn to look at Mason who rolls his eyes. Yeah, there is no way a six-foot-four, 250-pound man covered in tattoos can look anything other than threatening. The door to the basement opens and a dazed Eden is pushed inside as the door is quickly pulled closed again. Eden tumbles down the stairs as we race to get to her, but she lands on the ground on her right wrist, resulting in an audible snap. I reach her before the big bastards beside me and gently manoeuvre her into my lap, careful not to touch her arm. Noah and Mason crouch down next to me and stroke her hair and face and anywhere they can get to.

      “I’m sorry, so, so, sorry. Please don’t hate me. I love you. Please don’t hate me,” she babbles into my shoulder as she shakes. I toss the phone to Noah.

      “She’s in shock. Make sure there’s an ambulance on its way and let them know we have Eden down here with us again.”

      “Shush, pretty girl,” Mason croons into her hair. “We could never hate you. I’m an asshole, I didn’t mean what I said before. It’s me who should be saying sorry. I was just so terrified of losing you. You are my family Eden.” He looks at me as we both comfort our girl. “You all are.”

      There is a commotion upstairs, but I can’t make out what’s going on. When the door slams open, Noah and Mason block us from view for a second before moving to reveal Ryan and Caleb.

      “Hey, ambulance is on its way. Police are just pulling up,” Caleb tells us.

      Ryan bends down to look at Eden’s arm. “Hey, beautiful, how you doing?”

      Eden looks up at me, her focus clearer than before, much to my relief. “Did he just quote Joey from Friends to me?”

      I laugh along with the rest of the guys, grateful for Ryan’s ability to bring a little lightness to the room.

      I go with “Ryan is… odd.”

      “An asshole.” Noah has to go one better.

      “Guess he knows you pretty well, Ry.” Caleb laughs and greets the two paramedics as they come down the stairs. Two police officers stand at the top watching us.

      “Fuck you all.” He turns to Mason who has yet to say anything.

      Mason just shrugs his shoulders. “I don’t care who the fuck you are. You made my girl smile, so you’re all right by me.”

      “Aw, he loves me, he really loves me.”

      Noah yanks him away before Mason can change his mind and punch him.

      “Anyone got eyes on Karl?” I ask the room at large.

      “No, we lost him in the scramble to get to Eden, sorry guys,” Ryan answers but he made the right call. Eden’s safety should always come first.

      “Fuck,” Noah shouts.

      I feel the same anger he does, knowing that this isn’t over. We are never going to find this guy now.

      “What the hell is going on here?” a voice shouts from above us, making Eden whimper and bury herself deeper within my arms.
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      That voice. It makes me want to rip my own ears off just so I never have to hear it again.

      “Sir, you can’t come in here,” I hear a police officer say.

      “This is my goddamn house,” he yells before I hear thundering footsteps and there he is again at the top of the stairs surrounded by police officers.

      I can’t keep doing this. I’m so sick of playing the role of the victim. I’m done.

      “Actually, it’s my house.” The room quiets as I speak, every eye turning my way.

      “Eden? Is that you? Oh my god, what happened to you? What are you even doing here?” So that’s the way he wants to play it, huh?

      “You brought me here Karl.” I spit his name out in disgust.

      He cocks his head and adopts a confused expression, but I see the gleam in his eye. He’s enjoying this. He wants to beat me, show me just how smart he is.

      “Eden, I haven’t spoken to you in years, sweetheart. Tell the police officers what really happened. They can protect you.”

      The police at his side puff up their chests in response, already swaying to his side with his words.

      “Sir, can you tell us your whereabouts for the last few hours?” one of the older officers asks.

      “I was with my girlfriend at our apartment.”

      “I’m sorry, I thought you said this was your place?” the officer questions, waiting for his response.

      “Sorry, officer. Force of habit, I guess. I lived here with Eden and her mother. Eden’s mother passed away and Eden turned to drugs to deal with her grief. She ran away and became a stripper to fund it. I stayed here, hoping one day she would return, but living here just made me miss her and her mother more so I finally felt like it was time for my girlfriend and me to get our own place. I came by earlier today to collect the last of my things. That’s the first time I had been here for months. When the police stormed the building earlier, I had no idea what was going on.”

