
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

 

Divided Souls

A Captured Miracle Novel

Book Three

 

By Alannah Carbonneau


Copyright © 2015 Alannah Carbonneau

All rights reserved.

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this ebook with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

Ebook formatting by www.ebooklaunch.com


Table of Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Epilogue

Authors Note

Other Books By Alannah Carbonneau


Chapter 1

To every action, there is a reaction.

To every high, there is a low, because what goes up must eventually come down.

I’d always lived my life in bright shades of white. But now, all I know is the harsh bleakness of black. I never could have predicted that so many shades of gray exist within this world.

Until Calix.

Calix was everything gray.

Nothing about the man was either black or white, up or down, or even right or wrong. Looking back now, I realize that very important fact.

Calix is subjective.

Somehow, he took a situation that, in its entirety, was wrong - and he crafted it with his twisted ways, into something that was so beautifully and blissfully right.

Kidnapping me had been wrong. I mean, it was wrong. It is wrong.

There is no part of my damaged mind that can even pretend, that what Calix did to me, and my family, was right. It wasn’t. I know that. I know that with every fiber of my being - and yet, in his damning action, was a reaction I never could have anticipated. I love Calix.

I am in love with Calix McKnight.

Love can’t be wrong.

Love, in its true form of pure emotion cannot possibly be wrong.

So you see, this is my dilemma. I discarded my shades of white for a gray with uncharted waters, before being forced into a suffocating blackness I have no hope of living within. I used to see things as right and wrong, up and down, black and white. But now, all I can see are the spaces between the words - and the prospects of what those spaces could be filled with. Now, there is no up or down, black or white, and right or wrong. In their place stand a center, and even a left, and a right. Black and white have meshed to create a shade of gray so beautiful and exciting, I find myself longing for something more - like color. And both right and wrong is challenged by circumstance and new desire.

Nothing is simple any longer.

My life is not simple, as it once was.

I don’t recognize the life I once lived, because I’d been introduced to so much more in a short existence with Calix.

Now, I longed for the man I’d lost. I longed to expand on his shades of gray, so that we could stand beneath skies of baby blue, suns of brilliant yellow, surrounded by fields of captivating green and oceans of endless cerulean. Now, I longed for the man who taught, in his forcible ways, my soul to crave.


Chapter 2

I’ve been to the place they keep calling home, for six weeks.

Six weeks is exactly forty-two days. I’ve been without Calix, my true home, for forty-two long, sufferable days.

My mother and father insist that I am sick.

They say I have something called Stockholm syndrome. I know what it is. I know that it is the explanation used when the spectacle occurs, that a hostage becomes empathetic, and or sympathetic, toward his or her captor. I understand what this means. I’ve done my due diligence in reading. Hell, for shits and giggles, I can even provide you with Webster’s definition by memory; the psychological tendency of a hostage to bond with, identify with, or sympathize with his or her captor.

I know what Stockholm syndrome is. I know the ins and outs - and even the scenario where it originates. To say I have been obsessed with the possibility that my feelings for Calix are nothing more than an evolutionary tactic to preserve ones own life, is mild.

For the first two weeks that I was home, I mourned. I screamed and cried and ached inside. Then, I spent a week in utter silence. I think that week was the silence before the storm that became my mind. Because since that week, I’ve researched Stockholm syndrome with every spare moment of my time. And I have a lot of time, because my father won’t permit me to leave the house. He won’t permit me to do anything without either himself, my mother, or Jaylah. Even my poor little sister, Amy, has been delegated with the task of keeping me safe - from myself.

So, I know everything there is to know about Stockholm syndrome. It is because of my new knowledge that I can concur; I do not suffer from this.

I don’t empathize with Calix.

I don’t agree with what he did.

I don’t agree with his plan of revenge and I don’t empathize with his reasons. What I pity, not empathize - but pity, is his obsession with revenge and the pause it placed on a beautiful life he could have lived.

I do not feel sympathy, but instead, I feel responsibility for his pain. My father is the reason the monster inside Calix was cultured. We all have a monster living in hibernation inside of our bodies. We all have the ability to become something of a nightmare, but it is not something we simply choose to be. Monsters are the consequence of inhumane actions. Sometimes, we can see the monsters we’re creating - and other times, the monsters take us entirely by surprise. I believe that the monster my father created in Calix was not something he’d been expecting to have to face.

I know I don’t have Stockholm syndrome, because only eight percent of victims have been recorded to show symptoms of such a syndrome. And I don’t. What I feel toward Calix is an all-consuming love. I feel the need to fight for a life with him.

I feel, without Calix, broken.

Even if I do have Stockholm syndrome, I don’t wish to be cured. I just don’t care.

I don’t care about the fragile eggshells my family walk on while in my presence. I don’t care that their eyes dart quickly away from mine when I glance their way - as though they don’t know I can feel the prickling of their inquisitive, pity-filled gazes.

I don’t care about anything but the life inside of me, or the man I love. I don’t know, with certainty, if that man is dead or alive - my father refuses to answer my endless questions.

Stealing in a deep breath of the chilly November air, I watch in a mesmerized fashion, as the rain dribbles from the sky above. It’s not a heavy rain, more of a drizzle - but it’s still rain. You really can expect nothing less from Seattle, the city of Heavenly tears.

I’ve always loved the rain - until I lived in the color with Calix.

The still swing I’m sitting on shifts back as Jaylah plops herself down beside me, and I feel my feet drag unceremoniously against the wood floorboards of our porch. For a moment, she stared out at the rain, and then she twisted her neck to focus her eyes on me. “What are you going to do, Nova?”

I don’t answer her. I know what she’s asking. I know she wants to know about the one-sided argument my father had tried to have with me this morning - about my baby.

While I’d been unconscious from whatever drug he’d given to me after stealing me from Calix, he’d taken my blood to confirm my claim of pregnancy. Since then, he’s been trying to convince me to abort. I refuse, but he continues to ask. He’s even gone so far as threatening to have me committed, because I’m mentally unstable and without the ability to make my own decisions. Again, he’s wrong.

We both know he can’t commit me. Yes, he believes I’ve suffered a terrible injustice. And yes, the people who make up my small world agree with him. But I don’t. And right now, I’m the only vote that matters. I’ve done nothing to give them the right to commit me, and thankfully, my mother is the softness that is restraining the angry force that is my father.

So, I do nothing - because until I can find a way to get myself away from them all long enough to find Calix, doing nothing is the safest thing I can do.

“Nova?” Jaylah moans my name on a strangled breath and I flinch at her pain. I don’t like causing pain. I’ve never been a soul who felt it was easy or just to cause any brand of pain. I mean, even in the beginning with Calix, when I’d seen him as nothing more than a monster, I couldn’t bring myself to end his life when given the chance.

Her voice rings into the silence. “Please, talk to me.” Her hand reached out to pull mine from where I’d tucked it between my thighs for warmth, and she holds it tight. I can feel her trembling. “Please, tell me how I can help. Anything, Nova, I’ll do anything.” Her voice started to shake. “When you first came home, I thought the screaming and crying was the worst thing I would ever have to endure, because God, knowing you were in so much pain was killing me. But then you turned so silent, Nova, and I realized that silence is worse.” She gasped in a strangled breath. “It’s so much worse, because I can’t figure out if you’re feeling anything at all. I can’t help you if you won’t talk to me. Please talk to me.” She is begging now, sobbing loudly through her chattering teeth. From the corner of my eye, I can see that her face is streaked with tears and her flesh is blotchy and red from the intensity of her emotions. “I’ll do anything. It’s been weeks. I can’t take it anymore. Talk to me!”

Even though I can feel her desperate eyes searching my face, and her hand is hurting mine with her punishing grip, I can’t seem to find the strength to allow myself to look at her. I just can’t.

“Christ, Nova,” Jaylah pulled in a deep breath. “I swear to God, I will help you, if you’ll just talk to me.” She scooted her bum across the bench of the swing until her thigh was pressed tight against mine, and then she dipped her head to my ear. “In the beginning, when you first came back home, you were hysterical, but I listened to everything you said. I heard every word, Nova. Were they true? Did Dad kill his parents?” I flinched, but she held me tight. “Did he love you and take you to Greece? And did you really love him? Do you love him? Still?”

For the first time in what felt like years, I turned my head toward my sister’s voice. Her breath caught as she blinked her eyes as though ensuring I’d responded, although not verbally, to her questions.

Again, she whispered. “Do you love him?”

“Yes.” I whispered.

She cried. “How, Nova? After everything - how?”

Feeling the small ember of hope I’d felt ignite inside of my heart dim, I refocused on the rain. I sensed her panic before she began to speak again. “Don’t go, Nova!” Her arm moved around my waist and she shook my body roughly. “Don’t you dare shut up inside yourself!”

I didn’t reply.

“If you tell me - everything - I’ll help you get to him.”

I knew her words startled her, because as soon as she spoke them, she tensed and grew deathly silent. Even her breathing stilled, until all I could hear was the rain pebbling against the blades of grass.

Turning in her now stiff arms, I spoke. “Where should I begin?”

Her face paled. “At the beginning.” She whispered. “I want to know everything.”

And I told my little sister everything. I told her about the night I was taken and how it only took four days for my heart to fall hopelessly in love with my captor. I told her about our magical wedding, and our honeymoon, and I told her about his plan of revenge against our father. I told her about everything, apart from his tricking me into carrying his child. That was the one thing I left out.

When I was finished, her eyes were pouring tears that could compete with the legendary Seattle rain.


Chapter 3

“You really love him?” Jaylah whispered into the chilly November air surrounding us.

“I do.” My reply was quiet, so quiet, I knew that if she hadn’t been sitting so close to me, she wouldn’t have heard my words. “More than anything. More than my own life.” I tilted my head, capturing her eyes with my own. “I don’t want to live without him, Jaylah.”

She blinked, and another tear squeezed from her eye to stream down the glossy path on her cheek. “I know.” Another tear fell. “But after the way Dad took you,” she lowered her voice. “Do you think he’s still...” her voice broke off and I felt my heart contract in my chest at the implications of her silence.

“I believe he’s alive. In my heart, I believe his heart is still beating.”

“Why?” She asked breathlessly. “Why are you so certain?”

“I would know.” I closed my eyes. “If I were living in a world where Calix didn’t, I would know. My soul - it would know.”

“How do we find him?”

“You have to get me out of the house.” I whispered, feeling that little ember of hope begin to burn. “You have to get me away from Dad.”

She nodded. “It’s going to take a few days, Nova.” Jaylah announced. “You haven’t let anyone in since you came home.”

“Since I came back.” I corrected. “This isn’t my home anymore, Jaylah. The only home I have is where Calix is. Wherever he is, is where my home is.”

“But what about us?”

I shook my head. “I love you, Jay. I love all of you, but I am in love with Calix. He’s the father of my child, the man I chose to marry. Jaylah, I need to be with him.”

Again, a tear fell. Then, she sniffled as she cleared her face of her tears to nod determinedly at me. “I understand.” She breathed out deeply. “You’re going to have to start letting me in around Dad. You’re going to have to start showing comfort in me, and only me, so that he’ll trust that I’m helping you heal, alright?”

I nodded. I’d do anything to get back to Calix. “One thing, can you get me a disposable phone?”

