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Happy Birthday, My Beautiful Sister. I’m grateful for your consistent support. Thank you. ❤️
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Synopsis:

If I Didn’t Know Better... is a sequel to If I Met You First... preferably read together but can be read as a stand-alone. 

MM Romance - Gay Romance Novel 

.

Preston

.
Never make the same mistake twice – an ex is an ex for a reason. And Ryan Becker is definitely a mistake you never want to repeat. It doesn’t matter how hot or sexy he appears in that head of the security suit – giving that knight in shining armour delusion, you know that he is the same judgemental prick he has always been. He acts all self-righteous so he can tell you exactly how low you have fallen off the ladder of morality. It doesn’t matter how much you are dying to fall in his strong arms. Just don’t do it.
.
Ryan
.

If I didn't know better, I’d think Preston Haverty is an angel, but I did know better. I knew he was a mistake then and would definitely be a mistake now. He is this beautiful temptation I can't resist. As the security head at his firm, it may be my job to protect him, but there is no way I am getting involved with this selfish, privileged boy again. No matter how angelic Preston Haverty looks, he is a devil in disguise.  

If I Didn't Know Better... Continues the story of Xander and Myles as they struggle with moving in together and making room for themselves in each other's lifestyle. 

Primary Themes in The Right One: Gay Romance Series: Enemies-to-Lovers, Second Chance, Bodyguard Romance, Billionaire Romance, Relationship Trouble along with steam and much passion intended for mature Male-on-male romance readers who love a happily ever after (HEA).

Notes: Themes include violence, kidnapping, murder.
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If You Were An Illusion

PRESTON

“Yeah, I am on my way. I am taking two flights at a time.” I told Cynthia, my sister, on the phone while I grabbed my laptop bag and made a run for the stairs. I walked out of the office and down the steps leading to the parking lot. It was dark outside. Everyone had already gone home. 

“You better be. Don’t you dare think you can leave me alone with Dad,” Cynthia warned.

“I wouldn’t dare. Looking forward to dinner with Dad.” Not really. Maybe that’s why I forgot about it until my calendar reminded me of it for the third time. Having dinner with Dad was torture. It wasn't dinner. It was an interrogation where I was held captive until I answered all of Dad’s questions. I didn’t know why he bothered to ask anything since none of my answers ever satisfied him.

“Okay, don’t be late, or next time, it will be you alone having dinner with Dad,” Cynthia threatened as I reached the mostly empty parking lot.

"No need to threaten me, Cyni. I said I’ll be there."

I disconnected the call and tossed my laptop onto the back seat. I slammed the door shut and reached for the driver’s side handle, but a shadow cut me off. Someone stepped directly into my personal space, pinning me against the car frame.

"Hey, pretty boy," a grating voice rasped against my ear.

His breath was foul, and my body went rigid with fear. I couldn't even look at his face. My gaze was locked on the weapon pressed against my chest, the heavy, blackened blade of a combat Kukri.

“Remember me?” the grating voice asked, and I finally dared myself to look up from the knife to identify its owner. The man showed his ugly teeth, and at first, it was all I could focus on, the stain-drenched teeth due to years of pipe smoking. Then I met his eyes, and recognition dawned on me. 

“You do. No?” he said with satisfaction.

I remembered him. He was the same scumbag I defended knowingly that the drugs and assault charges against him were as real as this sharp blade against my chest. The very knife he had used in the ‘alleged’ assault.

“Combo, you are my client. I know you. If you need to talk about your case, let’s talk, alright,” I couldn’t believe my voice sounded calm with that curved Nepalese blade still biting into my chest.

“Talk? Boss talk to you, gave you money, my share, and you send me to jail.” Sent, I mentally corrected—irrelevant—Focus Preston, I ordered myself.

“I didn’t send you to jail, the public prosecutor—the other lawyer sent you to jail. I was working in your defence, remember?” Not very calm now. My fight-or-flight response was kicking in, and I was beginning to sound breathless.