      “And this room?” The officer indicates the sex dungeon around us.

      “My girlfriend and I have a very healthy sexual appetite. Last time I checked, that wasn’t a crime.”

      “Well, explain why you didn’t mention this room earlier then, asshole, during the search.” Noah seethes.

      “I didn’t think about it. It hasn’t been used in so long that it slipped my mind.”

      “I think you need to come down to the station with us and answer some more questions,” the older officer tells him, putting his notebook back in his pocket as all but one of his colleagues files back out into the kitchen.

      “Of course officer,” he says, looking directly into my eyes. The warning is clear. He’ll be back for me.

      “I’ll have the answers for everything. We can get this all sorted out in a jiffy.”

      He’s right. I know he is. Even the things that look incriminating can be explained away. Everything is just circumstantial, which is exactly how he planned it.

      “Can I suggest, though, officers, that you remove Eden from the care of these three guys. I have reason to believe they are dangerous and are responsible for Eden’s injuries. They have been stalking me and one of them has even been in prison for murder.”

      All focus on the guys around me, eyeing them with suspicion.

      No. No more. He won’t win this time.

      “That’s enough,” Caleb barks, angry on the guys’ behalf, but I’ve got this.

      I stand up awkwardly, leaning on Mason for support.

      “I won’t let you do this to them,” I tell Karl softly, but I know he heard me. Everyone looks to me now. Covered in blood and cradling my arm, wearing nothing more than an oversized black T-shirt, I set myself free with the only weapon I have left. Knowledge.

      “You always liked to hurt me, to watch me bleed as I begged for you to stop. Nothing has changed. You tried to kill me by running me off the road. Then you focused all your energies on scaring me, leaving me no choice but to cocoon myself away, afraid of what was lurking in the shadows. Then you took me from the men I love so you could use my body and discard it like yesterday’s newspaper.”

      “Utter nonsense. I have never laid a hand on you. What you are suggesting is preposterous and disgusting. I’ll sue you for slander.”

      “Ma’am, you need to go to the hospital and get that arm checked out,” the paramedic says from beside me but he doesn’t believe my story. I can tell by the way he’s eyeing Mason. I hoped I never had to play my trump card but if any of us want a chance at a happy tomorrow now is the time to show my hand.

      “I ran away from home on the night of my fifteenth birthday after Karl decided that my role had changed and I was no longer his daughter, I was to be a substitute for my dead mother.”

      “Jesus, Eden, stop with the lying,” Karl implores, thinking he’s safe and protected with his god complex.

      “He raped me that night on my pink flower bedspread surrounded by my teddies that watched on in horror, helpless to stop it. You killed the little girl in me that was a dreamer that night. But a warrior arose in her place. I waited for you to fall asleep and I dragged my bruised and aching body out the bedroom window and never looked back.”

      “Another claim you can’t prove. A little convenient don’t you think? After all, why wouldn’t you have reported it before?”

      “Nobody wants to accept that some cops are dirty and you had too many friends on the force that had your back.” I see the police beside him shuffle around so they can face him now, their suspicions finally finding their way to the right person.

      “I gave birth to a baby boy eight months later in a dirty rest stop toilet at the side of a road. I hadn’t even known I was pregnant.” I say the words carefully, softly. The words that haunt my soul.

      “There were complications and I hemorrhaged and as a result, I can’t have any more children.”

      I look up and see Eli has tears streaming down his face, Noah’s head is bent in sadness and Mason’s face is etched in anguish.

      “He was so tiny and I loved him right from the start but I knew.” I take a deep breath as my own tears start to drip down my face.

      “I knew he would be in danger if he stayed with me so I put him up for adoption.”

      I look at the police officer nearest to me. “I have the DNA samples that will prove Karl is the father and the year my little boy was born will prove I was only fifteen when he was conceived. I believe that’s statutory rape, officer.”

      He nods in shock before turning to the cop standing closest to Karl. “Arrest him.”

      Karl starts shouting and struggling against the officer, finally losing his cool.