“Why?” She frowned. “Use mine if you want to call someone.”

I shook my head. “I can’t. You know Dad isn’t just a soldier in the military, Jaylah. He’s a part of the Navy SEALS and I’m willing to bet he’s high up on the ladder of ranks. He’d know if I used your phone to call Calix. I need something untraceable.”

Blowing a deep breath out from her lungs, she nodded. “Okay.”

I watched as my younger sister stood to pace the length of the porch. I couldn’t count how many times her hand moved to run through her hair, or how many times she scrubbed her face, but in the end, when she finally stopped pacing - determination was a fire in her eyes.

***

It’s been three days since I opened up to Jaylah. At first, my heart had beaten an unsteady rhythm of insecurity at the possibility that she might just reveal everything to our father. I’d spent the night panicking that the fire of hope I’d cultured in my heart would be snuffed out in one painful swipe. I was terrified that the only person I felt I could trust would turn on me. But that was just it - Jaylah was the only person I could trust.

My little sister, Amy, was far too young to be brought into the reality that had become my life to even consider her as a confidant in this very messy situation. My mother was loyal to my father, and confused as to how I could possibly be in love with the man who had caused our small family such devastating pain - so trusting her would be foolish. And my father, well, trusting my father with my feelings in regards to Calix was simply impractical. The man wanted me to abort the life Calix had helped to grow inside of me.

That left me with Jaylah. In a home where the walls had only known trust and openness, I could trust only one person with my secrets. And it wasn’t even real trust. It was trust by default.

In the end, I didn’t know for which side Jaylah would fight.

Shifting in my bed, I groaned as the morning light streamed in through the bedroom window. Every time I looked at the bedroom window, I was brought back to that night.

The night I was taken.

My eyes glazed over as my mind replayed that night. My heart beat quickly in my chest, just as it had the fateful night I was stolen. I could feel it thumping against its cage, it’s pulse so demanding and infectious, I felt it jumping in my throat, constricting my airways. It drummed in my ears. My hands were clammy and sticky as my fingers curled into the sheets and a sheen of sweat broke out over my body, as I held tight to the fabric beneath my body.

There was no one there in the room with me, but my legs kicked out hard, beating at the blankets covering my flesh until they were bared. Golden light kissed my flesh from the morning sun, but my mind saw something else, something cooler and dark. White light stained my insipid skin as the glimmer from the moon poured like liquid death between the crack in the curtains, and I felt my mouth fly open as a scream caught in the back of my throat.

I saw his hand, the man who’d held my screams inside, as he whispered promises of death into my ear. I didn’t know his name. He was nameless, but he ruled my nightmares. Since I’d been brought back home, I’d seen him in those fleeting moments where reality and dream meet. And every time, he scared the living daylights out of me.

My door swung open and the image of his face disappeared as Jaylah’s face came into focus. Her hands were on my shoulders and my body was shaking - she was shaking me. “Nova!”

I blinked. “What?”

Relief washed over her face as she dropped her body onto the edge of my bed. “You scared me.” I watched as she wiped her face with the back of her hand, as though to wipe away sweat from a tedious workout. “What was that?”

I shook my head, slowly lifting myself into a sitting position against the wall. As I brought my knees into my chest, I hugged my arms around my legs and forced myself to remain still. There was one thing I had come to realize; rocking was comforting - for the rocker only.

The steady sway back and forth was soothing. I mean, we’re rocked from infancy. It would make total sense that rocking be an act of instinct to work out the kinks in ones nerves. I’d been rocking since I’d returned home. But in the last few days, after realizing I had something to hope for, I’d realized just how uncomfortable people became when someone around them succumbed to the comforts of a steady rocking. So, I made a conscious effort to stop myself from rocking when the very innocent instinct arose.

Clearing the frog from my throat, I spoke. “What was what?”

“Your face,” Jaylah turned to look at me. “Jesus, Nova, your mouth was open wide - like you were screaming.” She shook her head as though to rid her mind of the image seared there. “But no sound was coming out.”

“Oh.”

“Well?” She cocked her head. “What was it?”

“A nightmare.”

“Of what?” Her back straightened. “Him? Were you dreaming of him? Calix?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Not Calix.”

“Who?” She demanded in a low hissing sound that sent creepy crawlies all over my skin. “Who could make you scream like that?”

“Do you really want me to answer these questions, Jay?” I sighed. “I know you blamed yourself - for not waking when I was being taken.”

Her face paled and for a moment, I thought I’d changed her mind about wanting the truth. Then, she nodded. “I want to know. I might have been feeling guilty, but you were living it. I want to know.”

The guilt drowning the bright light in Jaylah’s eyes was enough to snap me into big sister mode. Before I knew it, I’d pushed myself from the wall to capture her thin face in between my frail hands. “Listen to me right now, Jay.” I spoke close to her face and she stiffened in surprise, but she didn’t pull away. “You have nothing to feel guilty about. I didn’t fight them - the night they took me - I never fought. When I woke up to them in my bedroom, I let them walk me from the house without any bit of a struggle. You didn’t wake up, because I didn’t want you to wake up!” I tightened my hands on her face. “Do you understand me?”

The white of her face turned a sickly yellow color, and I knew she was confused and ill by my admission. “Why, Nova?” A tear slipped from her eye. “Why wouldn’t you fight? Why would you let strange men take you from our house?”

“Because I love you. I love my family, and I didn’t want to take the risk that if one of you woke and found them in our house, kidnapping me, that they would kill you. So I walked out, willingly.”

“But,”

I shook my head. “No! We’re not discussing this anymore, Jaylah.” I softened my voice. “It happened and we’re moving on. We have to move on.”

“I’m sorry.” Her arms moved around my frame, holding me close. “I’m so sorry for everything that has happened and everything that changed. I wish we could go back, Nova.”

I held my baby sister as she cried in my arms. “I don’t wish we could go back.” I stroked her hair. “I’m in love with Calix, Jaylah. I know what it feels like to be so wonderfully drunk off another person. Everything about him calls to me - his scent, the feel of his skin, the taste of his lips - everything.”

She pulled back to look into my face. “I wish I understood what you were feeling.”

I nodded. “I know. But please, just believe me when I tell you I am in love and I want Calix to be the man who raises our baby. He will be a wonderful father, Jaylah, and he wanted this. You don’t know how happy he was when I found out I was pregnant.”

She sniffled as she nodded. Then, she stood on what looked like tired knees. “I came in here to wake you up. I talked to Dad about taking you out today. He wasn’t sure it was a good idea, but since you’ve been talking to me, he decided to let me try.” She shifted awkwardly. “He gave me money to take you shopping for - clothes.”

I frowned. “Why?”

“Well, you’re almost ten weeks pregnant, Nova. You’re going to start showing soon.”

“But he wants me to get rid of it.” My reply was cold, but I couldn’t help myself. “Why would he pay for clothing?”

Jaylah shrugged. “You’re still his daughter and he wants you to be comfortable. He doesn’t want you to have the baby, but he’s not going to let you have no clothes and you don’t have a job anymore to buy them for yourself.”

I bristled. “If I was still with my husband, he’d buy me the clothing I need.”

Jaylah glanced to the bedroom door. “Get dressed. This is our chance to get out of the house. You’ve got thirty minutes.”

I watched as Jaylah walked from my bedroom, before I realized that she was right. We were leaving the house today. I hadn’t left the house without my mother or father in the six weeks I’d been home. This was my chance. This was what I had been waiting for.

Pushing myself from the bed, I ran for the bathroom to take the world’s quickest shower.

***

I met Jaylah in the living room. I wore a pair of dark skinny jeans that were honestly fitting a bit more snug than I remembered, even though I wasn’t showing quite yet and a soft cream colored knit sweater. I hadn’t bothered with any makeup, but I’d taken the time to run a brush through my hair before blow-drying it.

I sensed my father in the room, but I couldn’t bring myself to look at him. When he spoke, I flinched.

“Nova, you look good.”

I couldn’t reply, and Jaylah came to my rescue as she lifted herself from the couch cushion to move to my side. She handed me my dusty brown leather jacket and spoke to my parents. “We won’t be home any later than three. Call me if you need anything, I’ll have my cell.”

“You girls be safe.” I heard my father rise from the couch to walk toward us, but I didn’t turn away from the front door. I felt like a dog waiting eagerly to go out on his walk. I felt caged, trapped - at the mercy of another human being. Even when I was with Calix, I’d never felt as though I’d been degraded to the status of an animal. I hated this feeling.

Jaylah placed her hand on the small of my back, pushing me from the house as she assured. “We will.”

Then, I felt the moist air on my face as my booted feet connected with the concrete of the sidewalk as I made my way to the passenger’s side of Jaylah’s small sedan.

As Jaylah pulled out of the driveway, I watched her white knuckled grip on the steering wheel with concerned eyes. Her hands were trembling slightly, and I didn’t know if it was from fear, or adrenaline. However, I did know that I did not like it.

“You alright, Jay?” I asked cautiously.

“Yeah.” She nodded, bobbing her head exaggeratedly. “I’m good.”

For a moment, we sat in silence. And then shrill giggling filled the confines of the little car as laughter bubbled up from her throat.

Stealing a deep breath, I asked. “You sure?”

“Oh my God, Nova, we fooled Dad.” She giggled some more, palming the steering wheel to the beat of her racing heart, I was sure. “I mean, you fooled Dad. You’ve never done anything wrong. Ever. You’re a freaking stepford daughter and you just pulled off the ultimate parent con!” She shook her head. “Damn, Nova, I don’t know whether to think this is awesome or out of this fucking world!”

“Don’t swear, Jay.” I admonished quietly. “It’s unladylike.”

“Unladylike?” Her jaw dropped into her lap. “You’ve swindled me into helping you find your husband who kidnapped you from your bed, and you’re reprimanding me for being unladylike?” She fell into sharp silence, before splitting that very silence with laughter. “Good one, Nova!”

“I’m serious, Jaylah.” I spoke into the window. “It’s not nice to swear.”

“Since when?”

“Since...” my voice trailed off as memories of Calix filled my mind. “I don’t know. Never mind.”

“It’s him, isn’t it? Calix?” Her laughter died. “He didn’t like it when you swore at him, did he?”

“No.” I shook my head. “He didn’t.”

“What a...” she paused. “Wait, you swore?”

My eyes swung to glare at my little sister. “Of course I swore, Jaylah. Do you think I was a little angel from the beginning? I wasn’t. I was angry and afraid and then,”

“And then what?” She asked breathlessly.

“And then I wasn’t.”

“Oh.” There was a beat of silence before she asked. “When you weren’t angry and afraid, what were you?”

I met my sister’s eyes with my own. “When I wasn’t angry or afraid of him, I was in love with him.”


Chapter 4

Jaylah didn’t say anything else as we drove through the city before arriving at a shopping center. I knew she didn’t understand my love for Calix, and I knew that I could explain it until I was blue in the face, and she still wouldn’t understand. I mean, I wouldn’t understand if I were standing in her shoes.

But the facts were simple, really. I was in love with a man I should fear. I was going to have his child, love his child, and raise his child - and I didn’t want to do this alone. Actually, I didn’t want to do this without him.

Calix was the man my future revolved around. I couldn’t imagine allowing the vicious past of our families keep us apart.