“Don’t you lie to me,” he pressed the knife further, and I felt a sting against my chest. I was too cowardly to check if I was bleeding. “Boss tell me you do this. You no get me bail, you double cross me,” Combo barked through rotten teeth, and I grimaced.

He was right about that, though. The boss, Mr. Perez, however, didn’t want Combo out on bail. He just wanted him to keep his mouth shut, take the blame and go to jail, which I made sure he did, because, ultimately, Mr. Perez was our firm’s number one client, not Combo.

“Combo, I did my job. The judge didn’t listen to me. The evidence against you- Fuck," I exhaled. I was cut off mid-sentence when Combo pushed the knife further into my chest, and I fucking felt it slice through my skin, making its way to my ribs. 

“Don’t give me ‘is fuckshit., I know was you who said I was gonna run away,” Now how could he know that? Mr. Perez obviously threw me under the bus. I didn’t exactly tell the judge that Combo was going to run away, but I also did not try to save him. The only way Combo could get any leniency from the judge was if he gave up Mr. Perez, which my firm did not allow.

“It’s not true, Combo. I was in your defence. And I did eventually get you bail,” part of it was true.

“For more bablo. You think is easy to get that kinda zelen?” he sneered, and I felt the pressure of his knife. Fuck, I was going to die. Combo was right in his blame, though. I didn't think it was easy to scrape together that kind of money for a lowlife like him, let alone afford Haverty and McCullar’s defence team. I had forced Combo to take the entire blame and never mention Mr. Perez or his business. On paper, however, Combo was my client, and there was no way I could admit to sabotaging my client’s best interest. I sure as hell hadn’t expected Mr. Perez to double-cross me though, it wasn't a good business relationship. Didn’t Mr. Perez want our firm to serve him anymore? In all honesty, the firm wouldn't drop a client like Mr. Perez on my behalf, even when I happened to be a Haverty.

“Combo, I am sorry, the judge didn’t rule in your favour. I did my best to get you out.”

“You done your best? Now, I do my best.” He smiled, showing me those stained teeth again.

“Look, Combo, you don’t want to do anything stupid unless you are looking for another felony. I know who you are,” I said and winced as I did a double take on my words. I only made sure that Combo knew his best option was to kill me. Now, I just hoped Combo was as stupid as I had initially thought of him, but then again, stupid people were the ones to commit horrifying crimes without realizing the consequences.

Combo laughed, “Shut your fucking mouth and let me think.”

“Think?” Why couldn’t I shut up?

“Think I mess up your pretty face,” he murmured, tracing the cold steel along my cheek. “Or cut that tongue out, you talk too much,” He shifted the point toward my lips, then slid it lower. “Or I just cut your throat, save time,” then he moved the knife down to my neck. The blade settled against my pulse. My throat felt dry, and I gulped, my heart banging against my chest as if it wanted to break out. “You have a pretty neck. You think is fair, you look like this, and I look like this?” He gestured toward his own face with the weapon. I was relieved for a second before he again pressed the sharp edge against my skin. I tilted my head back, straining away from it.

Combo was still talking, “I make it fair. Mess you all up so much, yo’ mamma not know who you are.”

He raised the kukri until it was parallel to my eyes, and I couldn't look away from its gleaming tip. Then I finally dared myself to look at Combo.

He grinned, showing those ugly teeth. I saw the shift in his eyes. I knew the exact moment he made up his mind. I threw my head back, scrambling to get clear, but Combo was faster. The heavy blade arched toward my face. I jerked away just in time, but the steel caught me. It tore through the thin fabric of my shirt and sliced my skin open.

I fell back against the side of my car, a cold burning sensation washed through me where the blade had passed. I barely registered the sting before I watched Combo suddenly crumple to the ground in front of me.

“Fuck,” a deep panicked voice wrenched me away from Combo’s bloodied, unconscious face to Ryan Becker— wait, what? Ryan? the fucking self-righteous asshole. But no, it couldn’t be. There was no way it was Ryan Becker unless I was dead or hallucinating. 

