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I couldn't breathe.

Liam was watching my face with a heavy gaze that made my entire body weak with need.

"You deserve better than someone like me, Nina," he said, brushing his thumb over my chin. "You're so perfect, you can have anyone you want," he said.

"I don't want anyone else," I whispered. My heart thudded in my chest, my mind a whirlpool of thoughts that swirled and tangled together in confusion. He was making no sense at all. "Maybe you should let me go, Liam," I whispered. "I don't- maybe- maybe we can still be friends."

He regarded at me, eyes piercing, searching. "Maybe I'm selfish," he said, tightening his hold on my arm.

"I don't want to lose you just cause... cause of the sex." My heart pounded hard, thoughts swirling, making me dizzy with anxiety and nerves. "I don't want your pity fuck," I swallowed, suddenly lightheaded. We were dancing in circles, drawing closer and pushing each other away like it was a game of tag that didn't know how to end.

"What if I told you I wanted this," he said.

My mind spun and I drew an uneven breath, biting my lip to stop its trembling. "S-Stop it. You don't have to lie to me."

He caught my chin and tilted it up to look him in the eye. "You can always tell when I'm lying. Look at me," he said.

My cheeks burned when my gaze climbed up from his soft lips to his eyes, so dark and angry, but full of something else too, the same look I'd caught from him when he thought I wasn't paying attention.

"I loved you since the first day I saw you," he said. "I can't give you what you need, Nina. My family's poor and my mother is- my mother was the only one I had left. I don't even own a house. I wanted you to have someone better, someone who can provide for you and give you the security you need. So I stayed away. I thought I could move on, so I started fucking around... Do you know what I think about when I'm touching them, Nina?"

He pressed his lips to mine when I started to speak, swallowing whatever I had to say. My face felt like it was on fire. He sounded so dirty and wrong. He thought of me when he was sleeping with other girls? It was... kind of sweet, in an altogether inappropriate way! My cheeks were flushed, chest rising and falling in gentle waves. My arms were painful in his tight grip but he wasn't paying attention. He kept talking.

"But I can't do it," he said. "I'm a selfish fuck. When Anita told me what you were going to do, I didn't think. I didn't want another man touching what's mine."

...

"Liam, it's me, Nina. We- we were together... before..." I prompted, hoping that would be enough to jog his memory.

Maybe I had changed too much. It'd been three years since we last met. A lot could happen in three years. He had turned into the most eligible bachelor in town and I- I had been broken beyond repair.

I couldn't blame him if he had forgotten about me. I was just a speck of sand in his path: tiny, annoying and not worth his time.

It was pity after all, the devil on my shoulder whispered. He can do so much better than someone like you.

"Nina." The way he said my name made my heart skip a beat. He looked at me when he spoke, his fingers trailing dangerously close to the pulse on my neck. I drew in a sharp breath when I felt his touch there. Hope blossomed in my chest, burning like wildfire through my veins. Slowly, he pulled the collar a little, revealing the marks etched on my skin. "I'm certain I would remember someone with tattoos as disgusting as yours."
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Chapter 1: Forget Me Not
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It was too early to drink, which was a real shame. I exhaled, letting go of the breath I had been holding for the past - I glanced at the clock - hour and a half. "Is it worth it?" the little devil on my shoulder whispered.

Yes.

Fumbling into my pockets revealed nothing and it was a good long minute before I remembered I had quit smoking. I shouldn't start again.

I needed go get through with this before my next client showed up. Maybe she wouldn't be so bad. They're all bad, the little devil taunted.

I felt sick. I was tired and the unbearable gusts of hot air coming from the heating units only made my skin crawl. Splashing water onto my face was a bad decision. Now my makeup was a mess too. I rubbed everything off with a makeup wipe and emerged from the bathroom with a tired sigh.

The receptionist gave me a knowing look. I couldn't talk about what bothered me so much, which made things worse.

"Maybe you should reschedule you next appointment, doctor. You don't look so good," Regina suggested helpfully as I stumbled past the front desk for a cup of coffee from that brand new machine that I knew Regina kept beside her desk deliberately to have some company. Everyone in the office chipped in for the machine.