As I pushed the passenger door of the car open to place my feet on the solid ground of the parking lot, I couldn’t help but think, with irony, that Calix and I were a little like a modern day Romeo and Juliet. It was a funny thought, really, because Calix was no Romeo. He was hard and often times cruel - but toward me he was soft and romantic. I saw a side of Calix that many others had never been subject to. I loved that soft side of the man - when his monster decided to lay dormant in sleep.

“Nova,” Jaylah’s beckoning voice interrupted my thoughts and I swung my gaze into her direction as she pulled a medium sized brown satchel from the trunk of her car. “Here, it’s for you.”

I raised a brow at the satchel. “Oh?”

She smiled her signature smile, but her eyes were filled with warning. “It’s what you asked for.”

The only thing I wanted was a disposable phone. A disposable phone. Oh my God. Jaylah had listened and acted on my one request. Oh my...

She held the satchel out to me. “If you don’t like it, we can return it. I got it here at this mall, so you don’t need to keep it if you don’t want to.”

Her eyes were begging me to understand, and I felt my own eyes sweep the parking lot before I stepped forward to my sister, taking the satchel and swinging it over my shoulder. “Thanks.” I glanced around the parking lot once again, not seeing anything of any incrimination. “I love the color.”

“I’m glad.” Jaylah grinned. “Let’s go shopping, yeah?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

Jaylah beamed once again, sliding her arm through mine as she settled herself beside me. “Don’t act too happy. Dad promised me we would be safe on our trip, so I’m pretty sure we have an audience. In the satchel, you have the disposable phone you asked for. Use it in a fitting room only. On our way home, you’ll have to give me the phone. I’ve bedazzled it so it’s identical to mine, so I’ll leave my phone in the car. I’m confident Dad will check us when we get home.”

“How,”

“I promised you I’d help. I’m trying to cover all our basis.”

I nodded, careful to keep my building smile from showing on my face. “Thank you, Jay.”

She tightened her arm around mine. “We’re going to have a great sister day today.”

“How about we do some clothes shopping and then go get a manicure and pedicure on Dad’s dime?” I proposed. Nails had always been something I’d done with my sisters, either at home unprofessionally, or at the mall where they were buffed, glossed, and polished by a professional. The night I’d been taken was a night I’d spent doing my nails with my sisters in our living room.

“I think that’s the best idea you’ve had yet. Except, between the two we’ll need to grab lunch. You’re growing a life in there,” she patted my still flat belly. “And you need to eat, Nova.”

This time, I was unable to hide my smile. “Sounds like a plan.”

***

My heart raced as I closed the door of the fitting room behind me. I had an admiring number of clothing articles hanging over my arm to try on. I didn’t know how long I’d be on the phone and I didn’t want my time in the room to appear in any way suspicious in case my father had, in fact, employed someone to watch Jaylah and I on our day out of the house.

Leaning my back against the door, I pulled open the satchel my fingers had been itching to open since I’d come to the knowledge that there was a phone inside. As I found the bedazzled phone, turning it on, I tried to calm the very painful beating of my heart as I dialed the number I knew from memory. Calix had given me a list of numbers to memorize when we’d been in Greece, so that if I did happen to get myself separated from my husband, I could call someone familiar for help. If I had gotten lost in Greece, I probably would have called my mom, but I was more than thankful I had the numbers stored in my memory now.

As I dialed Gabriella’s number, my fingers shook, feeling heavy and almost numb. My nerves were almost completely shot, I was certain.

“Hello.” Gabriella’s voice flowed through the phone and as soon as I heard its familiar melody, a sob caught in my throat. It only took that small sound for her to realize who was calling. “Nova? Oh Nova, how are you?”

“Gabby,” I breathed her name. “Is he...”

“He’s alive, sweet girl.” She spoke softly into the phone. “I tranq darted the men who were - hurting him. And then I packaged them up and sent them back to your father. They arrived alive and well, I am told.” She sighed a shaky sound. “I’m not looking to continue this vendetta, or to give reason for it to continue. All I want is my son,” she coughed at her correction. “I want my grandson, the man I raised as my own when his parents were taken, to live the remainder of his life safe and happy. You needn’t worry, Nova, he is safe.”

“Oh God,” I gasped a sob that sounded on a relieved breath. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

“Nova, what happened?” Her words were nothing more than a whispered breath, and in them, I could hear her pain. “Why didn’t he fight?”

“He didn’t tell you?” I murmured, closing my eyes against the dim light in the fitting room of the maternity store. My mind wandered momentarily and I wondered if my brain had simply short-circuited, because all I could think about, was the marketing scheme that was the act of putting a dim light in a fitting room. I mean, those harsh fluorescent lights allow you to see everything while the dim golden light spilling into my small room right now would hide the imperfections that would dissuade me from possible purchase. Dim lighting really was genius.

I startled back to reality as Gabriella spoke.

“No.” Her voice was hard and I knew she was reliving the nightmare that was the night my father had bombarded my husband’s house. “He hasn’t said much.”

“Can I talk to him?” I pleaded my request. “I need to talk to him.”

“Sweet girl, he’s gone.”

“Gone?” I felt my voice rise to an unsteady high before I checked it. “Where? Where is he?”

“He’s somewhere safe.”

She didn’t want to tell me. Why wasn’t she telling me where my husband was? Trying to keep my panic from overflowing, I whispered into the phone as a desperation I couldn’t hide sounded in the undercurrents of my voice. “Gabby, I need my husband. I need to be with my husband. Calix didn’t fight because he thought I was better off with my family, but he is my family.” I pulled a deep breath into my starved lungs. “I’m pregnant, Gabby. I need my husband.” A tear slid from my eye. “Our baby needs a father.”

“You’re pregnant?” She gasped.

“I am.” I nodded even though I knew she couldn’t see me. “Calix and I, we’re going to have a baby.”

“Give me the number to contact you. I’ll text message you tonight.”

“Tonight?” I whispered. “Gabby, you need to find a way to get me to Calix - wherever he is.”

“I will.” She said firmly. “Be ready to disappear tonight, Nova.”

I repeated. “Tonight.”

“Give me the phone number I can text you from.” I rambled the phone number and she barked a few more instructions. “As soon as you receive a text, open it, read it, and delete it. Do not leave it on your phone and do not question any instruction, Nova.”

“I will follow your instructions perfectly, Gabriella. Just get me to Calix.”

“Stay safe, Nova.”

“I will.” I promised.

Then, the line disconnected.

***

Jaylah and I spent the remainder of our day out shopping, eating mall food, and getting our nails done. I knew she wanted to ask me about the call, but she held her tongue until we were sitting in her car.

“Give me the phone.” She held out her hand. “I’ll bring it to your room right after supper.”

I handed her the phone, feeling my nerves havoc in my body as I released the only connection I had to the man I loved. “Jay, promise me you’ll bring it back.”

“I promise.” She nodded. “Now, tell me everything.”

“I’ll be leaving tonight.” There wasn’t much else I could tell her. I didn’t know anything else. And when push came to shove, I didn’t want to simply disappear on Jaylah. I didn’t want to put her through the same feelings of guilt that she’d already had in the wake of my disappearance.

“Tonight?” She paled. “But,”

“Jay, I need to be with Calix. I won’t have my baby here, and I want to prepare with the man I love, for the most important part of my life.” I pulled in a breath. “Please understand.”

She focused through the windshield. “But Nova,”

“Jay, I love him.” I announced. “There’s nothing else for me to say.”

“Will you disappear forever?” She still wasn’t looking at me and I knew that I had to regain her compliance in this.

Reaching across the car, I held her hand in mine. “Jaylah, I will never disappear again. I will call your cell phone every week, with a new disposable phone each time. But I will keep in touch with you.”

“How do you know he’ll let you keep in touch with me?”

I frowned at the sight of her tears and fixed my most soothing voice. “Calix was afraid of losing me. I’m choosing to return to him. He’ll let me call you so long as the conversations remain short enough not to be traced.”

I didn’t know if what I was promising was correct - I didn’t know, if when push came to shove, Calix would allow me to contact Jaylah, or anyone else. But right now, that didn’t matter. Right now, the only thing that mattered was that I got myself to Calix - to where I belonged.

She nodded through her sniffling and I felt the uncertainty in my heart wane. “You’re sure this is what you want?”

“It’s what I need.” I rested my hand against my belly and her eyes followed my movement. “I need you to understand and support my decision to give my baby a father.”

She nodded. “I understand and I do support you, Nova. I just know I’m going to miss my sister.”

“I love you, Jay.”

“I love you too, Nova.”

***

As predicted, my father had demanded we drop all our bags on the kitchen table. He snooped through the entirety with a fine-toothed comb, but he didn’t suspect Jaylah’s pink bedazzled phone was anything but hers. Throughout the entire time, I held my breath. When he finally released me, I gathered my bags and fled the room. I’d waited three hours after dinner before Jaylah came into my room with my phone, and tears in her eyes. She rocked back on her heels, her eyes filling with tears that fought to fall. The sky was dark at 9:00 p.m. and she already wore her pajamas.

“Do you think,” she paused to gather herself. “Do you think I can spend tonight with you?”

I felt my eyes sting with tears as I thought for a moment. “Are you sure you can handle it?”

She nodded. “I can handle it. I just - I need to be here when it happens.”

Code; she needed to be here when I left of my own free will. She needed to not be in the room next to mine as I disappeared like the sun to the night sky, seamless and silent.

Pulling in a deep breath, I patted the bed beside me. “You can stay.”

Jaylah closed the door of my bedroom, moving quickly across the small space that resided between the door and my bed. I watched as she climbed into the bed, and then I stood to move to my dresser. I covered my black leggings with pink and orange striped pajama pants, and my black skintight tank top with a matching long sleeved shirt. I could feel Jaylah’s eyes on my body as I dressed my night clothing over my escape wear, and I remained silent even though I wanted to explain.

Moving back to the bed, I lifted the blanket and climbed beneath its warm weight beside my sister. Jaylah handed me the bedazzled phone. “Mine’s off and hidden in my bedroom.”

I looked at the little device, about to reach out for it, when a tap sounded on my door. Jaylah immediately pretended to be texting on her phone as my bedroom door opened and my father stood beneath the threshold, looking shocked to see Jaylah in my bed with me.

“Jaylah, I was looking for you.” His voice was deep and gruff and I knew he’d spent a moment panicking.

“I’m staying in here with Nova tonight.” Jaylah announced, turning her attention from the bedazzled phone to my father.

My father lifted his chin in a nod. “Okay,” he stepped into the room, moving slowly across the floor to sit on the side of my bed. “I’m happy you girls are close again.”

“We’ve always been close.” I replied tightly. “Nothing has changed that.”

His eyes held mine, and then he spoke, softer this time. “Nova, I’m sorry for everything you’ve been through. I know you’ve found comfort in your sister, but don’t forget that your mother and I are also here for you. Amy’s too young to understand, but we’re here.”

My reply was cold, the edges of my words jagged. “I went through nothing that warrants your worry.” I pulled in a deep, shaking breath. “And I want to be very clear to you. I love my husband, Dad. I’m in love with Calix, and if the chance ever presents itself, I will choose to be with him. I will have our baby, I will love our baby, and if you can’t handle that, then I will leave.”

