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The Passion of a Champion...
One night. 

One night together, and everything is falling apart again. 

I can’t stay away from Amelia. Everything in me is screaming that I need to be close to her again, and we gave in. But it doesn’t take long for us to pay the price, and soon, we’re plagued by photographers and my stalker ex who can’t let go of me for good. 

But how far is she willing to go to stop me from pursuing the life I want and the woman that I need? 

As the stress starts to leak into my football career, I know that I have to expose the truth - or risk being drowned by the lies, instead...
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I felt his hand on my arm, pulling me back inside, and before I knew what was happening, I was tripping back over the doorway.

I laughed. “What’s wrong?” Was he just not done with me yet? I knew how he felt – honestly, the thought of being anywhere other than with him right now was enough to make everything else just fall away, and I wished that we could stay a little while longer. Just a little while.

“Shit,” he muttered, and my mood shifted – he wasn’t doing this as some sort of game, no, he was doing this because he had seen something out there that he didn’t like. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked. He pulled the door closed and peered through the tiny little window in it that looked out over the street. 

“I don’t know,” he muttered. “I – did you not hear them?”

“Hear what?” I asked, and I went to open the door again – but before I could, he brushed my hand away. 

“Don’t go back out there,” he warned me. He made it sound as though there was a wave of lava ready to consume me whole if I stepped out of that door, and I frowned, not sure what the hell was going on.

“What just happened?” I demanded. I couldn’t be expected to go on like this without knowing what he was doing, without finding out what he intended with all of this. Why had he pulled me back inside like he had seen a sniper sight on my head?

“I don’t know, I don’t know,” he replied. He sounded seriously agitated, a far cry from how chill he had been just a few moments ago. I wanted to roll back the clock, go back to what we’d had before, before it had all fallen apart – when we had been flirting, goofing off together, just having a good time and forgetting that there was anything else to this situation.

“What did you see?” I asked, and he shook his head.

“It wasn’t what I saw, it was what I heard,” he replied. “Camera shutters. I think someone was out there trying to take pictures of us.”

My eyes widened. 

“Really?” I replied, and I turned to face the window, squinting to see if I could make out anything beyond the glass. The place seemed quiet to me, and I wondered if perhaps some level of paranoia had gotten the best of him.

“Are you sure?” I asked him gently. “Maybe it was your imagination—”

“No, I heard them,” he replied bluntly. “And I know what I heard.”

“Okay,” I replied, nodding. I didn’t want him to think that I was brushing him off or anything – but I needed to be sure this was really happening before I jumped to any conclusions that I couldn’t get out of. 

“What if it was just some tourists taking pictures on the beach?” I suggested.

“They wouldn’t have sounded like that,” he replied. “That was a press photographer, I’m sure of it. I just don’t know how they found us...”

“Maybe they didn’t,” I assured him, but I was starting to get less and less sure. I knew that he wouldn’t drop this, that he believed it, even if I didn’t, and I needed to accept that. I had to remember that he was stuck on this now, that he had decided that this was what was happening, whether or not it was actually the case.

“Can I go back out there and check?” I asked him, and he shook his head.

“They’ve already gotten too much,” he replied. “And if they see more...”

He trailed off. He didn’t need to add anything else. I already knew what was at stake here, how badly things could go if we didn’t get them in hand. I winced. 

“Look, there,” he exclaimed, pointing to the window. “You see? Someone moving, in the bushes...”

I dove over to see what he was pointing at, and sure enough – and much to my total horror – there was someone shuffling quickly out of the bushes and back onto the beach. No way that they could have wandered there by accident, no way that they could have been there for anything other than the most nasty of reasons. I closed my eyes, tried to gather myself.

“Shit,” I muttered. I couldn’t believe this. Was someone following us? If they were, how long had they been doing it for? What had they been looking for? I couldn’t wrap my head around how much of a mess this really was, how bad it could turn out to be if we didn’t get it in hand – my heart ached, thinking of what they might have seen, what they might have caught us doing. What they had come here to find.

“Did they see the two of us together?” I asked him, and he rubbed a hand over his face and shrugged.

“I have no idea,” he replied. “I tried to get you back in as soon as I heard them, but – but they could have caught a shot, yeah.”

I put my head in my hands. He was the last person I was meant to be with, and I was the same for him – our whole lives would turn into a full-blown mess if we were revealed to be together, and I didn’t want that, not for him, not for me, not for any of us. I wanted to scream. When was all this going to end? When could I just be with him, without any of this fucking chaos?

He guided me over to the couch, and I sank into the seat. I felt like it would have been better for the both of us if I had just let it swallow me up whole so I could vanish inside of it once and for all. I couldn’t believe this was happening, couldn’t believe that I was really doing this – couldn’t believe that I had come back here, to his place, and had thought that I would just be able to get away with it. That nothing would happen. Like anything for us had been that easy, like anything had run that simple. 

“Who was it?” I asked him. I knew that he couldn’t answer that question, and it was unfair of me to ask him to do that. But I needed someone to tell me what was happening, someone to tell me how the hell we could get out of all of this and how we could make it right again. If that was even possible.

“I don’t know,” he replied. 

“Who even knew that we were here?”

“Nobody, that I knew of,” he replied. “I didn’t even tell anyone that I was coming down here in the first place – did you say that you would be out tonight?”

“Yeah, but I told my mother I was staying at a friend’s place,” I replied. “She would never have sent something like this after me.”

“You’re sure?”

“She’s my mother,” I replied, and I meant it – I didn’t want him pulling her into the middle of this, even inside his own head. She would never have done something like this and I would never allow her to be accused of it, not even for a moment.