"I can't reschedule. The social worker finally responded to my calls and I don't think she'll agree to another," I said. This was a pro-bono case. I wish I had the hindsight to put the case early in the morning, when I was feeling less like puking.

I still had water dripping down my cheeks when the perfect example of a male specimen walked in.

My heart rate doubled instantly. It wasn't just because he was gorgeous, which he was. And it wasn't that he was wearing a suit that looked like a million bucks, which was also true. There was just something about him that made all the panties within a mile's radius drop.

"Hey, Mr. Cipher," the woman beside me greeted with her patented grin, her hair suddenly pulled back perfectly, lashes long and perfectly curled. I hated her.

"Good evening, Regina," he muttered without slowing his pace. Had he always been this tall? Was that a bruise on his eye? Who did that to him?

There was something almost criminal about the way he looked. Guys shouldn't be allowed to look that hot!

"Nina, you're staring," Regina said loudly enough for him to hear.

My cheeks burned with a mixture of outrage and embarrassment. "I- I wasn't," I spluttered automatically, lowering my eyes. I should talk to him. I looked up and he had walked right past me and into the office two doors down from mine without so much as a glance in my direction. My heart sank.

How had that happened? I was so close to finally talking to the man of my dreams and he literally walked right past me without sparing me a glance. My heart was still pounding wildly in my chest when Regina started talking.

"You should talk to him, Nina," she said a little reprimanding.

"I do talk to him!" I argued. "Sometimes I say 'hi'," I added softly.

She rolled her eyes. "He's been coming here every week for months and you've only managed to make eye contact with him two times," she berated. Curse her for her sharp observing skills. "How on earth did you manage to fall so hard for a man you've barely talked to?" she sighed.

"I've talked to him before," I said absently.

"Here?" she gasped. "How scandalous! A doctor fraternizing with a patient!"

"Oh, shut it!" I laughed. "We were in school together. I think he's forgotten about me," I murmured, more to myself than to her. I would like to think that he was the one who had changed, but that wasn't completely true. I had changed too. Most of my classmates wouldn't be able to recognize me if they saw me now. But him? I expected him to recognize me even if I had a sack on my head.

"You were in school with Mr. Cipher? Wasn't he in the war until recently? I heard-" she clammed up suddenly and I turned to her, curious what brought about the change. Her expression was serious. "Your four thirty is here," she said softly, gesturing to the little girl walking into the office with a stern older woman who looked like she would rather be anywhere but here.

"Thanks, Regina," I mumbled, walking forward to greet my newest client. I introduced myself to the social worker and bent on my knees so I could introduce myself to the girl and find out what has been keeping her from making friends in the orphanage. She had been a bright, beautiful little girl before the incident...

Two hours later, I was feeling even worse than ever. We emerged from the office. The little girl was talking to Regina with a small, shy smile that made me want to throw everything out the window.

"Thank you, Doctor Martinez," the social worker murmured, looking a little guilty. I nodded.

"I'll see you next week?" I asked.

"Yes," she said decisively.

"Bye, Anna. I'll talk to you soon, alright?" I gave her my brightest smile and even though she didn't respond with anything of the sort, I saw the slightest incline of her lips before she walked out through the front door.

"It's better if you weren't so emphatic," Regina murmured, watching my patients leave the office with a smile that didn't reach her eyes.

I fussed over all my patients. It was an occupational hazard.

I made sure they were gone before stumbling into the restroom, pushing open a stall door so I could vomit whatever it was that I had eaten for lunch.

The retching noises I made only made me more nauseated and I had emptied my entire stomach before I flushed.

I washed my face for the second time that day, splashing ice cold water onto my face and gargling it in my mouth so I could get the foul taste of disgust from it.

It wasn't my mouth I was trying to wash. Not for the first time that week, I wished I had kept a few drinks in the office. That wasn't a good idea. Anita would murder me. At least  it was happening less and less now, getting sick over other people's problems.

When I looked up into the mirror, tears were streaming down my cheeks, blurring my vision, but I could see the faint outline of a suit behind me.

I whirled around. "What're you doing here?!" I gasped at the man. Not just any man. Liam Cipher, the man I had been harboring a crush on since high school.

"You're in the men's room," he said, deadpanned, showing little interest in my little breakdown. His gaze held mine, hypnotizing and intense, as if he could see through my inner distress.