“You can’t,”

“No, you can’t keep me here.” I hissed. “I am an adult, Mark. I have the right to make my own choices and I have a right to walk out that front door and never come back. You. Can’t. Keep. Me. Prisoner.”

“Nova, that is about enough.”

I shook my head. “No. You’re just as bad, if not worse, than Calix.”

“His name will never be spoken in this house again!” He bellowed angrily. I didn’t even flinch. My father didn’t frighten me any longer. There was one man who had the ability to frighten me, and he also had the ability to make my heart race in anticipation. That man was not my father.

“He is my husband. I will speak his name when and where I want. If you have a problem with that, I suggest you let me go.”

“Nova,” he stood from the bed, but Jaylah interrupted him.

“Enough, Dad.” She pointed to the door with a shaking hand. “Get out. Now.”

His eyes swung to Jaylah and anger brimmed in their depths. “Jaylah,”

“I’ll call mom.” She threatened. “We’re handling this and you’re making it worse. Get. Out.”

He stuttered for a moment, and then he turned on his heel and moved from the room. Pausing at the door, he glanced back. “Goodnight, girls.”

“Goodnight.” Jaylah answered. I didn’t reply and he closed the door when it became apparent that I did not plan on answering.

When the door was closed and the sound of my father walking down the hall ceased, Jaylah hissed. “Did you have to, Nova?”

“What?”

“You stirred the pot!” She accused on a hissed breath.

“No, the pot was already boiling over, Jay. All I did was tell him what he already knows.” I shook my head, pressing my cheek against my pillow. “I want him to know in the morning, when I’m not here, that I left of my own free will.”

“Why do you think I’m here with you, Nova?” This time, when her eyes filled with tears, they spilled over. “I’m freaking here because in the morning, when you’re not here, I can tell him I not only watched you go, but that I helped you go. I get to be here, to tell him that my big sister ran away because he’s too controlling to allow her to make her own decisions. I’m the one who has to fight for you. So, for me, don’t stir the boiling pot again!”

Stunned, her words sunk into my mind and I instantly felt ashamed. I was putting my little sister through so much to get myself back to the man who had, only months before, been my captor. I know it made no sense, but the cage of Calix’s love was a much prettier cage than the illusion that I lived in a free world.

“I’m sorry, Jay.”

“I know.” She nodded through her tears. “I know you’re sorry, Nova. And so am I.” She shook her head, wiping furiously at her tears. “But I don’t want to spend this time talking about all the crap. I want to talk to my sister.”

I nodded. “Okay, what do you want to talk about?”

She smiled through a sniffle. “Have you thought of any baby names?”

I laughed. “Of course, but I haven’t talked names with Calix yet.”

Her eyes flicked down at the sound of Calix’s name on my lips, and I tried not to allow her obvious distaste of my lover to break my heart.

“So that means you don’t want to tell me?”

“No,” I shook my head. “It means I haven’t decided on a name, but that I’ve thought of a few.”

“Like?”

“Well, for a girl, I really like Ella.”

Another tear fell. “And for a boy?”

I smiled again. Truth be told, I really wanted a boy. “Kellan.” I felt my heart swell. “For a boy, I really like the name Kellan.”

“I really - like that name - too.” She spoke through her sobs and I pulled her into my arms as she cried on my shoulder. “I want to be an aunty to my sister’s baby.”

“You will be, Jay.” I promised, but I hadn’t the faintest idea how that would happen. “We’ll figure a way to make sure of it.”


Chapter 5

At exactly 1:00 a.m. climb from your bedroom window. In the trees behind your house, Officer MA will be waiting. He will escort you to N. Once in N’s care, you’ll have a long journey of tossing your father from your trail. Bring nothing but this phone. Be safe. Love G.

At the sound of the phone buzzing between Jaylah and I, alerting us to a message, we both froze. The laughter that had touched at our lips as we daydreamed about a baby, and life away from this nightmare, passed, as reality set in. The illusion we’d very foolishly crafted of a life filled with smiles and peace had vanished quicker than toilet water down the drain. As my heart pumped quick and viciously in my chest, I literally felt as though hope had been flushed down the toilet to swirl in the sewer.

With shaky hands, I’d opened the text message. From the other side of my bed, Jaylah read the words and a sob that sounded more like an animal in agony, wretched from her throat.

My entire body stiffened as my breath caught in my throat and my ears twitched as I tried to hear if her sob had awoken anyone. Jaylah slapped her hand over her mouth and her wide brown eyes swept over the room as she realized her mistake.

After nearly ten minutes, where every second felt like a pulsing wave in time, we breathed in relief. Her cry hadn’t woken anyone.

“You can’t do that again.” I scolded my little sister, who in these last seven weeks, had become an adult in my eyes. “I can’t risk Dad waking, Jay. Because I’m leaving regardless - but it’ll be easier on everyone if I go this way. We need time to figure out a way to calm Dad down, and he won’t do that with me moping around the house.” I shook my head. “I can’t wait for him to calm down. My life has started, and I’ll be damned, Jay, if I don’t live it to the fullest.”

She nodded, blinking back the watery proof of her loathing of our situation. “I know. I’m sorry.” She sat up in the bed, trying to keep herself calm. “We only have forty minutes before you have to be out that window - gone.”

“You don’t have to stay in here.” I whispered.

“No.” She growled. “I’m not going anywhere, Nova. We have forty minutes, I’m saying we make those minutes count!”

I blinked and a tear slipped from my eye. “Okay, how?”

“We need a plan.”

“A plan?”

“Yes,” she nodded, before glancing at the phone. “Who is MA, N and G?”

“I don’t know who MA is, but,” as soon as I spoke the words, a memory flashed in my mind and I felt my skin crawl over my bones. Officer MA was no other than Officer Michael Andean - the man who’d pretended to be working to find me, all the while getting particularly close to Jaylah. Calix had once used Michael Andean to threaten my compliance - he’d threatened me with harm to Jaylah by the hands of the Officer.

Jaylah’s soft voice broke through my thoughts. “You know who he is now, don’t you?”

I nodded. “Yeah,”

“Well?”

“Jaylah, there was an officer who was helping you find me, yeah?”

“Yeah,” she held her breath. “Why?”

“What was his name?”

“Officer Michael Andean.” Her eyes widened and her lips parted on a gasp. “Oh my God. MA. Michael Andean.” Her hands moved to the top of her head, her fingers digging into her hair, curling into the locks in a move of utter stress. “How? I mean, I know how - but, why? Shit!”

“Jaylah!” I hissed through scolding eyes. “Shhh!”

“I freaking went on a date with him just last week, Nova!”

“You’re still seeing him?” I raised my brows. “Why didn’t you tell me you were dating?”

Her skin turned ashen and she muttered. “I didn’t think telling you I was dating would help you feel any better about being without Calix.”

“Shit, Jay.” I shook my head. “What did you talk about?”

“Normal stuff.” She announced. “We didn’t even talk about you, apart from him asking how you were holding up.”

I chewed on the corner of my lip as I considered her words. And then I considered mine. “Officer Michael Andean is on Calix’s payroll, Jaylah. I’m not saying he’s a bad person, but I don’t know. I trust Calix wouldn’t allow anything to happen to you, so I think you’re safe with him.”

“You think I’m safe with the man I’ve been seeing?” She laughed. “Holy fuck!”

“Jaylah!” I hissed. “Stop swearing. It’s rude.”

“Yeah, yeah, you’re not allowed to swear. I get it.” She pinned me with fed-up eyes. “But I have no growly man who’s going to enforce a profanity-less existence. If I feel like swearing, I’m going to swear. Get over it.”

I raised my hands. “Alright, alright.”

She calmed down. “You really think I’m safe with him?”

“Do you feel safe with him?”

She nodded, looking ashamed. “I do.”

“Then I think you should go with your instincts.”

She nodded. “Who is N and G?”

“Right down to business?” I teased, before explaining. “N is Neil - he was pretty much my bodyguard when I was with Calix. He’s a nice man. And G is his grandmother, Gabriella. Gabriella raised Calix as her son when his parents were,”

“Murdered by our father.” She croaked the words I couldn’t bring myself to say.

I nodded. “Yeah.”

For a moment, we sat in silence - simply staring at each other. Then, Jaylah spoke through soft tones. “You have five minutes, and then you have to be out the window.”

“Oh God,” I felt tears of nervousness and farewell fill my eyes as I gazed into my sisters face. “Promise me you’ll tell Amy that I love her and that I’ll see her again. Tell her I’m not hurting and that it was my choice to go this time.”

“I promise.” She nodded. “You’ll call me?”

I nodded. “As soon as I can.”

“No longer than seven days, Nova.” She demanded. “Promise me!”

“I,” I breathed through my nervousness. “I promise.”

She pulled me into her arms and I gripped her tight. “I love you, Nova.”

“You know I love you, Jay. Thank you so much for - helping me.”

“I’d do anything for you.” She whispered. “You’re my sister - and it’s time for you to go.”

I stiffened as I pulled away from her to move toward the window. As I moved, I unbuttoned my pajama shirt, and pulled off my pants. When I was standing only in my skintight black leggings and tank top, I felt the nerves inside of me swell. Jaylah plucked a black workout sweater from where I’d placed it to hang over the back of my chair at my desk, and she helped me shove my arms into the holes, and then she zipped it right up to my chin.

“Are you taking anything?” Jaylah asked shakily.

I shook my head. “The text told me not to.”

“I know.” She pulled her bottom lip nervously into her mouth. “I just,”

“You had to ask.” I smiled. “I understand.”

She hugged me once more, and once again, I squeezed her tight.

To my surprise, Jaylah was the one who pulled away. It was her, who then opened my window and removed my screen. There was no mistaking she was better at this silent escape than me. I mean, she’d been sneaking out from the bedroom windows for years. She knew what she was doing. She was a freaking expert.

Cool November air blasted into the warmth of my bedroom, pushing through the fabric of my black escape wear, to seep through my skin and then my bones. I was chilled down to my very bones.

My phone vibrated in my hand and both Jaylah and I tensed.

“Open it.” Jaylah encouraged gently.

I opened the message and my blood turned just as cold as the night air.

It’s time.

“I have to go.” I croaked.

“You do.” She smiled, but it was forced. “Be safe, and remember, no longer than seven days until you call me, Nova.”

“Seven days.” I whispered as I moved to the window. Sitting with both my legs hanging over the edge, I turned back to my sister. “I love you. Tell mom I’m sorry, but that I love Calix too.”

Jaylah gripped my hand and I knew the clock was ticking. “Stop worrying about everyone here, Nova. I promise, I’ll be yours and Calix’s advocate.” She quirked a grin, snorting in sardonic laughter. “I’m the Devil’s advocate.”

An unrelenting grin formed on my face as I nodded. “Thanks.” And then I jumped the few feet to the grassy ground beneath my window. And then I ran, like Hell Hounds were chasing me, across the yard to the trees where Officer Michael Andean would be waiting for me.

***

I broke through the trees in the back of the yard before I let out my very first breath after my quick escape. My eyes searched everywhere, and when I saw nothing, panic ensued in my chest and my heart thundered. My head whipped from side to side. My knees shook, but I forced myself to remain still, holding my breath once again. I strained my ears.

Nothing.

No one was here.

