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SUMMARY

 

One unexpected kiss. Two lives turned upside down.

 

Working for British Intelligence, agents Liam Bancroft and Colin Mason live a life of danger, on the razor’s edge. They’ve seen it all, done it all, trusting one another unequivocally with their very lives. Partners. Best mates. Their bond unbreakable.

 

Until one assignment changes everything…

 

It should’ve been nothing more than a simple, innocent kiss to save their cover and their mission. But instead, it sends Colin fleeing on a difficult journey of self-discovery and Liam fearing he’s irrevocably destroyed their friendship beyond repair.

 

Against the backdrop of a quaint cottage in the sleepy English countryside, painful secrets are revealed, long-buried feelings rise to the surface and two men learn for the first time in their lives what it truly means to be in love.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

The life of a British secret agent wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

There were no flash cars, no tuxedos, no games of baccarat and no martinis—shaken, stirred, or otherwise. Instead, there was tepid tea and a packet of stale biscuits in the lounge at HQ, a nondescript building in central London.

There were times Liam Bancroft felt he’d been sold a bill of goods when he’d been recruited for this mob.

He knew it was the summer heat making him irritable. That, plus the fact he’d just come off a very long, very unproductive stakeout crammed into a stifling hot car and now he was sitting in an equally hot room waiting to make a report to his boss, who was currently in a meeting.

Behind him, the oscillating fan blew a lukewarm breeze over his neck, ruffling the pages of the desk calendar on the table in front of him. He absently noticed no one had changed the date so he idly flipped the page, ushering in a new month—July 1, 1977.

A soft snore across the room caught his attention and he looked toward the battered leather sofa, to the man fast asleep upon it, long limbs sprawled everywhere—his partner, Colin Mason.

Liam wished he could fall asleep as fast or as easily as Colin could. Then again, he and his partner were as unlike as chalk and cheese, as the old expression would have it.

They couldn’t be more different in appearance, for starters. Colin had a long, lean body. But make no mistake, even though he was trimmer in build compared to Liam’s broader shoulders and chest, Colin was all muscle. But he moved with a fluid grace that always reminded Liam of a dancer or a cat.

A product of the 70’s, Colin wore his thick, wavy blond hair long, just touching the tops of his shoulders. Slightly curly, it always looked perfectly, deliberately tousled. His eyes were of a color Liam had never seen before, a striking shade of cobalt blue. And Liam swore they could change, darkening or lightening based on what Colin was thinking or feeling at any given moment. Like a living, breathing mood ring.

On the opposite end of the spectrum was Liam. “Tall, dark and brooding”, one of his former girlfriends had quipped about him. And she wasn’t far off the mark. Standing at just over six feet, he was an inch or so taller than Colin, his short hair a deep chestnut brown that matched his eyes. And while his partner was fair skinned and fair haired, Liam’s skin had a soft, natural tan, a holdover from his years in Africa.

Their only similarity was their age, at twenty-nine. But with Colin’s youthful exuberance he was often taken for younger, while Liam with his more serious, staid personality was thought the elder.

But despite all their differences, or maybe because of them, they made an amazing team, one of the very top in the organization these past three-and-a-half years.

A sharp rap on the doorframe pulled Liam from his musings and he glanced over to see his fellow agent and good friend Reese Danby poking his head in.

“Briefing in five,” Reese told him, then a grin crossed his face. “And by the way, the re-training roster is up. You and Colin have a date with Radford next week.”

Liam groaned. “Great, thanks for that good news, mate.”

Reese chuckled. “Anytime,” he replied as he walked away.

Liam sighed heavily, thinking of the following week. Charles Radford was the scourge of every operative. A brutal instructor, it was his job to break every man and woman physically before putting them back together again, better than they were before. It was four days of hell—calisthenics, hand-to-hand close quarters fighting techniques, firearms training. And it was soon to be their turn.

But first they needed to get through this briefing, as another assignment was apparently in the works.

“Oi! Sleeping beauty!” Liam called out. He let loose with one of the stale biscuits, throwing it across the room where it unerringly hit its mark—Colin’s forehead. His partner startled awake, hands flailing, trying to swat at whatever had hit him.

“What the bloody hell?” Colin swore, rubbing his forehead.

Liam smirked. “Up and at ‘em, sunshine.”

Sunshine. When had that word become a friendly term of endearment between them? Liam honestly couldn’t remember.