      “You fucking whore. You kept my son from me. I will kill you for this.”

      I collapse against Eli who wraps his arms around me, carefully avoiding my arm and offering me his support.

      “Get him out of here,” Noah barks at the officers as Karl continues to struggle.

      I jump when Karl manages to break free, throwing himself down the steps toward me but if he thought he was going to make it past Mason he has another think coming. He shoves against him but Mase is an immovable wall hell-bent on protecting the woman he loves. Karl doesn’t stand a chance. They both freeze for a second before Karl throws his head back and laughs maniacally, sending shivers down my spine.

      “You forgot I always have a backup plan, always,” he screams at me, spit flying from his mouth. Taking advantage of his distraction, the officers finally manage to subdue him enough to cuff him and drag him back up the stairs and out into the kitchen.

      “Eden?” Mason calls to me, his voice strained as he stays facing the door as the last of the officers leave.

      “I’m right here, Mason,” I reassure him.

      “I love you. Remember that, okay? You are the best thing that ever happened to me.” His voice breaks at the end with emotion.

      I look up at Eli and see a frown marring his face. “Mase, you okay mate?”

      Mason turns slowly to face us. My eyes connect with his and don’t leave as he tells me a thousand things without speaking a word.

      “Fuck. Get over here, now.”

      I look to Noah, wondering who the hell he is talking to like that when I see the paramedics rush over.

      I turn back to Mason, hoping he can clear up my confusion when my eyes catch on the red stain on his white T-shirt. It takes three more seconds for my eyes to focus on the black handle protruding from his stomach and a second more for my brain to put those images together and process them.

      He smiles at me sadly before his huge frame crumples to the ground with a sickening thud.

      “No, no!” I pull and twist trying to break free from Eli’s hold but his arms won’t budge.

      The two paramedics surround Mason, assisted by that Ryan guy. I hear screaming and turn to look at Noah for help. He wraps his arms around me too, cocooning me between himself and Eli. It isn’t until a sob breaks free from my chest, making my breathing falter for a second, that I realise the screaming is coming from me.

      “Don’t you leave me, Mason. Where you go, I go. You promised. You fucking promised!” I scream in anguish as one of the paramedics shocks his heart and I watch on helplessly as his body convulses on the floor.

      A commotion at the door reveals Caleb and another paramedic carrying a gurney down the steps.

      “Get her out of here, guys. We’ll meet you at the hospital,” Ryan shouts over to my men.

      “No, I’m not leaving without him,” I argue. He would never leave without me, I’m not leaving without him.

      “Come on, I’ll drive you,” Caleb calls over, ignoring me completely.

      “No! I’m not leaving. Get the hell away from me.” I start fighting against Eli and Noah again, trying to get to Mason. I need him to know I’m here, that I didn’t leave him.

      “Eden, stop. You’re going to hurt yourself even more.” I vaguely hear Eli implore from beside me but I don’t listen.

      I can’t feel my arm anymore anyway. What does it even matter? I would cut my arm off if it would keep Mason with me.

      “Let me go! Please, please, Eli, he needs me,” I beg, looking up at Eli’s face. I still when I see his own tears. “He promised, Eli.”

      “I know, Eden, and I swear to you that man will fight with everything he has to keep it, but you have got to let them work on him okay?”

      I nod. They strap Mason onto the gurney before Ryan walks towards me. He ignores the others and cups my face with both of his hands.

      “We have to get him to the hospital now, Eden. Let Caleb drive you all there. I’ll stay with Mason.”

      I start to protest, wanting to ride along with Mason, but Ryan cuts me off.

      “You need to get your arm checked out. Mason will be furious when he wakes up if you haven’t had it taken care of.”

      I nod my head robotically, knowing he’s right.

      “Good girl. I swear to you right now, I won’t leave his side until you get there.”

      I nod again because forming words is too difficult right now.

      Noah sweeps me up in his arms where I bury my head against his shoulder and finally let go. The tears threaten to drown Noah and me both but I don’t stop until there is nothing left to purge and my body is spent. I don’t remember the drive to the hospital. I don’t even remember getting in and out of the car but as the last sob leaves my body, I look up just in time to see us pass through the hospital entrance.