Shaking hands turned my phone on, and the screen, so bright and white, made me cringe. Holding my hands over the light from the screen, I stared at an empty inbox.

Where the hell was Officer Michael Andean?

My phone buzzed and I breathed a sigh of relief.

Walk straight.

I didn’t hesitate in following through with the instructions provided to me. I moved forward, careful not to sway left or right. As I moved through the trees, blood swished in my ears. Every stick that snapped beneath my weight made the hairs on the back of my neck stand erect and my skin stretch tighter over my bones. My every sense was on overdrive. I knew my heart was beating fast and hard, because I could hear it thumping in my ears - drumming ominously.

By the time I’d walked a good five minutes into the trees, the silence was so loud, I wanted to scream just to shred its thick pressure that was weighing down on me. I felt as though I was suffocating. Then, I heard a whispered command in the darkness.

“Stop.”

I froze. Had I imagined it, or had I heard a voice? Had I truly heard a voice?

A snapping twig sounded behind me and I whirled around to face - Officer Michael Andean.

A breath of relief whooshed from my lungs as I gripped my chest hard. “Holy wow!” My words trembled. “Did you have to - do that?”

“I had to be certain you weren’t being followed.” He replied crisply. I watched as he lowered a black backpack to the ground, before pulling open the zipper. “Change into these clothes.” He handed me a new set of clothing. All black.

“Why?” I whispered. “They’re the same as mine. Black.”

His eyes narrowed on my face. “Change your clothes, Nova.”

“Okay.” I whispered, nodding agreeably. “Are you - are you going to - watch?”

His face didn’t change as he replied. I mean, not even a muscle twitched. “I don’t wish to die, Nova.” His voice was thick with - disdain? “No, I will not watch.”

Officer Michael Andean turned around then, facing away from me. I took my hint and quickly stripped from my clothes. I don’t think I’d ever changed so fast in my life.

“I’m done.” I whispered and Officer Michael Andean turned around to appraise me. I was holding my old clothes in my hands, uncertain what to do with them.

“Drop the clothes.” He commanded. “And the phone.”

I flinched, but I dropped the clothes, and then I dropped my phone too. I watched as his large booted foot came down hard on the phone - shattering it. When I spoke again, my voice was trembling without control. “What now?”

“Come with me.”

***

Two hours later, I was climbing a set of rickety stairs behind Officer Michael Andean. I waited as he unlocked a brown painted door, that was desperately in need of a paint job, before swinging it open to a very small, very gross looking, apartment.

Glancing up into his angular face, I walked past him into the suite. When the door was closed, he spoke. For the last two hours, he had spoken no words that weren’t telling me to remain quiet or to hurry.

“We don’t have a lot of time to get you ready, Nova. We need to move quick and I need your utmost compliance.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

“I’ve been instructed not to completely ruin your hair. Apparently, your hair is one of Mr. McKnight’s favorite features.”

“Um?” I watched as his large body moved from the entrance to a small door across the apartment and to the left side. Hesitantly, I followed him.

I found Officer Michael Andean in the bathroom with a suitcase filled with expensive looking wigs splayed open on the floor. There was makeup on the bathroom vanity and contacts - blue - sitting next to the makeup.

“We’ll both need to alter our appearances multiple times throughout our travels, Nova.” He gestured to the tools currently laying over every surface of the bathroom. “I have a makeup artist joining us in about,” he lifted his wrist to glance at his watch. “No more than five minutes.”

My mouth opened to utter - I actually don’t know what I was going to say. My mind was trying to work through the how - I was trying to understand - the journey I was facing before I would see Calix.

A knock on the door interrupted my words before they’d even been decided and Officer Michael Andean brushed past me. I heard the door open and I heard a female voice fill the space. Then, time seemed to slow as my overloaded brain strained to play catch-up.

***

I don’t know how many stops we made before I found myself being driven outside the city to a small private airport, but surely we stopped more times than necessary. I’d worn so many disguises, that I was beginning to wonder what the real me looked like again. Currently, as the car rolled to a stop, my hair was long and blond. The wig had been weaved into my own hair so flawlessly I honestly couldn’t tell that it wasn’t real. My eyes were no longer brown, but instead, they were a dull blue - almost gray. Hell, even the shape of my face had changed with the use of a little morticians wax here and there, making my cheekbones appear almost - higher. Shadowing of concealer, powder, bronzer and blush gave a whole new outline to my face - features I’d never before knew I could possess.

Gone was my appearance of constant innocence. My doe eyes had been lined with the perfect amount of eyeliner to make their shape look less round and more - sharp. My lips weren’t a soft shade of pink, but instead, they’d been stained a deep nude, redrawn to look more full with a pencil of lip liner. I was beautiful, but it wasn’t the beauty I was attracted to. It was a cold kind of beauty that those I knew who possessed it, seemed to lack basic humanity.

My body didn’t recognize the fabric resting against it’s every inch, hugging every curve. The pantsuit and jacket restricted my movement in a way that my chiffon dresses, leggings and sweaters never had. I honestly couldn’t tell you how people wore these every day. It was horrible.

The car stopped and I peered outside the tinted window at a man I didn’t recognize standing beside the stairs to board the plane. A long sigh fell from my lips as Officer Michael Andean, who also no longer looked a thing like himself, stood from the car to round to my side. He opened the door and I stepped out onto the concrete. The sharp sound of my spiked heels clicking against the platform made me flinch.

Officer Michael Andean spoke quietly. “This is where I leave you now, Mrs. McKnight.”

My eyes swung to him before shooting to the man standing beside the stairs leading up into the plane. “Is that - Neil?”

He nodded. “He will take you to Mr. McKnight.” His eyes softened slightly on my face. “It’s been a pleasure, Nova.”

I forced a smile. We both knew that the time we had spent together had been anything but a pleasure. Instead of agreeing with him, I asked. “Will you be seeing my sister again, Officer?”

The only hint of surprise his face gave to me was the small raise of his brow. When he replied, there was no hesitation in his voice. “Yes.”

I narrowed my eyes on his face. “Because you want to, or because you’ve been ordered to maintain a relationship with her?” I hurried to continue at the dark look in his eyes. “I’m only asking, because she’s my baby sister, and it’s my job to protect her.” I held his eyes with my own. “She really - likes you.”

Slowly, a grin formed on his lips. “I’m seeing her because I want to. She will remain safe, I can assure you of that, Nova.”

“Good.” I breathed a breath of relief. “Do me a favor then?”

Wary eyes connected with mine. “What would this favor be?”

A mischievous grin stretched my lips. “Be the man who gently, but effectively, enforces that girl to stop with the profanity.” I huffed. “It’s - well, it’s unladylike.”

He barked an unexpected laugh and his eyes twinkled as he looked down into my face. “I think I can manage that.”

“And,” I paused to catch the emotions I felt running through me. “Take care of her.”

Once again, his eyes softened. “Will do, Mrs. McKnight.”

I turned toward Neil and the plane, and as I walked, I didn’t once look back.


Chapter 6

We landed once to refuel before we took off again. I was exhausted, but I couldn’t sleep. Not only was I excessively uncomfortable in the pantsuit, but I was excited and nervous all in one. It had been nearly two months since I had seen my husband.

The end of November was nearing and I was somewhere around ten weeks pregnant. I hadn’t started showing yet, but I had noticed my clothing fitting different. My skin felt almost tighter and my appetite wasn’t nearly what it had been before the pregnancy. I’d thought I’d want to eat more - but I didn’t. Eating myself into a feeling of fullness never failed to spark a wave of active nausea. I hated feeling sick to my stomach, so I refrained from eating so much that I found myself feeling full. I was pretty sure that although my pants were fitting tighter around my waist, I’d lost weight since becoming pregnant.

“When we land, we will have arrived at our destination.” Neil stated, his voice rumbling into the silence. “Calix will be waiting for you.” His eyes moved over my face. “And I doubt he would want to see you looking this way.”

I blinked. “I don’t know how to take all this off.” I gestured to the entirety of my body - that was more makeup and artificial hair than anything else.

Neil smiled. “The morticians wax is easily removed. Just peel it back from your skin.” He raised from his chair to move across the cabin to me. “I’ll help you with your wig.”

I grinned, unable to stop the disbelief ringing in my tone as I asked, “You know how to remove a wig that’s been weaved into the hair?”

“I ensure I am trained for every situation I am faced with.” He stated matter of fact.

I giggled. “That’s adorable.”

“Efficient.” His tone was clipped. “It is in no way adorable.” I felt his fingers in my hair, working the wig from my real strands. “But you better be nice to me, or I just might forget how to do this without pulling.”

I snorted. “You wouldn’t.”

“Try me.”

“I’ll tell on you.” I threatened with a smirk.

He chuckled. “It’ll be your word against mine.”

I huffed playfully. It felt nice to jab words with Neil. I’d missed him - without even realizing it. Sighing, I leaned back in the chair, enjoying the feel of his fingers working the wig loose. “Thank you, Neil.”

“It is my job, Nova.” He spoke softly. “But, you’re welcome.”

I smiled, knowing how very difficult it was for him to accept my thanks.

When he was finally finished, he tossed the wig into the trash and I ran my fingers through my hair, loving the feeling of freedom I knew I wouldn’t take for granted any time soon. “This feels amazing.”

He smiled. “Go shower and clean yourself back to normal. We’ll be landing in an hour in Sitka.”

“Sitka?” I raised a brow. “Do you mean Alaska?”

Neil nodded. “Yes, I mean Alaska.”

“Wow.” I couldn’t help the slow smile that formed on my lips. “I’ve always wanted to see Alaska.”

Neil smiled. “Shower.” He pointed to the small hall. “Now.”

“Okay, okay,” I waved him off. “I’m going.”

***

By the time I’d finished showering and dressing myself in the clothing I’d found sitting on the vanity of the plane - thankfully a pair of spandex pants and a loose beige sweater - we were nearing the landing. I knew, because as soon as I met Neil in the cabin, he pointed to my chair.

“Sit and buckle up.” He grinned. “We’ll be landing soon.”

I hurried to do as he commanded, as though completing his request would get me to Calix that much quicker. I knew it wouldn’t. Buckling myself in the seat sooner wouldn’t make the pilot fly the plane any faster, but it didn’t stop my hopeful mind from its fantasy.

Inside my chest, my heart was a thundering mess of nervous, excited, anticipation-filled beats. I would soon see Calix. I would soon be in the arms of my husband, my lover, and my captor. Yes, Calix was still my captor. He’d been the man who’d taken my body against my will - the man who’d forced my mind into acceptance and my heart into obedience. He was the captor of my soul - because without him - I felt divided. Over the course of my time without Calix, I had come to the realization, however devastating, that in order for my soul to thrive in this world, it needed to stand connected to his. He was the drug that would destroy me - but he was also the medication that healed my every wound. Calix was the monster who owned me and the man who loved me all at once. And if I were being honest, I wouldn’t change it if I could.

My belly fluttered and I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the seat as the plane began its descent. I felt good, clean, and happy. Without all the junk that was the wig and makeup, I felt like me again. And now that I was nearing my reunion with Calix, the me that I had come to know was so blissfully happy.

I felt as though I were finally coming home.

***

As soon as the door opened and the stairs had been assembled, my legs took me down them as though they had a mind of their own. The black asphalt of the mini airport pad was shimmering from the drizzle falling from the heavy clouds above, and when I breathed, a puff of white appeared in the air as my warm breath met with the chilled air.