Ryan squatted beside me with his perfect muscles straining against his crisp suit, and I realized I was still sprawled on the pavement, looking like a helpless puppy. I tried ordering my brain to move, but the wetness against my chest and the slowly biting pain, held me in place. Ryan shouted something into his radio while his other hand hovered near me, his mouth moving as he asked if I was okay. Suddenly, my lungs felt empty, and I couldn’t tell him I was okay or how fucking hot he looked this close to me before the world started to tilt.

“Preston, you are okay. The cut is not deep. You are having a panic attack,” Ryan said in that same low, commanding rumble I’d never quite gotten over. “Ambulance is two minutes out. Just control your breathing,” I felt his large hands press against my chest, with a grounding weight, and a memory of Ryan holding me, caressing me, and placing those tender kisses on my chest flashed through my mind. Then a sudden, sharp, stinging bite of pain made me realize that this time, Ryan was trying to put pressure on the cut on my chest to stop it from bleeding, not to make love to me. “Preston, calm down. Breathe with me. Damn it, you’ll faint.” It sounded like he was ordering me. I was about to tell him he had no right to order me anymore, in a minute. Just catching my breath. “Preston,” I heard Ryan call my name again in that deep, sexy voice of his. My fingers went numb, a strange tingling was spreading up my arms. Ryan’s face started to recede, as if he were being pulled down a long, dark tunnel.

“Ryan,” I wheezed, reaching out to touch his jaw just to see if he was real. My hand felt like it belonged to someone else, and then the light simply winked out.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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If It Wasn't You

RYAN

“I never want to see your face again.” My own words rang in my head like a death sentence as I stood back, forced to watch the paramedics hoist the gurney into the ambulance. It took every ounce of my training to stay rooted to the spot, performing my duty, when every instinct I had screamed at me to climb in back and hold on to him.

At the hospital, the fluorescent lights felt like an assault. I showed the triage nurse my license and authorization number, my voice gravelly as I informed her I was Preston’s primary contact until his family could be reached. She gave me a sympathetic, practiced look and told me to wait.

I couldn't sit in those plastic chairs. The air in the waiting room was too thin, too sterile. I walked back out to my car and climbed inside, the silence of the cabin crashing down on me. I looked down at my hands. Preston’s blood was drying in the creases of my knuckles. I didn’t want to move, but I had to perform my duty. Preston needed his family. 

I called Mr. Jordan Haverty and informed him of what had happened. I expected that he would want to come and see his son at the hospital, but he refused. He wanted me to handle everything. It was just as well. I didn’t want to be away from Preston. I didn't think I could stay away from him, even if I were told to leave. 

I knew Preston wasn't anyone to me, and it surprised me how much it hurt to see him again after all these years. All those wounds that I had buried deep had reopened at once with one glance at Preston Haverty. Time did not heal everything. I couldn’t say it was only Preston who had damaged me. I was also haunted by my own words. The last time I saw him, I had told him that I never wanted to see his face again, and those words had followed me for years. No matter how heartless Preston was, he didn’t deserve that. He had no obligation towards me. Just because I felt he was mine and I had some kind of right over him, it didn't make it true. Preston was never mine and never would be. He was Haverty, and I was nothing. 

"My father would never approve of you," the drunk Preston had once said. Of course, lower-town trash like me would never fit in anywhere in Preston Haverty's world, and until now, our worlds had not crossed.

My company was hired for all security purposes at Haverty and McCullar, where I was the head of the detail there. It was a crucial rung on the ladder for someone like me, who grew up on the wrong side of the tracks. I didn’t want to break bar fights my entire life. 

I took this job knowing very well that Haverty and McCullar meant I could run into Preston, the one who managed to break my heart all those years ago. I thought I was over him. After all these years, how could I feel anything for that insensitive, selfish, heartless, privileged boy? But I did. I felt a whole lot that I didn’t want to acknowledge until tonight, when he almost died in front of me. My heart stopped when I heard the sound of that knife slashing through his shirt and into his skin. For a moment, it felt like the death angel wrenched my soul out, examined it and put it back. I had no time to waste, I quickly recovered from that shock, and I used my security gun to bash that scum’s head in and watched him fall to the ground.