      I’m quickly ushered into a room where I’m poked, prodded and examined. When the nurse asks Noah and Eli to step outside, I freak out and try to leave too. In the end, she agrees to let them stay. I’m not trying to be difficult but I need to be able to see them. I need to be able to hold them, smell them, feel them. I need to know they are alive. Caleb has been running backward and forward between us and Mason, feeding us dribs and drabs of the limited knowledge he could gain. Mason is in surgery right now and will be for a few hours more, which is the only reason I’ve agreed to let them see me.

      I look up when Noah opens the door to Caleb again who this time is carrying a bag. He walks over to me and places the bag on the bed beside me before ruffling my hair in a way I would imagine a big brother would do.

      “Frankie brought you some clothes. Nothing fancy, just some comfy sweats and stuff. She’s out in the waiting room with everyone else when you’re finished up in here.”

      I take the bag, touched by the kind gesture. “Thank you, Caleb.” My voice is hoarse from the screaming and crying.

      “Anytime, Eden.” He turns and talks quietly to the guys for a moment. “They found Raymond Fellows bound and gagged in the boot of his own car. He’s talking with the police now,” he tells them quietly before leaving.

      The nurse came about ten minutes before Caleb’s arrival and told us I was free to go so the sooner I can get dressed the sooner I can leave.

      “Can you guys help me?” I whisper softly.

      They are by my side in seconds, gently removing Eli’s T-shirt, careful not to bump the purple cast my wrist is now sporting. They help me dress in the track pants and camisole with a built-in bra shelf, which I’m so grateful for because there is no way I could wear a bra right now. Noah helps me maneuver my arm through the sleeve of a baggy hoodie as Eli slips a pair of flip flops on my feet. It seems like an odd thing to wear with sweats, but I realise it’s because Frankie didn’t know my shoe size so erred on the side of caution.

      “Okay, I’m ready. Take me to him.”

      They help me off the bed and we make our way slowly up to the surgery ward. I’m acutely aware of every ache and pain running through my body but I refuse to take any of the pain meds they prescribed in case they make me sleepy.

      When we make it to the waiting room, I’m stunned to find it full of people. People who two months ago knew nothing about us but who are here now regardless. People who filled my and Mason’s lonely existence with a sense of family. I slip my left hand into Noah’s as people come up and offer their support and a quick hug. I wait for them to be seated before I approach Ryan who is standing near the double doors that lead down to the operating room. I stare at him for a beat before letting go of Noah’s hand and wrapping my arms around Ryan. There is no hesitation on his part as he wraps his strong tattooed arms around me, rubbing my back soothingly with the same hands that tried to stop the blood flowing from Mason’s broken body.

      “Thank you,” I whisper into his chest.

      He holds me tightly for a few minutes, offering me his silent support before returning me to Noah and Eli, who lead me over to the three seats closest to the doors. I look out at the people who came to support us. Caleb stands by the window with Frankie in his arms, talking quietly to Malcolm. Jackson and Carter are on either side of Gracie, each holding her hand tightly as she looks at me with a sad smile on her face. Callum and a younger man with a black eye are not far from her, talking but they stand to help when Ryder and Kane appear, each with a tray of hot drinks for everyone. Sam is on the floor leaning against the wall talking to a handsome teenage boy who has his arms wrapped around a sleeping girl about the same age as he is.

      I sit gingerly on the seat with Eli and Noah flanking me and rest my head on Noah’s shoulder, gripping one of their hands in each of mine.

      “Do you think he knows how much I love him?”

      Eli rubs circles on the back of my hand with the pad of his thumb, giving me something to concentrate on other than the heart-wrenching sorrow flooding my veins and threatening to drown me.

      “He knows, Eden, I promise,” he whispers, his voice hoarse with emotion.

      “You guys know I love you, too, right? More than anything.”

      “We know, Eden. We love you too,” Noah tells me softly.

      “It’s just, I’m so angry at him,” I sob, letting the words spill from my mouth as the tears drip onto his shoulder.