My eyes wasted no time in locating Calix. With only one quick sweep over the lot, I noticed a black SUV - a Range Rover - and beside the drivers door was Calix. He was leaning against the SUV, looking decadent as ever. His blue eyes were frozen on me and his face was set in a mask of sternness that I refused to pay mind to. His wore dark jeans, and his legs were crossed at the ankles. A black jacket had been buttoned right up to his chin and his arms were crossed over his broad chest.

I didn’t think, as I ran across the distance between us. Taking him in, his tousled ebony hair, his firm angular jaw, and his deep blue eyes - so deep and blue they reminded me of the ocean - a blue I could drown in.

Seconds before my body collided with his, he unfolded his arms from his chest and opened them wide, ever ready to catch me. So many things happened inside of me as my body met with his, and our divided souls connected. The dam that had been holding back my tears broke away and the floodgates released an emotion so potent, the sob that escaped my lips was a sound that made my skin pebble with goosebumps. His arms closed around me, holding me tight, cradling me.

I’d only known Calix for a matter of months - and at first I had struggled with the blissful feeling of his arms holding me tight, but not anymore. I never wanted Calix to release me again - for as long as I lived.

Tilting my face toward the warm flesh of his neck, I breathed in his scent. It was crisp and warm and all Calix McKnight. Everything about the man, from his scent, to the cool heat in his eyes, to the blistering damnation that was his love, held me captive. And, I was hopeless, because I couldn’t imagine another way of living my life.

“Calix,” I breathed his name, my body quaking against his as my emotions forced my body and mind to acknowledge their presence. For almost two months, I had been banishing my emotions to the back of my mind, ignoring them. But now that I was here with Calix, I let myself fall apart, because I knew he was the only man capable of putting all the pieces of me back together.

“Love,” his voice was strangled, and I felt his hand slipping beneath my hair to cup the nape of my neck. Gently, but firmly - in a style that was entirely Calix - he tilted my head back, forcing me to show him my face. His eyes moved over my face, and I knew the darkness in his expression was one to worry about, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t worry about anything but remaining here with him - my husband.

He sighed and the puff of white twirled in the air around his lips. “We need to get you into the car, love. The air is cold and you’re not dressed appropriately.”

Calix’s eyes peered over my head and I knew he was glaring intimidatingly at Neil. Thankfully, he didn’t glare long. His hand moved to grip my wrist, before he guided me to the other side of the Range Rover. I stood beside him, feeling lost and confused, as Calix opened the door. I didn’t fight him as he placed me into the passenger seat, buckling me in. My heart was squeezing in my chest as I tried to understand the coolness of the man who had never been anything but burning hot toward me. I couldn’t take my eyes from his handsome face as he pulled back to close the door. He paused, as though on an afterthought, and leaned into me once again. His hand cupped the side of my face and he pressed his lips against my forehead.

Sucking in a trembling breath, I bit my tongue to keep the words I wanted to scream from sounding. Is this the way a husband greets his wife after months of separation - by a kiss on the forehead?

As Calix pulled back, I closed my eyes to keep my tears from falling. My efforts were wasted, because one tear squeezed determinedly through my lids to roll down my face. A sharp breath caught in Calix’s voice, and I felt his thumb chase away my tear, before he pulled away and closed the door of the Range Rover.


Chapter 7

I’d never been in a car with Calix, that he was driving. Sitting in the passenger seat with my husband at the wheel felt weird. I couldn’t help but wish we were in the back, with a driver, the way we had always ridden together in the past. I couldn’t help but think that if we were in the back, and someone else was driving us, maybe Calix would be touching me. Why wasn’t he touching me? Why did I sense that the man I had worked so hard to reunite myself with didn’t want me?

I opened my mouth for the billionth time, but just like all the other times, I couldn’t seem to find my words. My breaths were coming in short as the Range Rover rolled to a stop at a dock and Calix killed the engine. I was startled to find another black SUV rolling to a stop beside ours and I squinted my eyes trying to see into the other vehicles window. I couldn’t make out the faces of the forms, but I didn’t have to wonder long who the figures belonged to. The doors opened and Neil and another man stepped out from the vehicle. Beside me, Calix opened his door and stepped out onto the dock. Hurriedly, I followed suit.

There was no discussion as the four of us boarded a boat. Calix pushed me beneath the awning to keep me shielded from the rain before dressing me in a life jacket. Then, he started the boat and took off onto the wavy ocean water. I closed my eyes and tried to ignore the rocking of the boat over the water, and the nausea it sparked in my belly. Obviously, the baby wasn’t a fan of water - which was ironic, really, as water was where our child had been conceived.

***

Calix pulled the boat up to a large dock that protruded out into the ocean water from the island. Yes, Calix had taken me to an island right off the mainland of Sitka Alaska. I knew Sitka housed multiple islands, some had been purchased privately and others remained barren, waiting patiently for ownership. This particular island obviously belonged to Calix. There was a large house sitting a small distance from the ocean shore, and trees surrounded it on three sides. It was beautiful. It had hundreds of windows. Hell, the entirety of the house was glass, and I couldn’t help but wonder, how Calix, my man of many secrets, was comfortable in a glass house.

Between the countless panes of glass, was the structure of the house. It appeared to be crafted by wood, not quite log, but exposed wood none-the-less. It truly was a sight and if Calix were excited to show me, I knew I would be happier about being here.

Calix spoke to Neil and the other man. “There is a guest house behind the main house. There is a surveillance system in place in which you can see anyone approaching the island from every angle. Eyes are to be on the system at all times.”

“Yes, Sir.” Neil nodded and the other man beside him followed suit.

Calix said nothing more as his hand wrapped once more around my wrist, and he pulled me along beside him toward the main house. The path we took up to the house was cobblestone, and artfully lain. The porch we walked up was an obvious wrap around, and I couldn’t help but think that this house, right here, was my dream house. It was everything and more that I had ever wanted in a home - and yet, I couldn’t deny that I missed the house Calix had in the Alberta Rockies.

As he opened the door and guided me inside, I felt my breath catch in my throat. The view from the inside of the house was picturesque. The cabinetry and flooring had been stained a dark cherry wood and the countertop was a creamy off-white granite with veins of gold and splashes of red. The living area was open to the kitchen and there was a large fireplace crafted of the same cobble-looking stone that had built the walkway outside. It stretched up into the roof, and I couldn’t wait to have a fire raging, the flames igniting the room in the kind of warmth that only fire can offer.

My eyes moved from the fireplace to the living area sprawled before it. A large brown leather couch sat with two cream-colored statement chairs, also made of leather. There was a large plush off-white shag rug sitting on the living room floor that I couldn’t wait to sink my feet into.

“The bedrooms are upstairs. I’ve had a wardrobe ordered for you, but it’s not arrived yet, so you’ll have to do with what I’ve purchased from town until it arrives.” He wasn’t looking at me as he spoke, and I felt my throat closing in fear.

“Calix,” I stepped toward him. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” His reply was short and to the point. Something was most definitely wrong.

He walked to the kitchen, and I watched through worried eyes, as he opened the fridge to pull a beer from within. I had never known Calix to drink beer. If anything, he drank wine or champagne - but never beer.

“Something is wrong.” I insisted, watching as he took a long swig from the tall-necked bottle.

After two months of being without the man, I couldn’t believe, that in our reunion, I was watching his lips cover the rim of a beer bottle, instead of my own lips. After two months, I couldn’t believe he was across the room from me, rather than circling me in the steady warmth of his embrace. I just - my mind simply could not connect the dots.

As though the sound of my voice annoyed him, he slammed his bottle down against the counter and I flinched in shock and fear of the man I loved. “You want to know what’s wrong?” He yelled and I didn’t move. Hell, I couldn’t move. I couldn’t even speak. “You’re not supposed to be here!”

As though his words had slapped me, I stepped back. I felt my skin pale as my blood rushed straight from my head to my feet. Sorrow clogged the valves of my bleeding heart and I could have sworn, that I was a mere moment from death. I whispered my demand shakily, “What?”

“I fucking let you go, Nova.” He shook his head and gripped the lip of the counter. His head was bowed between tired shoulders and his arms were shaking. “You’re not supposed to be here. You’re not safe - with me.” He lifted his head and his eyes were shimmering with emotions I never thought, in my wildest dreams that I would see. “I let you go to save you. I let you go to save you and our baby - but you came back.”

“Stop.” I pleaded, moving quickly across the space toward him.

I didn’t know if I was moving toward him to save him, or to save myself. In this moment, none of that mattered, because the truth of it all was that neither Calix, nor I, could exist apart from each other. We are two halves of the same soul - we are one. Despite the demons of our past, the simple fact of it all is that, when push comes to shove, you can’t fight fate. Fate is the mother of all things twisted and dire. She’s the bearer of pain and wrong, but in the wake of such devastations, her talent finds a way bloom something beautiful.

Calix’s parents were always supposed to die by the hands of my father, and revenge was always supposed to thrive in Calix’s blood. He was always supposed to take me - and we were always supposed to fall in love - because this war was one we were always assumed to fight.

When I arrived next to him, I moved with caution between his large body and the unwavering counter he was gripping. Dipping my body beneath one outstretched arm, I positioned my very vulnerable frame between Calix and the counter. I could feel his breath washing over my face as he tried to restrain his angry emotions.

I didn’t consider the monster my husband housed as I wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing my chest tight to his front, to hold him. I could feel his chest heaving with his every strangled breath and I memorized the unsteady beating of his wild heart. His hands were still on the counter, and I could still feel their trembling as he squeezed his large hands around the granite lip hanging over the cabinetry. I didn’t care. The only thing I cared about was calming the rage within Calix.

“You think you were saving me and our baby, Calix, but you weren’t. We weren’t safe. Our baby wasn’t safe - without you.”

“How?” He gritted. “You were with your family - where you should be.”

“You are my family now, Calix. I love you.”

“How weren’t you safe?” He growled through tightly clenched teeth.

“My father wanted me to abort our baby.” I whispered against his chest - and he froze. “I couldn’t - I wouldn’t.” I shook my head. “But I couldn’t stay there anymore. I refuse to bring my baby, our baby, into a home where there is no love for it. I was leaving, Calix. I told my father that I was leaving. I won’t go back home, so please, please don’t make me leave you. I have no where else to go.” I was crying now, the tears were streaming uncontrollably down my face. “Please. I need you. Our baby needs his Daddy.”

“His?” He whispered and I realized my mistake.

“I don’t know - if it’s a boy or not.”

“But?”

“But it’s a feeling.” I whispered again.

Finally, Calix’s hands uncurled from the granite to then lock on my waist. “A feeling.” He pulled back to look down into my face. “I don’t know how we’re going to fight this war, love. But I do know your father won’t offer his blessing.”

“It doesn’t matter if he gives his blessing. I’m already yours.” I watched his blue eyes flutter closed and his lips parted on a gasped breath.

“Say it again.” He demanded.

“I’m yours.”

An animalistic sound pulled from the deep of his throat before my body was lifted quickly and swiftly onto the countertop. Nothing could have prepared me for what happened next.