Then, the fear consumed me. I never dreaded something as much as I did when I shifted my gaze to examine Preston on the ground. There was so much blood that for a second, I imagined the worst, and my vision blurred. I forced my heart to calm as I held Preston in my arms and checked his wound. There was a large cut filled with red blood against his porcelain skin. His shirt was soaked in crimson red. I ripped his shirt off to get it out of the way.

“Preston,” His name rolled out of my tongue with familiarity. I held him closer. It wasn't my first time seeing a wound like this, but it was Preston, and I had to force my heart to stay calm so I could perform first aid. I didn’t have any tools. I used his shirt and tried to block his wounds, putting pressure on it, while I radioed emergency services. Holding Preston wasn’t a requirement or protocol, but it felt so satisfying to secure him in my arms again. I didn't want to let go even when the paramedics arrived.

My body still remembered and craved his warmth. It seemed like he remembered me, too, the way he leaned into me. I wanted to hold him, kiss him, take away his pain. But no, that wasn’t what I was supposed to do. I was the head of security, and I had to act like one. I told him not to panic. His breathing was too harsh, and his brain needed oxygen, but he wasn’t listening to me. And when he finally did, his blue eyes stared into mine. He raised his hand to touch my face while he called my name as if it meant something to him. As if I meant something to him. And then he passed out.