      “It should have been me. He was always trying to keep me safe and in the end, it was his downfall. I knew it would be but I was selfish and now he is in there fighting for his life because I stayed when I should have run.” I can barely get the words out as my breath hitches painfully in my chest.

      “I wish I had died in that crash, then he would be safe and sound at home in bed instead of bleeding out on a hospital floor.”

      Eli turns and lifts me out of my chair and onto his lap. He tilts my head up, his green eyes glaring into mine. He grips my chin with his strong fingers so that I can’t turn away and hide my shame.

      “Don’t you ever say shit like that again, do you hear me, Eden? Mason would be furious if he heard you talk like that. Whatever you’re feeling right now doesn’t change the fact that Mason saved your life today and he would do it a thousand times over. I’m willing to bet that if he had the chance to repeat the last couple of months even knowing the outcome, he wouldn’t change anything other than you getting hurt.” He slips his finger under the collar of my top and slides the St Jude medallion free. “The truth is, Eden, a life without you in it isn’t a life at all. I know what he would choose because it’s something that both Noah and I would choose too. So, don’t sit here wishing you had died because then we never would have had you in our lives at all and that’s something I refuse to accept.” He kisses me softly, his lips absorbing the saltiness of my tears as I try to make sense of his words.

      The double doors open and a harried-looking doctor in blue scrubs walks out.

      “Family of Mason Parker.”

      I scramble to my feet almost slipping but thankfully, Eli catches me as everyone in the room stands in support.

      “We are his family,” Noah tells him, making me squeeze his hand so tight my fingers start to tingle. Family. Something Mason always wanted. I can’t wait for him to wake up so I can tell him. Right after I kick his ass for playing the hero.

      “I’m so sorry.” The doctor takes off his paper hat and twists it in his hands, his faced etched with fatigue. “There were some complications…”

      My hearing fades out as if I suddenly find myself at the end of a really long tunnel. Everything around me becomes a blur of colour as the room spins and my legs give out on me. I hear crying and shouting but I can’t make out the words. I feel the cool tile floor beneath me, hard and unforgiving and hands all over my body but I can’t move or speak. I feel a huge weight on my chest like someone is pushing down on it with all their might, making breathing harder and harder until the best I can manage is short, ineffective gasps. As the darkness pulls me under, the only thought I can hold on to is

      Where you go, I go. And then, blissfully, I feel nothing at all.
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        12 years later

      

      

      The sun is warm against my skin as we climb our way to the top of the little hill to the gravestone that sits in the shade of the beautiful cherry blossoms from the tree above it. It’s peaceful here, away from the hustle and bustle of the city. I take a deep breath, breathing in the sweet cherry scented air around me and feel a sadness creep over me as I do every time I come here. I kneel down next to the gravestone and pull the dried-out roses from the vase beside it and replace them with sunflowers—something bright and cheerful as we head into the warm summer days. The guys stand quietly behind me giving us much appreciated minutes alone as they always have every time we come here.

      “Today would have been your birthday. I want to say it gets easier, that each year that passes by offers me a measure of peace but, truthfully, I will never be okay without you here. For so long, I avoided coming but I was just so angry at you. You left me after promising me that you wouldn’t.” I choke out the words that taste bitter on my tongue. Even after all this time, anger laces my words.

      “I’m working through it but I don’t think I will ever come to terms with the direction my life took as a result of you leaving me the way you did.”

      A large body sits next to me, wrapping his comforting arms around my shoulders and holding me tightly as I struggle to compose myself. I take a deep breath and look up into the beautiful blue eyes of the man I nearly lost and offer him a wobbly smile. I rest my head on his shoulder and face the marble stone in front of me, engraved with my mother’s name Theresa and the dates she was born and died. The original headstone said wife and mother but both of those titles were a lie. The man she married was no husband and she stopped being a mother the day she saved herself at the expense of her little girl. See, here is the thing I struggle with most, my mother left me to fight for myself but this miracle of a man beside me willingly put himself in danger to protect me and almost died in the process. But then, if there is one thing I know about Mason Parker, it’s that he is no quitter.

      The hours that followed Mason’s battle to live are still a blur. An acute panic attack followed by a knock to the head when I hit the floor and passed out meant he actually woke up before I did.