Gaping like a fish out of water, I looked around in panic, noting the glaring signs of having stumbled into the men's toilet. "I- I'm so sorry!" I squeaked and ran out.

Or at least, I attempted to. He had wrapped his arms around my waist, preventing further progress.

His brows were furrowed and as if on autopilot, his fingers went to my cheeks to brush away the stray tears there.

"Do I know you?" he asked after a long moment.

I thought I could feel my heart explode from my chest. It was hard to hear him talking when my own heart was making so much noise. I wasn't sure if I flinched but I blinked up at him and then his words started making sense. Did he know me? I almost started sobbing again. Of course he knew me! I confessed my love to him fight before he went to fight in a war we could barely understand.

War.

Right. Maybe it was some sort of memory loss. Things like that happened to people who lived in a constant state of fear, right? When he continued to look at me with eyes that gave away no sense of recollection, my heart broke just a little bit more.

"Liam, it's me, Nina. We- we were together... before..." I prompted, hoping that would be enough to jog his memory.

Maybe I had changed too much. It'd been three years since we last met. A lot could happen in three years. He had turned into the most eligible bachelor in town and I- I had been broken beyond repair.

I couldn't blame him if he had forgotten about me. I was just a speck of sand in his path: tiny, annoying and not worth his time.

It was pity after all, the devil on my shoulder whispered. He could do better than someone like you now.

"Nina." The way he said my name made my heart skip a beat. He looked at me when he spoke, his fingers trailing dangerously close to the pulse on my neck. I drew in a sharp breath when I felt his touch there. Hope blossomed in my chest, burning like wildfire through my veins. Slowly, he pulled the collar a little, revealing the marks etched on my skin. "I'm certain I would remember someone with tattoos as disgusting as yours."

My heart shattered.
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Chapter 2*: Summer Fling
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-Three Years Ago-

I tried not to look.

What was he doing here? The entire point of getting out of town was to get as far away from him as possible. Now, he was storming across the sand with all the ominous dark energy of an impending tsunami.

How did he even know where to find me?

A trembling set into my bones, a chill that had nothing to do with the ocean breeze skittering down my arms caused the fine hairs there to stand on end. I noted with barely concealed desire that his hair had been trimmed short, the dark brown catching light from the sun and reflecting with an almost golden glow. He kept coming closer. There was no way he would attempt anything stupid here, right? There were so many people.

I stuttered out a response to a question one of the guys in the group asked, trying to keep my eyes trained on the dashing young tourist with a beautiful French accent instead of running away from the anger of the old friend who was radiating so much violent energy that I was surprised the ground wasn't shaking as he moved forward.

The half dozen young men who had approached me earlier that evening had been curious and kind, offering me drinks and asking questions that had little to do with getting to know me and everything to do with how they could take my clothes off, which was what I was here for. I had been a little worried and a little scared. They weren't dispersing and there was no way I could handle so many men at once! Not for my first time!

The discomfort ebbed away when it slowly became clear that the blond was the one interested and his friends were only there as wingmen. He was a little nervous as well, stumbling over his words and trying to be cool without being too haughty. He was from France, here for the summer holidays.

I felt my gaze wandering to the impending storm behind him. Liam wasn't slowing down and he was suddenly right beside me, stepping into my personal space, closer than any of the men. I looked away from his accusing glare.

"We need to talk."

His voice was clipped and flat, barely concealed anger creating a sort of growl to his tone. I felt it sliding down my spine like an ice-cold feather. I shivered, suddenly feeling very underdressed.

His eyes were on me and I couldn't stop my arms crossing over my chest, suddenly nervous and fidgety. I had never seen him so angry before and he was furious now. At me.

He ignored the other men, which rankled a few of them the wrong way.

I started talking before a fight could break out. "Liam. Wha- what're you doing here?" I flashed him a smile that I knew did not reach my eyes. I was careful to avoid his gaze, afraid of what I would see in them.

"Do you know him?" the blond asked. I never caught his name. It didn't matter what his name was. I wasn't going to see him after today.

I nodded numbly. "I'm sorry guys. I'll um... I'll see you around?" I asked.

The guy brightened. "Let me leave you my number," he said. "Maybe you can show me around town and we would-"
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