“Preston,” I tried to wake him and tried not to panic. My security assistants, who were supposed to be on the watch so such a thing wouldn’t happen, approached and informed me about the ambulance. Lucky for them, the ambulance arrived soon, or I had bit their heads off. I was furious. I was not in the mood to be professional or courteous with either of them. If something had happened to Preston, I didn't know what I would have done.

~~~~~~~~~
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I called my assistants as I waited for Preston to wake up.

“How the fuck did you miss it?” I yelled into the phone at Jack and Maline.

“We were checking other cameras,” Maline made a poor excuse that pissed me the hell off.

“That bastard got in through the parking lot and security gate. How the fuck did you miss it?”

“It was the closing hour, Chief. A lot of people were leaving simultaneously, and the gate was left open. It’s a regular practice.” 

“Even if the gate was left open, you were supposed to watch it. That’s your fucking job,” I raised my voice cutting her off. I had checked the footage. Combo entered the parking lot at six thirty. After that, he hid from the security cameras and stayed in the blind spot, waiting for Preston until dark. The thought that a street scumbag got into the building under my security team’s watch and got away with hurting Preston was making my head spin.

Jack and Maline were on camera duty while I was making the final round of the building before heading out.

If I hadn't checked the feeds on my phone at the time Preston was being attacked in that damn parking lot, anything could have happened.

The only reason I had checked that camera was because I kept an eye on Preston’s whereabouts. Regardless of how many times I told myself that Preston did not matter to me, I just couldn’t keep my eyes off him. I had been watching Preston work until late every night since I joined his firm. This job was important to me, and staying away from the temptation of Preston Haverty was crucial for my self-preservation. But for the life of me, I couldn't stop obsessing over him. I watched his every move like a fucking stalker and made damn sure that he didn't know I was there or I was watching him. It's not something I would ever admit out loud, especially not to Preston.

But watching him intently had told me his routine. He was always buried in tons of paperwork when everyone else left the office. I watched him assist other lawyers, such as Wesker McCullar, the damn boyfriend, and Preston’s over-controlling father, Mr. Jordan Haverty, who was also my boss. I had seen Preston with his own clients. The legal assistant had told me that it was mostly their job to go through the paperwork and research, but Preston Haverty was a perfectionist. He liked to do his own research, re-read every document and create drafts.

Preston was too invested in his research even to notice if anyone was watching him. Today, when I was making rounds after Mr. Jordan Haverty and Wesker McCullar were gone home for the day. I noticed Preston was still at the office. I hadn’t seen him leave. I wasn’t sure if Preston was in the filing room or the library, so I checked the cameras on my phone to make sure he wasn’t in the building before I ordered the shift manager to lock up. That’s when I noticed the parking lot camera, where his car was still parked, and that scum was holding a knife to his chest.

“We screwed up. We are sorry, Chief,” Jack apologized, cutting off Maline’s one more excuse. I disconnected the call.

They had screwed up. If I was a second late- “damn it,” The thought of anything happening to Preston sent immense fear through my veins. Preston didn't feel like a client I had to protect. Preston was... what? It's not like we were together or ever truly were. Preston never cared for me. I may have ended things between us, but I knew I was nothing more to Preston than a warm body, and at first, I was okay with it. That was the arrangement. That's what we both wanted until it wasn't enough. I should have never expected more from Preston.

My phone buzzed, interrupting my thoughts, and I answered Jordan Haverty, Preston’s father.

“Yes, Mr. Haverty?”

“Becker, my daughter wants to come to the hospital. I have told her that you are handling things and we don't want to overcrowd the hospital. So, can you reassure her that everything is fine?” 

Everything wasn’t fine. Preston was still unconscious. It infuriated me how Mr. Haverty didn't once mention Preston’s name. He talked about him like he was a situation I had to manage, not his son. But I had no power to tell him what a shitty parent he was.

“Yes, sure,” I replied. I figured I was on the speaker. I heard a lady arguing. 

“Dad, I don’t want a security guard telling me how my brother is. I need to go see Preston.” At least someone in Preston’s family cared for him.

“Enough, Cynthia, I told you, no one is going to the hospital. The last thing I need is reporters and bloggers making a story out of this minor hiccup. No one can know that our own clients are attacking us. Our potential clients will see it as an authentic damn review of the firm. It will ruin our firm’s reputation.” Jordan Haverty shouted, and the phone went silent.

“Minor hiccup?” I repeated in the silence of my car to feel the coldness of those words. I thought of all those times when Preston had mentioned his dad. I couldn't even imagine having a father who would define his son’s near-death experience as a minor hiccup. I never had a father or mother. I was raised in foster care or group homes. The foster parents only took me in for money. I got lucky with Mrs. Cook’s group home when I turned fourteen. No foster parent wanted me anymore. Mrs. Cook was the only one who took care of me like a parent should. She also taught me that I needed to start looking out for myself instead of self-pitying. There was no point in crying over something I could never have. So, I heeded her advice. I grew up. I started taking care of myself, and that's why I was now a head of security at Haverty and McCullar, one of the city’s most prestigious law firms. No matter how much of a bastard Jordan Haverty was, he was only my employer. Whatever he said didn't matter to me, but it mattered to Preston, and I couldn't stop the boiling rage I felt against Mr. Haverty on Preston’s behalf. Even when I knew Preston was just as heartless as his father.
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Chapter Three
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If You Weren’t So Heartless

PRESTON

I woke up to the smell of disinfectant. I took in my surroundings, and sure enough, I was in a hospital.

I tried to sit up, “Preston, don’t move. You just got stitches.” Ryan's deep voice told me he wasn’t a hallucination. The fact that I could recognize and find comfort in Ryan’s voice after all these years with uncanny familiarity scared me a little.

“You are fucking real? It wasn’t a damn hallucination?” I blurted.

Something like hurt washed through Ryan’s eyes, and I regretted my words, but hey, it was Ryan Becker, his words were sharper than anything I could ever say to him. Mostly because nothing I said ever mattered to him.

“I’ll get the doctor,” he said tersely and left without another glance toward me.

"At least he was nice to me in my dreams," I muttered to the empty room.

~~~~~~~~
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Along with the doctor, a police officer came in and questioned me about Kostya Zhivago, aka Combo. They confirmed what Ryan had told them. I was still reeling, my mind was stuck on one question. What the hell was Ryan doing here?

“The security head?” I asked the officer to confirm. “Ryan Becker? You are serious?”