      All I remember was thinking that I must have made it to heaven. It took a frantic Eli and a heartbroken Noah to convince me I was still alive but better than that, Mason was too. Speaking of the devil, I smile when I feel Noah’s hard body behind mine as he sits down and situates himself so I have one of his legs on either side of me. Eli sits down on my other side and hands out the cupcakes we brought to mark this day.

      “Thank you, Eli.”

      He kisses me softly on the forehead before handing the boys theirs. I turn back to the gravestone and sigh, disappointed with myself for not being able to forgive her just yet but I know what it takes to be a real mother and she wasn’t one. She abandoned me when I needed her most, offering me up as a chew toy to the very monster she so desperately wanted to escape.

      “How you doing, sweetheart?” Noah whispers into my ear from behind me.

      “I’m okay. I still have a lot to work through, but I’m getting there.”

      “You are allowed to be angry, pretty girl,” Mason says, lacing his fingers with mine.

      “I know. I want to be able to forgive her but I’m just not there yet.”

      “And that’s fine too, Eden. She was never really a mother to you to begin with. You were just a little girl when you yourself became a mom and your first instinct when that little boy took his first breath was to protect him even though it broke your heart in the process. You are the most selfless, loving mother I know but not everyone is that kind of mom, Eden.” Eli tells me, his voice firm.

      “But I’m not really his mother. June is his mother and she is amazing. She is exactly the kind of parent I would have chosen for myself when I was a little girl.”

      “He has that because of you, sweetheart. He had a safe place to lay his head and a mom and dad that doted on him because of the actions of a scared but heroic little girl.” Noah wraps his arms around me as he speaks, lending me his support.

      “Forgiving her, pretty girl, is not about your mother but about you. It’s time for you to let her go and move on. Don’t let that chapter of your life define your story.”

      I nod, knowing he’s right.

      We eat our cupcakes in comfortable silence before standing to leave. I take one last look at the marble stone in front of me, silently saying goodbye to the woman who died long before she was ever placed in the ground, and feel a pang of sympathy. I might never understand the choices she made but my bruised heart can’t help but bleed a little for the lonely woman who couldn’t see any other way out.

      “Goodbye, Mom.”

      We head home, Noah driving and Mason up front with him, talking quietly about a case they’re working on. Eli links his fingers through mine and leans back against the leather seats with his eyes closed. The poor guy is exhausted. I’m glad the trial he had been working on is over.

      I turn my head and watch the world speed by and think about how much our lives have changed over the last twelve years. The first few years were rough on all of us, especially during the trial that splashed our names across every newspaper in the country. Karl was sentenced to twenty-five years in prison, thankfully, finally paying for the crimes he was convinced he would walk away from. Jackie, his accomplice, was sentenced to six for her part in his fucked up plan. It transpired that she had been a plant all along, watching me and feeding my movements back to Karl for years. She had even snuck him in to watch me dance a time or two. I had almost thrown up in the courtroom when I heard that.

      I pulled out of buying the theatre, my heart not being in it anymore, and pretty much withdrew from the world. We bought a house on the lake near Frankie’s place where I shut myself away and tried to deal with the crippling anxiety and depression that had taken over my life. I’m not sure I would have made it through those dark days without my guys putting me back together every time I fell apart. Eventually, with some counselling and some medication, I started to feel more human again. I was just different from the woman I was before—altered slightly, but not necessarily in a bad way. Yes, I could be a little clingy, finding it difficult to accept that something bad wasn’t going to happen to one of them every time they walked out the door, but I dealt with it and thankfully, they understood. I spent time making our house a home. I baked, much to the guys’ enjoyment, and I found that I loved gardening, which I wasn’t as good at but it still provided me with a sense of peace.

      Jo, the girl I first saw at the hospital asleep on the shoulder of the boy I later found out was Jacob, became a close friend of mine. We related to each other through our unfortunate experiences and our determination to not let the darkness win. She worked her butt off to become a social worker, helping kids who often fell through the cracks and somehow managed to convince the guys and me to become emergency foster parents. At first, I was sceptical. What the hell could I offer to someone? But when we got a frantic phone call at three o'clock in the morning from an obviously upset Jo, I relented. An hour later, when an angry thirteen-year-old boy turned up on my doorstep covered in bruises, I knew I had made the right decision. We have been fostering for eight years now and it was the best thing we ever did.