Colin scrubbed a hand down his face, over the two-and-a-half-inch crescent-shaped scar that curved across his right cheekbone. How he obtained it was something Colin didn’t discuss. All Liam knew was that he’d acquired it when he was a teenager. One would think a scar like that would detract from his handsome appearance but instead it lent him a rakish air.

Colin yawned and blinked heavily. “Boss finally ready for us, eh?”

“Apparently he’s ready for all of us. Briefing in five.”

Colin groaned. “Haven’t even finished up our current assignment yet, have we, and he’s got us on another?”

“Must be something big, if it’s all hands on deck,” Liam replied. “Oh, and that’s not the only good news.”

Colin gave him a sideways look. “Dare I ask?”

“We’ve got a date with Radford next week.”

Colin dropped his head into his hands. “And the hits just keep on comin’.” He lifted his head. “Remind me again why I joined this mob?”

Liam pushed back his chair and stood, his pale pink dress shirt sticking to him damply under the straps of his shoulder holster. “Because you’re a glutton for punishment?” he quipped.

Colin brushed bits of broken biscuit from his bright yellow t-shirt and stood as well. He took a moment to stretch, his arms above his head, arching his back, like a moggie waking up from a nap, his shirt riding up to expose his navel and flat stomach. 

Liam had never known anyone more comfortable with their body than Colin Mason. His normal attire of denims were so obscenely tight a piece of lint would strangle in his pocket, leaving little to the imagination regarding his…assets. Liam often wondered how his partner didn’t do himself an injury putting on or taking off his trousers. Colin preferred v-neck t-shirts or any shirt he could roll up the sleeves and leave the first three buttons undone, exposing the dusting of dark hair on his chest. 

But for as obviously good-looking as he was, Colin never truly flaunted it, nor used it to his advantage. In truth, he seemed blissfully unaware of how others regarded him. It’s just how he liked to look and dress.

While Colin preferred to wear as little clothes as possible, Liam was a man of layers. He felt most at ease in a suit and tie, or at least a dress shirt and sport coat or rolled polo neck and leather jacket. He rarely went around in shirtsleeves like his partner.

Liam walked across the room to the doorway where he paused to wait for Colin. “After you, my son,” he gestured with a smile, letting Colin walk past him, briefly resting his hand on Colin’s lower back as he followed him out the door.

The briefing room was already crowded when they walked in, a low din of conversation buzzing around them as they found two empty seats among the fifteen or so men and women. Liam gazed around the room, taking in his fellow agents, most of whom he’d worked with for years. Reese was chatting with Emma Stewart, while partners Dean Latimer and Alan McPherson were comparing notes, and Allison Henderson and Ken Lewis laughed quietly at something Monica Avery was telling them.

Everyone here had been recruited from various professions—the police, the military, secret service, special forces and the like. It was a melting pot of highly trained individuals.

Liam and Colin came from wildly different backgrounds themselves. Colin had dabbled in art before joining the Met and becoming a Detective Constable. Liam was an ex-sailor, ex-mercenary and ex-soldier. All of which he rarely, if ever, spoke about. Some things were best left in the past.

“All right, listen up!”

All chatter ceased immediately as Jonathan Lockwood strode purposefully into the room, the walking, talking nerve center of Section G-10, or SecTen for short, a clandestine offshoot of the British Secret Intelligence Service.

A former Major in the Army, former top MI5 agent, 57-year-old Lockwood had been handpicked by the Ministry of Defense to run this new section. And it wasn’t a section that you applied to. Oh, no. Lockwood only wanted the best of the best for his crop of agents. He found you, recruited you. In the five years since its inception, SecTen had become the most highly sought-after organization to be a part of. SecTen was a force to be reckoned with in areas of terrorism, espionage, organized crime, drugs and arms. They were the frontline of defense for England, and despite Liam’s occasional bouts of disillusionment, he was chuffed to be a part of it.

Lockwood took his place at the front of the room, dressed smartly, as always, in a dark suit and tie, his brown hair beginning to grey at the temples, his hazel eyes sharp and piercing behind his wire-rimmed glasses. Everything about him commanded respect.

“In three days’ time, you’re all off your other assignments,” Lockwood began. “Avery’s informant has come through. The drugs-for-arms deal is happening at the Victoria Street Docks.”

Everyone sat up a bit straighter in their chairs at the news and Liam shot a quick glance Monica’s way, giving her a nod. She’d been working hard on this for over a month and deserved recognition for her efforts. This was big and now Liam understood why everyone was involved.