“Yes, we have checked Becker’s license and have spoken to Jordan Haverty, your father,” the officer confirmed, but I still looked at him in shock.

“Becker reported that Zhivago got into the building and hid from the cameras until you came into the parking lot. The attack was planned and deliberate. I suppose you want to press charges?” 

“Yes, I do,” I answered, though my thoughts again shifted to Ryan.

“He told me he never wanted to see my face again, and now what? This was the only job he could find?”

"Zhivago said that?" the officer asked, and my cheeks reddened when I realized I had spoken that thought out loud in the presence of the police officers.

“Sorry, I think I am a bit disoriented,” I apologized and quickly added. “No, it wasn’t Zhivago who said that.”

“Not a problem. Once we collect the security footage from Becker, everything will be in place to put this guy away.” The officer smiled. For a second, I thought the officer was talking about putting Ryan away, and I squinted at him.

"What the fuck kind of hallucinogens they pumped into me?" I blurted, and the officers stared at me. "Sorry," I apologized again. My tongue is not connected to my rational brain right now."

The officer chuckled, “We will leave now. Take rest and give my regards to Mr. Haverty,” the officer said, and I nodded, once again reminded how influential Dad was. The police officers always wanted to be on good terms with Dad so he wouldn't drag them into court and insult their methods or question their protocols. As a defense attorney, I knew that sometimes dragging police officers to the dirt was kind of a job requirement, but Dad always managed not to insult them. But it wasn’t because he cared, it was purely tactical, for a good relationship with the police. If the police officers were pissed at you, they could hand you unnecessary paperwork to fill in when collecting the list of evidence, which they later threw in the garbage. They could also waste time in a number of ways, like giving your appointment time to someone else. I had experienced it at the beginning of my career and did not want the police on my bad side.

~~~~~~~~~~~~
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The doctors allowed me to go home with a few stitches and gave instructions on how to take care of myself and not to drive for 24 hours. My car was still in the office parking lot, along with my laptop. So, yeah, I wasn’t driving.

What happened to my cell phone? Maybe I dropped it when Combo attacked me. A sudden memory of Combo holding that fucking knife against my face sent chills through my body.

"Fucking Combo. I should have let that fucker rot in prison. Why on earth had I got him bail?" I said to the room again as I searched for something to wear.

"That's a good question," Ryan's deep voice made me freeze in place. My pants were in my hands instead of my body when I watched Ryan's handsome frame lean against the door as he gave me a once-over. "I brought you something to wear," he spoke in that sensuous voice again as he walked to me and placed the package on the hospital bed. "Get dressed, Mr. Haverty," he said as his eyes roamed over my body. I opened my mouth in response, but he stepped back on his feet, turned and walked away.

"Fuck, I'm definitely on hallucinogens. There is no way it's Ryan Becker. Wake up, Preston." I told myself as I grabbed the package Ryan had brought.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Now, how was I going to get home? I thought about calling Cynthia. "Oh god, dinner with Dad." Damn, she must be freaking out. I walked to the reception and asked if anyone had informed my sister or Dad.

“The gentleman with you took care of your emergency contacts,” she informed. I stared at her skeptically.

“You’d just let any stranger take care of my emergency contacts?” I knew I was using my lawyer tone with her, which had snuck up on me with all these years of working with Dad.

“Stranger? No Sir. Your firm’s security head, Mr. Becker, has authorized permission from Mr. Jordan Haverty,” the receptionist informed, as if she didn't work for the hospital but for my dad.

So, Ryan Becker was real. I mean, he was real, but he was here?

Dad had given him permission? Thinking back, it was Ryan who had come to my aid. He was the one who was sitting by my bed when I woke up. He gave a statement to the police, and he brought me the shirt. I blushed at the thought that I was half naked at the time but too shocked to realize. But wait, how was it possible? 

