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The Return

I

t’s funny, isn’t it? How we think we can run from things. How we convince ourselves that, as long as we’re far enough away, the past can’t reach us. I had convinced myself of that, anyway. Five years. I thought I’d done it. I thought I had outrun it. And for the most part, I had.

I had built a life. A quiet, simple life with my son, Noah. Just the two of us, hidden away in the small town I had grown up in. I’d spent five years making sure my little boy had everything he needed—except the one thing I didn’t know how to give him: a father. And he didn’t know he needed one. Not yet.

The night felt almost like a dream. The stars were hidden behind a veil of clouds, and the air had that chilled bite to it, the one that meant winter was coming. It was too quiet, like the world was holding its breath, waiting for something. I’d finished cleaning up after dinner, Noah was in his room with his books, and everything felt...normal. Peaceful, even.

I was sitting on the couch, flicking through a magazine that I didn’t care about, trying to ignore the way my chest was tightening, the way my thoughts kept drifting back to that night. That night that changed everything. When I left. When I let Ryder go, because I didn’t have a choice. Or at least, that’s what I had told myself back then.

The knock on the door came out of nowhere.

I froze.

Who would be here at this hour? No one ever knocked at this time, especially not after dark. It was too late for anyone to just be dropping by. My mind raced. Maybe it was just the neighbors. Or maybe...maybe it was just some kid, selling cookies or something.

But I knew better. That quiet, deep ache in my gut told me who it was. I knew exactly who it was before I even opened the door.

I stood up slowly, taking a deep breath to calm the shaking in my hands. I tried to push the thoughts away, tried to remind myself that nothing had changed. I was stronger than this. Stronger than the memories.

When I opened the door, my breath caught.

There he was. Ryder. Standing in the doorway, looking just like he had all those years ago. Nothing had changed. Same dark hair, same powerful stance, same intense blue eyes. But there was something else in them now. Something heavier. Something that said he’d been carrying something for far too long.

And then it hit me. The truth. The truth I’d been hiding from for five years. Ryder had come back. The past had come crashing in, and there was nowhere left to run.

I stood there, unable to move. Unable to speak. My heart thudded in my chest, the sound too loud in my ears.

“Lila...” His voice was rough. Low. Like he hadn’t used it in a while.

I felt my knees weaken, my breath shaky as I stared at him, frozen. I was looking at the man who had shattered my world—the man I had loved. The man who had broken my heart.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I whispered, barely able to push the words out.

I thought I was angry, but I was too stunned. Too overwhelmed. There were too many emotions flooding through me. Fear, anger, pain, longing. And shame. God, so much shame. I had kept my son from him. I had kept the truth from Ryder, and now here he was, standing in front of me, as if time had meant nothing.

“I need to talk to you,” Ryder said, his voice steady but with a rawness that pulled at my heart. “It’s about Noah.”

My stomach dropped. My pulse quickened. How the hell did he know?

I wasn’t ready. I wasn’t ready for any of this. I wasn’t ready to open that door again—the door I had locked shut so tight.

“No,” I said, shaking my head, trying to gather some strength. “You can’t just show up here. Not now. Not after everything.”

His eyes didn’t waver. “I know I don’t deserve to be here. But I need you to listen.”

I tried to slam the door, but his hand shot out, blocking it. His eyes didn’t leave mine, and something in the way he stood there, so calm, so resolute, made me pause. Made me second-guess my impulse to push him away.

“Please,” he said softly, his voice barely a whisper. “Just let me explain.”

I wanted to scream at him. I wanted to tell him that there was nothing to explain. That the past was over. But I couldn’t. The words stuck in my throat. Because, deep down, I knew it wasn’t that simple.

I stepped back, giving him just enough room to enter. But I didn’t want him in my life anymore. Not after all the damage he had caused.

He walked in without saying another word, his presence like a shadow that filled the room, suffocating me with memories I wasn’t ready to face.

“You shouldn’t be here,” I finally managed to say. “You need to leave, Ryder. Now.”

He didn’t move. He just stood there, his gaze on me with an intensity that felt like it was burning right through me. I wanted to look away. I wanted to pull the rug out from under him, make him feel the way I had felt all these years. But I couldn’t. Because no matter how much I wanted to hate him, a part of me still...still needed him.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said quietly, stepping closer.

My heart thudded painfully in my chest. “You don’t get to do this, Ryder. You don’t get to come back and...and act like everything’s fine. Like you didn’t leave me to pick up the pieces of my life.”

He flinched, like my words had slapped him, but his expression never wavered. “I never wanted to leave you, Lila. You have to believe me.”

I couldn’t believe him. Not now. Not after everything.

I turned my back on him, walking over to the kitchen to pour myself a drink, my hands shaking as I fumbled with the bottle. I needed something to steady myself. I needed something to numb the raw ache in my chest.

When I turned back, he was standing in the doorway to Noah’s room, looking at my son’s toys, his gaze softening. My heart twisted painfully in my chest. Ryder had always been good with kids. He was always so gentle, so caring. And then he had ripped my heart out.