“Hundreds of thousands of pounds worth of narcotics and weaponry will be changing hands,” Lockwood continued. “I want this pipeline shut down, once and for all. With a minimum of violence. I want a show of force there. I want them outnumbered, realizing their only option is to surrender peacefully. I do not want a shootout if at all possible. Am I clear?”

“Yes, sir!” the group chorused.

Lockwood nodded brusquely. “Your assignments are on the duty board. Dismissed.”

Murmurs of conversation started up as everyone stood, filing out into the hallway, where the duty board was located.

“Bancroft.”

Liam turned around at Lockwood’s voice. His boss raised his brows in silent question.

Liam shook his head. “Nothing on surveillance yet, sir. We’ll get back at it tomorrow.”

Lockwood stared hard at him. “See to it that you do,” he responded, then turned on his heel and strode out of the room.

Liam exhaled a short breath as he watched him go. Failing Jonathan Lockwood was not an option. He was a man that demanded blood, sweat, and tears from his agents to achieve mission success. And every man and woman here willingly, gladly gave one hundred percent on a daily basis to the man they respected deeply.

But despite his gruff exterior, Lockwood truly cared about all his operatives. Make no mistake, though, he also considered every one of them expendable. The mission always came first. And they all knew it.

Thankfully, he and Colin had never disappointed Lockwood, which is why they were his top team. Both ex-military, Liam had always regarded Lockwood as a combination of commanding officer and father figure, the latter of which had been lacking in Liam’s life since he was a young lad. Colin tended to be the problem child, the hot-headed one. Known for his run-ins with his superiors at the Met, Colin was the one to push back, to question their boss. He and Lockwood frequently had words, but despite the occasional friction, Lockwood couldn’t argue with their results.

Liam caught up with Colin in the hallway and curled a hand over his partner’s shoulder. “We’ve been cramped up in a car all day. Fancy a game of squash? Work out the kinks?”

Colin tipped his head, considering the offer. “Takeaway and a pint after?”

Liam grinned and clapped Colin on his back. “You’re on, mate!”

 

~*~*~*~*~

 

The squash court was filled with panting breaths, the squeak of trainers on the floor, the whiff of rackets, the thwack of a rubber ball on the walls and friendly teases, taunts, shoves and laughter.

To say Liam and Colin were competitive would be an understatement. They both strove to be the best at everything, always. It made for a good partnership after they stopped butting heads and started working together as a team, back when Lockwood put them together.

Colin was the idealist, the romantic, the big-hearted one, prone to wearing his emotions on his sleeve. Liam was the pragmatist, the no-nonsense one, not one to easily express his feelings. Yin and Yang, they balanced one another well.

Liam pounded across the floor in his navy blue tracksuit, breathing hard, chasing after the bouncing ball, swatting at it with his racket, sending it back toward the wall. Colin flashed past him wearing a tight white tank top and a pair of white shorts so small they were practically indecent. 

Colin jumped straight up on his long legs with a shout, his racket making contact with the rubber ball. It hit the wall at a sharp angle and Liam lunged for it, just as Colin purposely knocked into him, hoping to spoil his shot, tipping them both off balance. Liam gave his own shout, mixed with a laugh as he successfully returned the volley, point and game to him as both him and Colin fell to the floor, collapsing in a sweaty, panting heap, smiles on both their faces.

“Dirty tricks, mate,” Liam admonished his partner good-naturedly, his chest heaving.

“Can’t blame a fella for tryin’, now can you?” Colin teased, his blue eyes bright, breathing hard himself.

Liam swiped a hand across his sweat drenched face. “Tie-breaker?” he asked, now that they’d taken one game each.

They stared at each other for a moment before breaking into laughter. Neither were up for another game and they knew it.

“Takeaway, then?” Liam asked hopefully.

Colin shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Bottomless pit, you are.”

Liam patted his flat stomach. “Still a growing lad now, aren’t I?” He reached over and ruffled Colin’s hair. “C’mon, Goldilocks,” he said, standing up. “I’m choosing tonight.”

Colin groaned as he stood as well. “Thank God I’ve got antacid tablets in,” he snarked, only to yelp a second later as Liam swatted his arse with his racket, then took off at a run out of the court, Colin in hot pursuit, both of them laughing.

 

~*~*~*~*~

 

Security and safety of all SecTen operatives was of utmost importance to Lockwood, so every agent changed flats at least twice a year or anytime one of their undercover personas were compromised in any way. You never knew where you would end up, though. Sometimes you got lucky, sometimes you didn’t.