Calix had always been calculating. He’d never lost his control with me. Every time we’d made love, or had sex, it had been planned and plotted by this man who’s eyes were now wild as they roamed over every inch of my body before coming back to land on my face.

“I need you, love.”

“I’m yours.” I repeated, offering him the permission he seemed to need to take me.

Then, I felt his fingers dip into the waistband of my pants, and then they were gone. In the distant recesses of my mind, I heard the fabric fall onto the floor. Calix’s hands moved quickly to the hem of my shirt, before tugging it from my body. He wasted no time in removing me of my panties and bra, sitting me back down on the cool granite countertop - but I couldn’t even concentrate on the discomfort of the biting chill of the stone beneath me. I mean, how could my mind linger on the chill of stone when there were eyes so blue and hot trailing their blazing path over my body?

I watched with a wildly beating heart as his eyes settled on my breasts and the corner of his mouth lifted in the formations of a grin. When he spoke, his voice was deep and husky. “You’re breasts are larger, love.”

Feeling suddenly self-conscious, I moved my hands to cover the swollen flesh. I defended on a wounded sounding reply. “I’m pregnant.”

His hands curled around my wrists, before he forcedly tugged my hands from my breasts. “Don’t hide yourself from me, love. Ever.” His words sounded on a tense growl. “I love knowing my marks were on you even when we couldn’t be together.”

I felt my eyes soften and I knew then, how very much I belonged to Calix McKnight. “I love you.” I whispered. “But right now, I need you inside me. It’s been too long and I,”

My words were cut off as his hot mouth slammed against mine. Words disintegrated in my mind as my body reunited with Calix in a way I had ached, for two months, to do. His hands were everywhere and nowhere at once. As he stepped between my legs, closer to the counter, and closer to me, I moved my hands to the hem of his shirt to tug it over his head. Our kiss was interrupted only long enough for the material to escape his body, and then his mouth was covering mine.

I wrapped my legs around his waist, loving the feeling of his bare torso against the flesh of my inner thighs. Then, I felt his hands move from my waist as his lips trailed down to my neck, then to the crease between my throat and my shoulder. I felt his teeth there, a gentle nip, and my breath caught on an already strangled sigh.

“Oh,” I moaned breathily as he caught my breast in his mouth. I arched my back as he suckled my achingly sensitive nipple into the wet warmth of his mouth.

And then I heard the buckle of his belt - the sound of his zipper - the rustling fabric of his jeans. And then he was inside me.

My eyes flew open and a startled cry broke the breathy silence as I gripped tight to his shoulders. Calix didn’t still as I had expected, but instead, he moved quick and without deliberation. There was no doubt in my mind that he’d been lost to his need for me - because this was so very unlike him. It was madness and crazed desire - but I couldn’t deny, as I began moving my hips to meet his every determined thrust, that I didn’t love it.

As he rocked inside of me, I closed my eyes and listened to the breathy groans spilling from between his beautiful lips. I don’t know what it was, but his every sound heightened my lust for my husband as he rocked inside of me, hitting that sweet spot that brought me release. I felt him swell deep inside of me, as his pace quickened - a tell that he was close. And that was good, because I knew, that I was only a moment away from shattering around him myself.

When we came together, my world felt, for the first time in months, complete.

Calix pulled back and a look of uncertainty clouded the intense blue of his eyes. “I’m sorry, love.” He shook his head. “I shouldn’t have lost control like that with you.”

“Calix,” I placed my hand gently against his cheek. When he leaned into my touch, displaying a sweet vulnerability unbeknownst to Calix, my heart fluttered. “Never apologize for loving me.”

He smirked. “Loving you?” He shook his head again. “Nova, I devoured you.”

“And I liked it.” I held his eyes with my own, smiling only at the sight of his growing grin. “But now I’d really like to get myself dressed in something warmer than the granite on my rear. And then I want to be fed.”

Calix wasted no time in lifting me easily from the countertop. As he walked toward the stairs, I wrapped my legs tightly around his waist and reveled in the knowledge that I was finally safe with the man I loved.

***

Calix and I shared a bowl of diced fruit before we retired to bed for the night. I was exhausted after my extensive travelling and well-played escape. Even as my mind strayed to thoughts of Jaylah, and I gave a little prayer that she was handling my father with grace and ease, I fell into quick sleep.

When I awoke to a frighteningly dark room, my heart slammed in my throat and a scream ripped from the confines of my throat. A warm length moved against my body and my terror rose to an all time high as I realized it was a body.

“Nova?” A deep, throaty voice spoke my name. “Nova, you’re okay, love.”

Calix.

It was only Calix.

I’d made it back to Calix.

My fear morphed into something else as my mind played catch-up over the previous days events and I felt that something swell within my belly until it rose like acid in my throat.

Anger.

I was angry.

Actually, I was fucking fuming.

“Get away from me.” I snapped, trying to shrug his warm hands from where they were resting around my waist. “Get your hands off me!”

“Nova,” I heard his confusion, but I was too far-gone to bring myself down from my angry high so soon. I had shit to say to this man and I wasn’t backing down without having my thoughts in the open.

“Shut up!” I wiggled in his arms, pushing against his chest.

Calix was obviously having none of it, because one moment, I was on my side and the next I was laying flat on my back and Calix was hovering above me. His weight was heavy and commanding and his breaths were rapid and unmeasured. I could barely see him through the darkness, and obviously, he was irritated that he couldn’t see me either, because his hands pulled mine above my head where he gripped both wrists easily in one large hand. Then I felt his body stretch before soft golden light flooded the large dark room.

His dark blue eyes were pinned on my tear-streaked face, and his expression was torn between anger, confusion, and pain. “Love, talk to me.”

I shook my head. I was terrified that if I spoke, I would sound like a blubbering mess. I could still feel the painful beating of my heart in my chest, kicking painfully against its cage. All throughout my time away from Calix, I’d had nightmares of the night I was taken. But tonight, all the anger I’d held bottled up inside of me toward this man had come out baring its vicious claws in the form of a terrifying nightmare.

I’d dreamed that the men my father had brought into Calix’s house, who’d had him on his knees, beating his beautiful body, had killed him. I’d dreamed that I was there, in a glass box, just watching without being able to do a thing. I’d screamed and cried and pleaded as my heart tore into two as I watched the only man I could ever love be beaten to his death.

“Nova,” he closed his eyes and I watched the ticking in his cheek slow as his anger dimmed. “Please, love, talk to me.”

“You didn’t fight.” I whispered through the pain threatening to close my airways. “Why didn’t you fight, Calix?”

“What?” A frown pulled at his brow.

I continued. “I watched you give up in front of me. You let those men, my fathers men hurt you.” I sobbed and his breath caught as he realized what I was talking about. “You would have died if Gabriella hadn’t saved you.”

I closed my eyes against my onslaught of tears and Calix bowed his forehead to mine. “Love,”

“I’m so mad at you, Calix.” I gritted the words. “I’m so,” I pulled in a desperate breath. “Mad!”

“Nova, I’m sorry.”

“I was away from you for months, wondering if you were dead or alive. I replayed that night over - and over - in my mind.” I was trembling beneath his large body despite the warmth radiating from him. “And you were here in - freaking Alaska!” I sobbed again, shaking my head beneath him. “I’m so mad at you.”

“I’m fine, love.” He whispered against my temple, before pressing his warm lips to my tender flesh. “I’m safe and you’re safe now. I promise you, love, I will never let you go again. I promise you, I will fight until the end to ensure your safety.”

“With you!” I spoke frantically. “You’ll fight until the end to ensure my safety with you! Nothing matters without you, Calix. I don’t want to have to live - without you.” Another fat tear slid from between my lids. “Please, I love you and I can’t - I can’t raise our baby without you. Don’t ever make me face the possibility of that fate again.”

His blue eyes were sad as he lifted his head to gaze into my eyes. “I’ll never give you up again, love.”

Those were the words I needed, because before I knew it, I was kissing him with all the anger, hurt, and passion inside of me. My lips felt raw, almost bruised, as he kissed me with equal intensity. His hand still held mine above my head, as his other moved in exploration over the bared flesh of my body.

Like usual, Calix opposed to me sleeping in clothing, and because I was so accustomed to fulfilling his demands, I hadn’t thought to argue. Now, as his hand moved over the pebbled skin of my beaded nipple, I was thankful for the easy access my absence of clothing provided.

Calix’s roughly calloused hand squeezed my tender flesh just enough to encourage me silently to open my mouth in a gasp. He took advantage, slipping his tongue between my lips, as his fingers twirled around my nipple, gently working the flesh to a decadent kind of painful bliss.

Calix moved his naked body up between my open legs and I moaned at the feel of his long, hard, hot length against the pulsing of my core. I was so wet - aching so deeply for him - it was torturous.

“Calix, please.”

“Not yet, Nova.” He replied gravelly against my lips. “I took you quick earlier. Now, I’m savoring you, love.”

“Oh God,” I moaned as he shifted his hips to run his length through my swollen lips, over my clit and down lower to glide past my entrance - before he shifted back to begin his delicious torture once again. “Jesus, I need you.” I panted breathlessly as his lips curled against mine.

Calix refused to take me quick. Instead, he released my hands from where he’d held them captive above my head, to lift himself up onto his forearms. Then, he climbed slowly down my body, kissing every inch of my flesh on his way to my breasts. Sucking my throbbing breasts into his mouth, I couldn’t help the electricity flowing through my veins, as my back arched and I pushed myself deeper into his mouth. My fingers curled in the sheets beneath me when he moved to lavish my neglected breast with equal affection. When I felt his teeth graze the sensitive flesh of my nipple, I cried out.

“Please, I can’t wait.” I begged. “I don’t want to - Calix.”

He lifted his head to look up into my face, and I’m not sure what he saw there exactly, but it must have been a hunger so intense it demanded immediate satisfaction, because that was what he did. Only, not the way I had pleaded for. Instead, he pushed himself lower until his shoulders were tented by the sheet and his face was between my legs.

The soft warmth of his tongue sliding against my moist core was enough to send me over the edge, but Calix refused to allow that to happen so quick. He sucked, nipped and swirled his tongue around my clit, but each time he felt the telling tremble of my release, he pulled back, just long enough to stifle my pleasure, before working me up all over again.

I was filled with a need so deeply potent, I was certain I was going to combust. Then, without any warning at all, he lifted his head once more, and crawled up my body. When he lowered himself against my body, his mouth against mine, I tasted myself on his lips. It did things to me - the taste of me on this man - wonderful things.

I felt him shift above me, his hand guiding his cock to my opening. And then I felt him stretch me, filling me. A moan of utter ecstasy escaped from my lips as he buried himself slow and deep.

When he filled me completely, he stilled. His eyes swept lovingly over my face as he took me in, memorizing my every feature in the same way I was memorizing his.

“I love you, Nova McKnight. You’re everything pure and true - you’re everything I never thought I could possess, but you’re mine.” He slowly pulled out before pushing back in slowly, claiming me, possessing me, owning me - loving me. “You’re everything I know I don’t deserve, love.” He thrust again. “But I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to be the man who gives you everything you could ever want or need. Because that is what you are for me, love. You’re everything I could ever want or need. You’re everything to me.”

“I love you, Calix McKnight.” I tried to keep the tears from falling down my temples as I opened my legs wider to wrap them around his waist. As I pulled his mouth to mine, I whispered. “Consume me.”