The last I knew, Ryan Becker was a bouncer at a bar in the lower town, not a security head at my dad’s firm. I mean, that job required credentials. Look at me being the shallow and judgemental ass Ryan used to tease me for being. Dad wouldn’t just hire anyone. Ryan must have had good qualifications to meet Dad’s satisfactory list.

“Looking for me, Mr. Haverty?” his deep voice that once burnt behind my ears, sending heat through my body with promising dirty words, spoke from a few inches away. My face heated at the involuntary sexual memory of Ryan.

I gradually turned to face him.

“You are telling me you are the head of security at my firm?” I questioned, even though the police and the hospital staff had already confirmed. I enjoyed, with sadistic satisfaction, the irritation that flashed in Ryan’s brown eyes at my question.

“Apparently so. I am the head of security at Haverty and McCullar. I have taken the liberty to inform your father of the incident. Now, if you are ready to go, I can drive you to your home, Mr. Haverty,” he spoke so formally I couldn’t believe it was the same Ryan Becker who used those dirty words that made my legs weak. I shook my head at another inappropriate image of naked Ryan going through my head.

“Mr. Haverty? Seriously, Ryan, what are you playing at?” Never once had I heard Ryan call me Mr. Haverty. What the hell was this about? “Did Combo hit me on the head?” I checked my head.

“Combo? The thug who attacked you?” Ryan asked in his judgy voice.

“He was a client,” I corrected.

Ryan scoffed, “Of course, the one you got bailed.”

I glared at him for that undignifying ‘of course’ which he ignored and added, “I don’t think you are hit on the head. Now if you are ready, I’ll bring the car around and meet you at the door.” With that order he walked towards the exit door.

He was so fucking rude.

“So, that’s it? No, ‘hey, how you’ve been all these years after I shut the fucking door of my apartment on your face and did not bother with a single text to find out if you were even alive,” I yelled after Ryan, creating a fucking scene because the entire hospital staff was now watching us. Fuck, I was definitely drugged. Why couldn't I keep my inner speech in control?

Ryan came back and stood in front of me and asked, “How have you been?”

“Huh, fucking fantastic,” I scoffed, “I need to go home,” I ran my hand through my hair and winced at the pain of raising my arm.

Ryan watched me intently, “I’ll bring the car around.” He repeated and started walking towards the exit again.

I was so pissed, but instead of telling him I didn’t need him, I could find a cab. I admired Ryan’s broad shoulders and those long legs as he walked out of the hospital’s emergency exit.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Chapter Four
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When We Met, You Weren't So Cruel

RYAN

“..shut the fucking door of my apartment in your face,” Preston’s words cut deeper than I thought they would. Not a day went by since I didn’t torture myself with that memory. But there was no way I was admitting it to him. It was just typical of Preston to remind others of their errors but never acknowledging his own fault. Did he bother to know how I had been? But he sure wanted to know how I could be anywhere in the vicinity of his prestigious firm. Who was I kidding? For Preston, I could never be anything but the trash from the lower side of town. Preston, with his expensive law degree, had always been condescending. Why would it change now when I wasn’t anything to him.

“Sure, if you hire a community college graduate lawyer, that’s the advice you get.” It was his remark to the lower town property lawyer named Jim, who had advised against filing a report about the men who had taken over our parking lot and were most likely using it for drug dealing. The thing was that Preston did not understand the lower town neighbourhood as Jim did. Preston had only found out about the issue because I had told him not to bring in his car and always take a cab. Preston had insisted on filing a complaint, and I told him that our property lawyer had advised against it. We didn't involve the police in our issues. We solved our own matters. Preston didn't understand that and mocked Jim’s qualifications. Even though that comment was not directed at me, it might as well have been.

After all these years, he hadn’t changed. He sure questioned my credentials as I overheard him inquiring at the reception desk. I didn't know why it bothered me so much. Why Preston’s beautiful figure was plastered in my memory like it was part of me. Whatever Preston thought of me shouldn’t have mattered now when we hadn’t seen each other in a long time. 