This go-around Liam drew the short straw with his drab, uninviting, less than desirable accommodation, while Colin was the lucky one. His new flat was bright and airy, with floor to ceiling windows at the front, comfortable furniture in the lounge, a single, large bedroom and a spacious kitchen. It was a cozy, relaxing space, which is why they tended to gather there, like tonight.

Liam took a seat on the settee and spread out the Chinese takeaway feast on the coffee table in front of him, proud that he’d convinced his partner to eat something that wasn’t completely organic.

Colin walked into the lounge and took a seat beside Liam on the settee, setting down four bottles of lager next to the white takeaway boxes. They each popped the cap off a bottle and clinked them together.

“Cheers, mate,” Colin smiled and took a long drink as Liam did the same.

Comfortable silence settled between them as they dug into the food with gusto, chopsticks scooping up noodles, rice, beef, chicken and fried dumplings, washed down with long pulls of lager.

The corners of Liam’s mouth turned up as he glanced over at Colin, who was clearly enjoying his box of chop suey, despite the calorie count. His partner caught him looking and grinned back at him, setting off a pleasant curl of warmth blossoming in Liam’s chest.

He’d never had a best mate like Colin.

He’d really never had a best mate, period. Liam knew he was a hard man to get to know. He played everything close to the vest. Especially concerning his past. He wasn’t proud of the man he used to be and preferred to keep that part of himself safely locked away. But Colin had slowly chipped away at Liam’s outer defenses over the years, getting Liam to share small pieces of himself, more than anyone else knew about him.

Despite the long hours they put in on the job, they still enjoyed spending their off time together—grabbing a bite and a pint, double dating, watching a game on the telly, even taking a holiday or two together.

Theirs was a unique bond, born of the danger and violence that surrounded them, all that they’d been through together. Hell, Liam wouldn’t even be here today if not for Colin saving his life more than once. And he’d done the same in return, risking his own life to save Colin’s. Because that’s what partners did. Without hesitation.

Liam took a drink of his lager, swallowing past the sudden ball of emotion that had gathered in his throat. He set his empty bottle on the table and bumped Colin’s shoulder.

“Come Friday next we won’t even be able to lift chopsticks.”

Colin gusted out a breath. “Radford.”

Liam pulled a face in return. “Bloody Radford.”

“He’s a tough bastard but he’s good and we both know it,” Colin replied. “Certainly makes us a hell of a lot better than we went in.”

“I just hate to have my short-comings pointed out,” Liam groused. “I never feel inadequate until I have to go up against Radford and he takes me apart, piece by bloody piece.”

“Not just you, mate! I end up face down on the mat right beside you, now don’t I?” Colin shrugged. “We all get rusty and don’t realize it. It’s his job to keep us sharp. So we survive to fight another day.”

Liam gave his partner a grin, holding his chopsticks out toward him. “Here’s to going down swinging, then.”

Colin clacked his chopsticks against Liam’s. “Side by side, as always.”

Their unspoken bond flared between them, their gazes holding until Colin winked and bumped his leg against Liam’s, breaking the moment. He pushed up and off the settee and retrieved the bottle of scotch and two glasses from the drinks table and brought them over. He poured them each a generous amount as Liam tossed one of the two fortune cookies at him.

Colin cracked open his cookie first and pulled out the small slip of paper. “Well, this is true, now, innit?” He looked up at Liam. “Your partner puts the ‘dim’ in dim sum,” he snarked.

Liam laughed and threw a wadded up napkin at Colin’s face. “Wanker.”

Colin smiled and popped half his cookie in his mouth. “Go on then, read us yours.”

Liam snapped his cookie in half and tugged out the paper. His eyes glanced over the words and his breath caught.

“Well?” Colin prompted.

Liam looked at his partner, clearing his throat. “Your future is right in front of you.”

“Well, where else would your future be? Behind you?” Colin chuckled.

Liam forced out his own short laugh, taking his fortune to mean something else entirely. One that was a cruel tease of something that would never come true. He looked away from Colin and took a long drink of his scotch.

“Didn’t you have anything on with Pam tonight?” he asked.

Colin shook his head. “Not anymore.”

Liam frowned. “Gave you the boot, did she? Sorry, mate.”

“Thanks. And you? Where’s the lovely Julia tonight?”

Liam shrugged. “You’re not the only one who got chucked out.”