      The kids inspired Eli so much, he went back into family law and bought out Malcolm’s share of the law firm when Mal decided to retire a couple of years ago. Noah went to work with the guys at Dante’s in the PI department, which had expanded over the years. Eventually, Mason got in on it too, after years of working there as security.

      We pull up outside the house and I have to gently nudge Eli awake.

      “We’re home, handsome. How about you and I go for an afternoon nap? The twins are coming over later to bake. They have some kind of charity thing going on at school tomorrow and Frankie can’t bear the smell, so I volunteered.”

      “Poor Frankie, I can’t imagine not being able to be around cupcakes,” he tells me seriously. He’s not lying either, he has a ridiculous sweet tooth.

      “This pregnancy is really doing a number on her, huh?” Mason says, helping me out of the car.

      “Oh, yeah. She can’t wait to get past the first trimester when, hopefully, everything will calm down.”

      Frankie is currently ten weeks pregnant with baby number four. They have an eight-year-old son too, called Steven, who is the cutest thing on two legs.

      “So, Eden, what do you feel like doing for the rest of the day?” Noah asks, flinging his heavy arm over my shoulder.

      “Well, Eli and I are going for a nap and I have to bake some cakes with the girls later but we could go watch a movie or something, maybe grab a bite to eat?”

      “Sounds good. Mase and I have the night off but we’ll be working the next two in a row. So, this nap thing. How tired are you?” Noah purrs into my ear, making me smile.

      “Behave. Eli needs some rest.”

      “I’m not that tired,” Eli tells me with a wink. “Mase, you coming?”

      “I’m game.” Mason’s voice washes over me. Looks like my afternoon is about to become much more exciting.

      We make our way inside and out of the bright sunshine, stopping when the sound of excited footsteps come barrelling towards us. Waffle, my golden Labrador, comes bouncing over to us, nearly knocking me down with her excitement.

      “Hey gorgeous, did you miss me, huh?” I rub behind her ear, smiling when she wags her tail wildly.

      “Head on up guys, I’ll just let Waffle out and I’ll be up in five.”

      “I can do it if you want,” Eli offers but I shake my head.

      “I got it.”

      They head upstairs while I play hunt the tennis ball so I can throw it around the garden for Waffle when the doorbell rings.

      “Oh man. Please don’t be the twins coming early,” I mutter to myself. I love those girls, but I was looking forward to a dirty afternoon.

      I swing the door open and find myself faced with a tall blond man, well more boy than man really. He is handsome in an adolescent kind of way and really familiar. Where have I seen him before?

      “Hi, can I help you?”

      His eyes swing up to meet mine when he hears my voice and all the air rushes out of my lungs. I stand there frozen in shock as I take in his violet eyes. Eyes I see every day in the mirror. He looks at me warily, nervously opening and closing his hands at his sides.

      “Do you know who I am?” he asks, his voice full and deeper than I imagined it would be and Lord knows I have imagined this scenario a thousand times.

      I nod my head, still unable to find my voice as I feel tears spring to my eyes and slip down my cheeks.

      “I hope it’s okay that I came. I just…” He blows out a breath, shaking his head to clear his thoughts before looking back into my eyes.

      I notice that his eyes are wet now too, making me cry even harder.

      “Can I just… Can I hug you?” he whispers.

      I walk into his arms without a second thought and hold on to the boy I only got to hold once before he was taken away. The flood gates open, making me sob, holding on tight, desperately worried that this all might be a dream and that I’m really upstairs napping.

      My brain starts to come back online again, making me realise that this is real, that my boy is really here. I pull back and reach up to cup his face with my hands.

      “You’re really here. Are you okay? Is something wrong with your mom and dad? Is there something I can do?” I fire one question after another at him, not giving him a chance to answer any of them.