“Noah’s asleep,” I said sharply, not trusting myself to look at him. “I don’t want him to know you’re here.”

He didn’t respond right away, and for a moment, I thought he might leave. I wanted him to leave. But instead, he took a step forward. “Lila...I need to tell him. He deserves to know.”

I spun around, my frustration boiling over. “No!” I shouted, my voice harsh. “You don’t get to tell him anything. You don’t get to waltz in here and play the hero. Not after everything your family did. You don’t have that right.”

His eyes darkened, and for a moment, I thought he was going to lose his temper. But he didn’t. Instead, he just looked at me with a sadness that broke me in ways I didn’t know how to handle.

“I wasn’t the one who hurt you,” he said softly, the weight of the words settling between us. “It wasn’t me, Lila. I tried to protect you. I tried to fight for us.”

I didn’t believe him. Not after everything.

I took a step back, closing myself off from him. “You need to go. You don’t get to come in here and tear my world apart again. I can’t do it. I can’t go through this again.”

Ryder’s face fell, and for a brief second, I saw the man I had once loved. The man I thought I had lost forever. But then it was gone, buried beneath the walls he had built to protect himself.

“I’m sorry, Lila,” he said quietly. “I never stopped loving you.”

And just like that, my heart cracked wide open again.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2


[image: ]




Old Wounds

I should’ve known better. I should’ve known that seeing him again would break me wide open, like a floodgate that couldn’t be closed. But I thought I was prepared. I thought five years of keeping my distance would have been enough.

And yet, here I was, sitting in the back of a parent-teacher night, my heart hammering in my chest as I watched Ryder stand at the front of the room, surrounded by a group of other parents. His presence was like a weight in the room, pulling me in and holding me in place. He looked the same. That same damn confidence, that same damn arrogance that used to make my heart race. His eyes—those damn blue eyes—never seemed to leave Noah, and for a moment, I wondered if maybe, just maybe, I had made a mistake by not telling him sooner.

The parents were all chatting, laughing softly, the typical small-town gossip filling the air, but I could barely hear it. My focus was on Ryder. I could feel his gaze burning into me, even from across the room, even though he didn’t acknowledge me yet. He had always had that power over me—one look, one small gesture, and I was a million miles away, tangled up in the memories of us.

Noah was seated at the table, scribbling something on a piece of paper. He was too young to understand the gravity of the situation, but I wasn’t. I could feel every beat of my heart, every thrum of panic that ran through my veins, because I knew Ryder was watching, waiting for the right moment to make his move.

And then it happened. Noah, innocently, without any warning, raised his hand and asked the question that I had been dreading for five years.

“Are you my daddy?”

I froze. The entire room seemed to stop moving for a split second, like time had hit pause and everything was suspended in that one horrible moment. My breath caught in my throat. The air went thick, suffocating me as I turned to look at Ryder, his face going white with shock. His eyes locked on Noah’s, his expression unreadable for a moment, before it softened, his jaw tightening as if he was holding something back. The world around me faded to the background, and all I could hear was the deafening silence in my ears, my heart beating like a drum against my ribs.

Ryder didn’t answer right away. Of course, he didn’t. What could he say? How could he possibly explain this to a five-year-old? Hell, how could I explain it to myself?

I saw him take a step forward, but I was already on my feet. I wasn’t going to let him do this. Not here, not now. Not in front of everyone.

“Don’t,” I whispered harshly, almost too quiet for him to hear, but the urgency was there, thick in my voice.

But it wasn’t just me. He was no longer just Ryder the man who had broken my heart. He was the Alpha King. His presence carried weight now, carried power, and I knew that. But even that wasn’t enough to stop the conflict inside me—the rage and the love that still, after all these years, twisted together, making it hard to breathe.

“You should leave,” I said, louder this time, my words raw and trembling, but I wasn’t going to apologize for them. “Just go. Please.”

Ryder stood frozen for a moment, his chest rising and falling as he took a slow breath. His lips parted like he was about to say something, but the words died in his throat. There was nothing he could say that would make this better. Nothing that would make this feel okay.

He looked down at Noah again, and I saw the pain in his eyes. The regret. The guilt. I hated that look, but at the same time, it broke me.

“I didn’t mean for this to happen,” he said, his voice thick, like he was choking on his own words. “I just—Lila, I—”

“Stop.” I couldn’t hear it. I couldn’t hear him say he was sorry. Not now. Not after everything. “You don’t get to do this. You don’t get to come back after five years of silence and pretend that everything’s okay.”

I didn’t care that the room had gone silent. I didn’t care about the other parents watching us. What I cared about was the little boy sitting at the table, the one who deserved better than to be dragged into the mess Ryder and I had made.

I grabbed Noah’s hand and pulled him up, not even sparing a glance at Ryder as I made my way to the door. My heart was pounding, my thoughts spinning out of control, but I couldn’t think of anything except getting out of there. Away from Ryder. Away from the past I thought I had left behind.
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