Colin took a drink of his scotch and regarded Liam steadily. “Do you find this job interferes with your social life?”

“You mean besides the fact we can’t tell anyone who we really are, what we really do for a living, why we constantly have to change flats, why we disappear for days at a time and return looking like we’ve gone seven rounds in a boxing ring with no plausible explanation?” Liam answered.

“So, not at all, then?” Colin deadpanned and they both laughed. 

Liam shook his head. “Must’ve missed the part in the small print before I signed on the dotted line that said ‘You will never be in a long-term relationship’.”

Colin glanced down into his glass, then back up. “Does that make you feel…lonely?”

Colin would never know just how lonely it made Liam. Because he knew he could never have what he really wanted. Who he really wanted. So instead he laughed it off.

“Lonely? How could I be? Got you, haven’t I?” He tapped Colin’s arm with the back of his hand. “Sherlock and Watson, you ’n me. Never far apart.” He lifted his glass. “We’ll always have each other, won’t we?”

Colin’s smile was easy. “I’ll drink to that. To always being there for each other.” Their glasses clinked together. 

Liam finished off his scotch and set his empty glass down on the table, yawning as he did so. “That’s me off home, then.”

“Nah, why don’t you just crash here? You’ve got clothes in the wardrobe.”

They often spent the night at each other’s flats. Too tired or too drunk to drive home. Or sometimes, after the things they did, the things they saw during a mission and the friends they lost, sometimes they just needed the company.

Liam nodded. “Ta, mate, I’ll take you up on that. And I’ll make us up some breakfast while you’re off on your run.”

Loved his jogging, did his Colin. He’d tried years ago to get Liam to partake in his daily exercise regime, but it just didn’t take, save for the odd one-off every now and again when he cajoled Liam enough to put his tracksuit on. Liam still kept himself fit, but he’d save his running for chasing after the villains.

“Deal,” Colin replied.

Together they made quick work of the takeaway clean up, empty containers and empty bottles in the bin, empty glasses in the sink, then turned off the lights in the kitchen and lounge.

Liam took his turn first in the loo, getting ready for bed, his spare toothbrush in its place next to Colin’s on the sink. They switched places and Liam undressed down to his black briefs in Colin’s room, laying his clothes over top of the chest at the foot of the bed.

He pulled back the sheet and duvet and slid under them, settling on his side against the mattress and pillow. Some might think it odd for two men to share a bed. But they’d been sharing each other’s personal space for years. You couldn’t function properly as a team if you were opposed to getting physically close. They’d slept crammed up against each other more times than Liam could count—in a car, on a floor, in a tent. A king size bed with several inches between them was actually a luxury.

Colin returned shortly, stripping down to his underwear as well and joined Liam in bed. “Sleep tight, mate,” he said before turning off the small bedside light.

Liam gazed at Colin’s tousled blond hair and his long, broad back in the moonlight.

Your future is right in front of you.

Liam sighed as he closed his eyes, inhaling the faint scent of Colin’s soap and shampoo on the pillow. 

If only…if only…

 

~*~*~*~*~

 

The op at the docks three days later went both pear-shaped and sideways before Liam could blink.

Avery’s informant had been correct on the day, time, location and amount of drugs and arms being exchanged. What they’d been wrong about was the manpower. There were double the amount of heavily armed gunmen than SecTen had believed they’d be up against. They were very nearly outnumbered. There would be no show of force and a peaceful surrender, despite Lockwood’s wishes.

Instead, it all kicked off the moment the villains spotted the SecTen agents and gun battles broke out all along the length of the dock, shattering the peaceful stillness of the morning.

Liam and Colin found themselves pinned down, taking fire from a man with an Armalite rifle, strafing their location, crouched down behind a pallet stacked with crates. Liam was acutely aware of the pounding of his heart, the sound of his own breath loud in his ears, the whine of semi-automatic rounds tearing past his head.

Colin was right beside him, his shadow on the battlefield the docks had become, ducking his head away from the splinters flying all around them. They locked gazes, speaking without words, always in sync with each other, saying it all in one glance.

A sudden break in the shooting and Colin took full advantage of the opportunity, springing up from behind their cover. Liam watched his partner’s Walther P38 pistol jerk in his hand, spitting fire. His aim was true and the gunman fell, never to rise again. Silence reigned for the span of two heartbeats as they made quick eye contact with each other, giving a nod. Then gunfire sounded at the opposite end of the docks. Their fellow agents were still under attack.