      His vibrant eyes sparkle down at me with mirth. “I’m fine, everyone is fine.” He swallows hard, trying to form the words he wants to say. “I always knew about you.”

      I nod. It was one of the stipulations of the adoption. I wanted my boy to know that I loved him and that he could come to me when things were safe, when he was ready.

      “I… my mom and dad are awesome.” He looks at me in trepidation, worried, I guess, about my reaction but that’s exactly what I wanted for him. It’s what kept me going all those years ago before my men came along and showed me that merely existing wasn’t enough anymore.

      I nod and smile for him to continue.

      “They always tried to answer the thousands of questions I peppered them with but there are things that I wanted to know that they just can't answer for me. They offered to come with me today but I just wanted to come alone. I… I don’t want to hurt them. I’m just trying to figure out who I am.”

      “You’re June and Stanley Evans’s son. You are the boy they always dreamt of having and holding and the boy they love wholeheartedly.” I rub my thumb over the apple of his cheek before letting my hands seek out both of his.

      “You are the reason that a scared and vulnerable girl never gave up. You made her strong in ways she never could have imagined. You gave her a reason to fight and because of you, I am standing here right now. I gave you away to save you, not realising at the time that it was you who had saved me.”

      A single tear slides down his cheek, making me squeeze his hands a little harder.

      “Do I have any brothers sisters?” he whispers, desperately trying to fight back his emotions. I shake my head. For a long time, the fact that I couldn’t give my men babies of their own hurt my heart but seeing this man-child in front of me soothes those fragile, tender spots inside of me.

      “It’s just you, it has always been just you.”

      “Shit,” he chokes out before I find myself back in his arms again.

      “Hey, what’s taking so long, pretty girl?” I hear Mason call a second before he steps into the hall.

      “What the fuck?” he growls out.

      We both swing our heads around to look at him. I watch Mason’s eyes widen as he takes us in, shock evident on his face.

      “Whoa.”

      “What’s all the yelling about? What’s a guy gotta do to get laid around here?” Noah grumbles, making me blush as he wanders into the hall with Eli right behind him.

      “Noah, you are such an impatient dickhead. The world does not revolve around you if—” Eli shuts up the second he sees us.

      Noah, who was looking at Mason, turns to see what’s going on and spots me crying my eyes out in the arms of another man and loses his shit.

      “What the fuck is going on and what the hell are you doing in my house?” He goes to charge forward but Mason grabs him—something he has had to do more times than I can count over the years—and shouts at him.

      “Get a grip, asshole. Look at his eyes.”

      They all turn to look at the man who has taken two steps in front of me to shield me from them.

      “Well, fuck me,” Noah says in shock.

      “Damn. I would recognise those peepers anywhere,” Eli says, stepping forward and offering his hand.

      “I’m Eli, the loudmouth over there is Noah and the giant beside him is Mason. It’s nice to finally meet you.”

      My boy slowly reaches out his hand and shakes Eli’s firmly. “Seb.”

      “Want to come into the kitchen for a coffee?”

      Seb looks back at me for an answer so I nod my head and smile before linking my arm with his. Eli, Mason, and Noah head to the kitchen, leaving me alone with my son for a minute.

      “Hey, Seb. It’s really, really nice to meet you again.” I swallow down the lump in my throat and use my free hand to wipe away my remaining tears.

      He smiles at me, most of his nervousness clearing from his face.

      “You can call me Eden,” I offer. He nods, relieved a little, I’m guessing, that I don’t expect him to call me mom.

      “So, um, Eden, which one of those guys is your husband or boyfriend or whatever?”

      I lead him towards the kitchen, knowing we are going to need a whole lot of coffee for this conversation.

      “All of them.”

      He stops for a second and looks at me to see if I’m joking, which of course I’m not. “I… erm… huh, okay.”

      “I know it’s a little unconventional, but it works for us. Flip it around. Imagine for a second what it would be like having three insanely hot girls who adored you, catering to your every need.”

      I watch as a huge grin transforms his face completely. “Tell me more.”

      I throw my head back and laugh as we make our way into the kitchen towards the men I love on the arm of the boy that stole my heart a long, long time ago.
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