Who was I kidding, as if I was ever anything to this privileged boy. I shook my head. If I wanted my sanity and to keep working at Haverty and McCullar, I needed to stop thinking of Preston and start treating him like just another lawyer at that firm.

I turned the car from the parking lot towards the hospital entrance, and my thoughts took a sudden turn when I found Preston standing outside the hospital door, waiting for me. Looking ever so beautiful, from this distance, Preston looked so innocent, so pure. He had this angelic look about him that always got me drawn to him. His white-blond hair, sparkling blue eyes, pink lips and slender body gave him a look of vulnerability. Once again, I wanted to hold him in my arms and shield him from the world. I shook my head at the thought.

Not this time. I wasn’t going to be fooled. I knew Preston was anything but an angel. He was a devil in disguise.

I stopped the car in front of Preston. He was dressed in that ridiculous oversized gift shop shirt I had bought him. I didn’t want to admit that he looked cute in it. It had a big bear with a heart on top that read: “All Wounds Heal.” If only.

Preston eyed me for a few seconds before hopping into the passenger seat in the SUV. His close proximity made my body react like it was set on autopilot response to arouse at Preston’s presence. I casually took a deep breath to calm myself and inhaled his perfume, giving me that false feeling of home despite the whiff of hospital soap and medicine accompanying his scent.

“So you really are the head of security at Haverty and McCullar,” Preston said as he secured the seat belt around that slender, sexy body of his that I was once allowed to touch.

“That is correct, Mr. Haverty,” I replied for the thousandth time, keeping my tone as devoid of emotions as possible.

“Mr. Haverty? I didn’t hear you call me Mr. Haverty when I was dying,” the memory of the moment that assailant swung his knife at Preston flashed through my eyes, and I winced.

“Fine, Preston. But you were not dying. You were injured. You were having a panic attack,” I replied indifferently. I'd be damned if I let Preston see how scared I was for him, and my worry for Preston wasn’t because of my job. I was this close to breaking that Combo into a million pieces for hurting Preston.

Preston didn’t speak for some time, and I worried that he fainted again, but when I looked, I saw him watching me, or my hands, to be exact. No ring. I had also checked it when I first saw Preston at the firm. He didn’t know I was watching him. Well, it was my job to watch him, and if I couldn’t help but check if he was wearing a ring. It was just a human thing to do. He wasn’t wearing one, but it didn’t infer that he was single, and I knew he probably wasn’t, especially when I had seen Wesker McCullar getting too cozy with Preston on several occasions. Wesker hadn’t bothered to come to the hospital, though, or tried to check on Preston. Maybe he wasn’t informed, or he wasn’t anyone to Preston. But even if Preston was single, which was a big if, how did it matter? He wasn’t mine, never could be mine. I knew it the first time I laid my eyes on him.

—————-
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THEN

.

The first time we met...

.

“Yaqoob, get me some water,” I yelled over the music. Yaqoob was the bartender and the owner of the Grime-Gen Bar, where I worked as a bouncer. He wanted to name it Crime-Gen, but the authorities didn’t approve. So, Yaqoob had to change the name to Grime-Gen. I thought it was more suited given the location of the place.

“The blond guy at your three o’clock is drunk off his ass.” Yaqoob handed me the water as he pointed at the gorgeous blond.

It was the first time I set my eyes on Preston Haverty.

He looked beautiful with his perfect, lean body and flawless skin. He was dressed in black jeans and an expensive white collared shirt. His high-priced shoes, a fancy watch and a bracelet, told me he didn’t belong here. Here at the lower side of the town, that’s what the wealthy named this place. He sure had to be drunk to dance with Punky, the douche. The blond was so pretty it was hard to take my eyes off him, but I forced myself to turn and face Yaqoob again.

“Well, it’s your fault. You served him more than he weighs,” I accused Yaqoob.

“Not as much, and I don’t think he is just drunk,” he said, and I met his eyes. We both didn’t have to say the words.

“Damn it to hell,” I finished my water and walked towards the blond. The police watched the club closely. Drugs were not allowed, or we risked shutting down.

“Don’t touch me,” I heard the blond say to Punky, who
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