“Let’s move!”

Colin shouted and took four running steps as Liam stood, as a gunman neither of them had seen popped up and around a crate, his crosshairs fixed on Colin’s back. Liam’s sidearm snapped up in less than a second. A double tap from his Browning and the gunman’s chest blossomed red. He dropped without a sound, sprawling onto his back.

Liam’s heart stopped. His breathing stopped. He was unaware of Colin stopping, too.

Frozen in place, Liam could not look away from the body. From the man he had just killed, who was looking back at him with wide, sightless eyes. Because he wasn’t even truly a man. He couldn’t have been more than seventeen-years-old.

Bile rose in Liam’s throat. Those eyes…

Liam squeezed his own shut as ghostly echoes of screams and gunfire and flames flooded his mind, his chest clenching, stealing his breath…

“Liam!”

Colin’s shout pulled Liam from his stupor and he turned to his partner, who was looking back at Liam in both thanks and confusion.

Colin jerked his head. “Come on!”

Liam took a rattling breath and became Colin’s shadow once again. They still had work to do.

 

~*~*~*~*~

 

An hour later it was all over, SecTen successful once again, and they were on their way back to London, Colin behind the wheel of his blue Suzuki jeep. Liam barely heard any of what Lockwood said during the clean-up, distracted by dead, sightless eyes.

He closed his own, but they were still there, staring at him, accusing him, the demons of his past rising up to haunt him once more. The screams were so loud…

Bile flooded his throat again and his stomach rolled and twisted. He bent forward, gasping.

“Pull over…”

“Eh?”

“Pull over!”

Colin did as Liam asked, hitting the brakes, bringing the jeep to a quick stop. Liam fumbled with the door handle and lurched from the seat, falling to his hands and knees in the dirt and was violently ill.

Liam’s stomach heaved again and again until there was nothing left. Only then did he register Colin on his knees beside him, a warm hand on his back.

“Liam, Christ, are you all right?”

Liam spit several times, feeling himself trembling slightly. “I’m… I’m okay,” he lied. “Just…must be something I ate for breakfast.”

Liam could tell from Colin’s expression he didn’t believe him, but he didn’t push the issue, either. Instead, he helped Liam to his feet and back into the jeep. Liam leaned back against the seat with a long exhale, cursing himself for acting like this. Especially in front of Colin.

Colin was searching through the glove box and Liam looked down to see him offering up a packet of gum.

Liam took it with a small smile. “Ta, mate.”

Colin gave a pat to Liam’s leg and pulled back onto the roadway.

 

~*~*~*~*~

 

The remainder of the trip was made in silence, for which Liam was grateful. He didn’t want to talk about what happened. Or why. He just wanted to get home and be by himself. Alone with his memories to torture him once again.

But when they arrived at Liam’s flat, Colin found a parking space instead of just pulling up to drop Liam off. Liam raised a questioning brow at his partner and Colin gave him a grin. “Need to use the loo.”

Liam sighed, but he could hardly refuse him. “All right, come up.”

 

~*~*~*~*~

 

While Colin went to do his business, Liam headed to the kitchen for a glass of water, rinsing and spitting, then drank down the remainder. He refilled the glass and took it with him as he left the kitchen. He found Colin in the lounge, his hands in the pockets of his denims, a contemplative expression on his face.

“Something you ate, eh?”

Liam drank down half the glass of water, still feeling a bit shaky. He shrugged, trying to play it off as nothing. “Must’ve been the sausage. Past its expiry date.”

Colin regarded him steadily and Liam waited for him to call him on his bollocks. But instead he slowly nodded his head. “You look knackered. Why don’t you get some kip?”

Liam blinked at the reprieve he’d been given. “Yeah, I could do with a bit of a lie-down.”

Colin hooked a thumb at Liam’s settee. “Mind if I crash here for a bit? My telly’s on the fritz and the football’s on.”

It was rubbish and they both knew it. There was nothing wrong with Colin’s television. He was worried about Liam and wanted to keep an eye on him.

That curl of warmth was back in Liam’s chest. “Help yourself, mate,” he replied, turning to leave the room.

“Cheers. And Liam?”

Liam turned back around. “Yeah?”

“You need anything, just call out.”

They held one another’s gaze for a long moment, once again communicating without words.

Liam gave Colin a small, grateful smile. “Will do,” he said softly.

And that right there? Having a partner? Liam wouldn’t trade that for all the flash cars and martinis in the world.
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