“Of course.” He sighed and sat down beside me, put an arm around my shoulders. It wasn’t much, but his touch soothed me for a moment, enough to make me start to see straight again. I wanted to get out the other side of this, find a way through, but that was going to be pretty fucking tough given that there were photographers out there ready to catch our every move.

“Maybe someone saw us on the beach last night,” I suggested. “And they called up the press and sent them out here...”

“Maybe, but we didn’t see anyone else out there, did we?” he pointed out. “And besides, what are the chances of someone recognizing both of us well enough to bother sending the press down here?”

“You think it might be something else, then?” I asked fearfully. He knew what I was getting at – Poppy. We didn’t know how much she had found out about the two of us, and she was likely to come shooting back with as much vindictiveness as she possibly could when she did. This seemed right up her street, sending photographers down here to capture us together, to make sure that we didn’t get away with spending a second of time with one another. It would have worked even better with her appearance on that talk show, too, more proof that he had never been good enough for her...

My head was spinning, burning with taking in all this information, and I wasn’t sure how much more of this I could handle – how much more I could take before I lost it entirely. I needed to get out of my head, needed to make sense of this, but I couldn’t so much as leave this place without walking into people who wanted to expose me for daring to spend the night with a single man who I happened to care for. 

Were they following him or me? Could have been either of us, I supposed, depending on who had sent them to find us. I despised the thought of being followed, and the notion that someone might have been tracking me to get ahold of pictures of me looking bad made me sick. But if it had been him...if it had been him, they might have gotten a whole lot more than just a glimpse of us coming through the door.

They could have been shooting through the window – I had no idea how much they might have gotten, how chaotic this might end up being, and the thought of it was enough to make me want to throw up. Had they seen us together? Those moments that we had passed together, those moments that felt like they had been made for the two of us and the two of us alone, had someone else captured them in digital form ready to sell to the highest bidder? I wasn’t sure I could live with that, wasn’t sure if I could handle it – wasn’t sure I could take it if I had to go on with the knowledge that someone had hurt me that way. Hurt us that way. Taken a moment that was meant to be so precious and so private and twisted it to their own purpose.

I wanted to go out there and smash the cameras to pieces and tell them that if they ever came near either of us again, I would kick their asses, but it was far too late for that. Far too late to get away with something like that. I knew that I had to deal with this, whatever came next, whatever happened after this – and that the two of us were in this together now. 

I took his hand. I knew that it wasn’t exactly how we had hoped for things to end up between us, but maybe it was better that we didn’t have too much of a choice. At least we were together – even if the two of us being together might have just cost us more than we could possibly afford to pay. 
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Noah 
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I squeezed her hand back, wishing that I could give her some sort of comfort that would actually help make this all better. She had been through so much already, and now this? The invasion of her privacy by whoever it was who was out there?

“Who do you think it is?” she asked me, fearfully. I didn’t even know where to start - I knew that we had to come up with a few theories, something that we could put together to make sense of this mess one way or another, and yet, my brain was too overstuffed with shock and panic to think about that. I shook my head.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. I hadn’t even told her everything about what had been happening with Poppy – hadn’t told her about the threats, how they might have tied into this. I hadn’t told anyone I was coming here, and there was no way that anyone should have had access to that information, but then – shit, maybe Poppy still had access to some of my accounts? Maybe that was how she had found out where I was going? Maybe...

It could have been so many people. Maybe even just the press, getting lucky with finding out where the hell I had been staying and taking off after me. Which wouldn’t have been so bad, if I hadn’t already made a statement at the press conference saying that everything that Poppy had come out with had been a lie, and that I wanted to stay focused on the game. Hard to make people believe that I really meant that if I had been taking off to a place like this with a woman who had just been fired from the club – people would think that I was lying, and that was the last thing I needed right now. I needed trust, any way that I could get it, any way that I could get ahold of it.

They wouldn’t trust me unless I gave them reason to, and I needed to make sure that those pictures of us didn’t go anywhere I couldn’t control them. No, didn’t go anywhere at all, full stop – if Hans saw me with her so soon after he’d had that conversation with me where he’d all but warned me that I would lose my place on the team unless I could keep it in my pants, he was going to lose it. And I didn’t know how I might pay for his anger when he did. 

I hated this. Hated everything about it. We had just come together again, just spent the night together, just passed our time together and rebuilt some of the bridges that we had let burn between us. And now? Now, instead of being able to hold hands and kiss on the couch, we were dealing with the horrible, roving glare of a camera lens, and I had no idea how to make it leave us alone.

“Do you think they’re still out there?” she asked, peering through the window, and I nodded.

“They’re not going to give up that easily,” I replied, grimly. I knew better than to think the best of the paps for a second. If they were out there, if they had found us, they would start registering their kids in local schools sooner than give up on the hunt. I was sure some of them got off on it, the thrill of looking at people in their most vulnerable moments. It was the only thing that I could think of that would explain why the hell they would want to do a job as sick and twisted as that one, anyway.

“I should go,” she told me, and I looked up at her, heart sinking. The last thing I wanted was for her to leave. If we were going to be caught in this mess, then the only upside was that I didn’t have to push her away any longer.

“Why?”

“I don’t want you getting in trouble for being with me,” she replied, and I shook my head.

“I think we’re pretty far past that at this point,” I remarked. “If they’ve seen us here, then they’re not going to drop it so soon. Best thing you can do is stay right now.”

“Is it?” she replied. “Or is it just what you want
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