And he did.


Chapter 8

Calix was still inside me, long after we had both come down from our sizzling high. His weight over my body was consuming, but I didn’t complain. As a matter of fact, even though it was a struggle to breathe evenly, it was a good kind of struggle. My legs were still wrapped around his waist and his arms were circled tightly around me. One beneath the small of my back, and the other rested beneath the nape of my neck. His face was pressed tight into the nook of my neck and his breathing had evened long minutes ago. I knew he was on the verge of sleep, inside of me, on top of me - and although I wasn’t particularly comfortable, I couldn’t imagine asking him to move.

Beneath this man, I felt so entirely safe.

Beneath Calix, I felt as though I were tented from the evils in the world - which was ironic, really, because before Calix, I hadn’t really been aware that the evils were even there, lurking within the shadows. Now, they were everywhere. It seemed, that everywhere I looked, I saw a threat. They prowled like scavengers behind every corner, concealed within every damning shadow, waiting to devour. Evil was everywhere. Hell, the evil of the world followed me into my dreams nightly. I’d severely been deprived of my sleep as a result of the evil I feared haunting me so relentlessly, and without compassion.

But right now, with Calix covering me so completely, I felt safe from all those evils. Right now, beneath Calix, I felt as though I were, for the first time, protected by the shadows. Because, in reality, it was within the shadows we were hiding.

Shifting slightly, slowly, I tried to work a kink from my back without rousing Calix - and I failed. Not a second after I moved, Calix had lifted his head from the nook of my neck to gaze into my eyes. His were filled with a new bout of worry I instantly wanted to quell.

Forcing a smile to my lips, I spoke. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

He shook his head. “Shit, love,” he rose onto his arms relieving me of his massive weight. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep. I must have been crushing you.”

“Not at all.” I lied.

Calix raised a brow and I knew, he knew, I was lying. Calix always knew when I was lying.

Instantly wanting to clarify before he accused me of something as ridiculous as being untrue, I added. “Okay, maybe you were crushing me a little bit, but I honestly didn’t mind. I actually liked it.”

“You liked it?” His voice was a gravelly sound that commanded the vast space within the room.

I nodded. “Yeah.”

“How could you like me crushing you, love?”

“Well,” I struggled to voice admission to my thoughts. “I suppose - it makes me feel,”

“Go on.” He encouraged at my timely pause.

I pulled in a deep breath for courage as I released the one word I would have rather keep locked inside. “Safe.”

His eyes darkened. “My crushing you made you feel safe?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Well,” I gave a little shrug, wiggling beneath him. “You’re the only person I really feel safe with anymore - so knowing you’re on top of me, feeling your weight and your warmth - I suppose it makes me feel safe, is all.”

“Hmmm.”

“What are you thinking?” I asked in reply to his ominous hmmm.

“I’m thinking that I don’t like you being afraid.”

The sudden need to console him, was so terribly strong, I couldn’t deny it. “Calix, I’m not afraid with you.”

“You are, Nova.” He argued bluntly. “That is why you woke up screaming. You’re fucking terrified.”

“No.”

“It’s my fault.” He closed his eyes for a brief moment, and I knew it was to hide the pain he was feeling inside from the windows of his soul. But it didn’t matter - with or without his eyes, I could see into his soul better than I could see into my own.

“Calix, please, it’s not your fault.”

“This is all my fault.” He growled. “Everything. You are here, right now, because of my decision.”

“No, I’m here because of my father’s decision.” I stated.

His eyes flared. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m not.” I announced adamantly. “Fate brought us together, Calix, whether you believe it or not. I know that there has been a lot of wrong along the path that brought us to this place, but there’s also been a lot of right.” I caught his face in my hands. “I love you - with every beat of my heart, Calix, I fall deeper in love with you. We were meant to be - we are the consequence of past actions. We are the reason, Calix, our love is the reason - for everything.”

A single tear squeezed determinedly from the corner of his eye, and I watched as its crystalized globe ran a path of shimmering emotion down the contours of his face. And then, with trembling lips, I kissed the moist line beneath his eye just in time to feel the drip of his tear fall from his chin to my chest.

“Are you tired, love?” He asked gruffly.

“I am, but I can’t sleep.” I replied honestly.

He shifted himself, pulling out of me as he moved to stand from the bed. “Wait here.”

I nodded. “Kay.”

I watched as Calix moved from the bedroom to the attached bathroom. He closed the door behind him and I listened for a moment as he rummaged within the bathroom cabinets. Then, I remembered the feeling of his tear on my chest and I glanced down, catching sight of the glistening drop of salty water pebbled on my breast, right above my heart. And that’s when it hit me - Calix’s regret, fear, and desire all rested against the beating heart within my chest.

This realization was so much more than figurative. It was primitive and real. I knew without a doubt, that it was my beating heart that encouraged Calix to desire, just as it was my beating heart that made him conscious enough of his actions to comprehend the complexities of regret. It was also my beating heart that posed as the one thing he could lose, that could ensure he bowed down as a slave to fear.

The bathroom door opened then, interrupting my thoughts as the sight of Calix’s large body, toned and delicious, appeared. Behind him, flickering golden light glowed and the sound of running water provided a soothing kind of constant background.

I smiled. “What are you doing?”

“You can’t sleep,” he paused by the edge of the bed, bending to scoop me into his strong arms. I giggled and he continued. “So I figured I’d find a way to relax you so that you can sleep.”

“You don’t think you’ve tired me out enough already?”

“Not even close.”

He chuckled, and the sound was a deep melody I knew I would forever hear in my mind, whenever the world became too much. It was a record I was filing away for later use - because our war wasn’t nearly fought and won - and I knew there would come a time when the melody would guide me through a seducing kind of darkness that would aim to hold me captive within the mocking deception of its safe confines.

Calix kicked the bathroom door closed behind him, shutting out the cold from the bedroom and encasing the warm steam from the bathwater filling the enormous tub. Bubbles glistened like domed rainbows of radiance in the dancing light of the candles lining the foot of the tub. The room smelled warm, like honey and brown sugar. It was positively divine. I appreciated the scent wafting in aromatic swirls in the air surrounding us, because I knew Calix had chosen them particularly because of me, and my unexplainable infatuation with honey.

Gently, he placed me on my feet next to the tub and I gazed down into the water. “Are you joining me?”

“Absolutely.”

I watched as Calix stepped into the water, slowly lowering his large body into the large tub, before crooking his finger at me. “Come, love.”

I didn’t need more prompting. The water looked divine and the candles gave the space a romantic feeling that no woman could refuse. Before I could count to three, I was in the water between Calix’s outstretched legs. His hands gripped my hips immediately; his fingertips coarse against my delicate skin as he pulled me back against the hard warmth of his chest.

Closing my eyes, I leaned my head back into the nook of his shoulder and sighed. This was just the kind of relaxation I needed.

For long moments, Calix’s hands simply caressed the skin of my belly as we sat together in silence. The warm water soothed every aching muscle in my body and the aroma calmed the quick pace my heart had taken to beating. I was feeling a heavy kind of peace settling over us as my lids grew tired and my breathing evened. As sleepy as I was, I wasn’t ready for this to be over.

So, I asked the first thing that came to my mind. “Why Alaska? Of all places, why here?”

Calix stiffened and I thought for a moment, that I had upset him with my question. I’d been seconds from a retraction when he replied. “I owned this house already, so there was no need to purchase new property.”

“Oh.” I hadn’t known he’d owned property in Alaska.

“It’s one of the best places to do business.” He offered.

“Alaska?”

“Yes,” he nodded. “Taxes are good here.”

“I see.” I had a feeling he was dancing around the real reason he was here with minutely interesting fun facts, but if he didn’t want to tell me, I didn’t want to press.

Calix sighed and his hands flattened over the expanse of my belly, where our baby was growing. “My parent’s owned this house.” I gasped audibly before wrangling in my shock. I didn’t want to do anything that might deter his opening up to me, so I remained breathlessly still as I waited for him to continue. When he did, it was almost hard to contain my relief.

“Apart from the shipping business I now run, this house is the only thing my parents left me. It was their vacation house, which was more their only house as they tended to live on the ships.” He gave a small chuckle. “I suppose they were kinda like modern day pirates. They loved the water, but when they began to ache for land, this was where they came.”

“It’s a beautiful place.” I offered when his silence indicated he was waiting for a reply. “They chose a beautiful place to grow their roots, Calix.”

“Yeah.” His voice was low. “I barely remember much from my childhood, but I do remember this house. I could never bring myself to sell it, but I’ve never been able to stay here either.”

“What did you do with it?”

“I’ve always rented it out.” He sighed. “I’ve had a few permanent residents, and I’ve had others who rent it for vacation purposes. It was pure happenstance that this house was available when I was in need of a place to stay - so I came here.” He tightened his arms around me. “I do a light renovation every five years to keep it up to date.”

“Will my father find us here?” I asked breathlessly. “If you own the property, won’t he look here?”

“He might.” Calix admitted. “We’d just have to be ready for him, I suppose. But I don’t think he’s going to come in this direction any time soon. In all the years I’ve owned this house, I’ve never come here. Currently, it’s being rented by a Mr. and Mrs. Butler.”

“Butler?” I laughed.

Calix crooked his head to press his lips to my temple. He spoke huskily through teasing tones. “Do you have a problem with the name, love?”

“As a matter of fact, I do.”

“Really?”

“Umhmm.” I nodded. “I happen to like McKnight.”

His breath caught and I felt a flutter in my belly. “I love you, Nova McKnight.”

“I love you too, Calix McKnight.” I smiled as I tilted my head back, opening myself to his kiss.

When his lips touched mine every fear, disillusion, and uncertainty fell away until there was nothing left in my world but Calix and myself. We were just two souls, who couldn’t possibly survive without each other.

His mouth on mine was slow and warm, but I sensed a rushing to his breathing that sent my heart to racing in my chest. His hands on my belly, moving slowly south, were enough to spark a new desire in my core for him. And behind me, against the small of my back, I felt his desire for me grow. Deepening the kiss, I twisted in the bath in his lap, to face him. Sitting on my knees between his legs, I kissed him hard. The kiss was nearing on violent, but I didn’t care about the bruised flesh of my lips. The only thing I cared about was the fire building inside me - and I knew without a doubt that Calix was the only one who could quench its burning.

“Love.” He moaned into my mouth. His hands moved to my thighs as I spread my legs around his waist, crawling into his lap. Lowering myself over him, I felt his swollen tip against my sensitive sweet spot, and my breath caught sharply in my throat. “Slow, Nova.” Calix warned.

“I just want you.” I protested, moving down over him.

Catching my hips tightly in his strong hands, he commanded. “Take it slow. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t.” I whispered, nipping his bottom lip gently. “Please, I just need to feel you.”

The desperation infiltrating my system was overbearing and consuming to a point of painful, but Calix was having none of it. Taking my hips in his hands, he slowly guided me to his swollen cock, rubbing me against his length, working my painful need for him to an all-time, excruciatingly delicious high. I was a moaning mess by the time I felt his tip press into my entrance and I couldn’t help but marvel at the hunger my body entertained for Calix. I had a feeling that I could have this man a thousand times, and it wouldn’t be enough. I craved him with a deepness that existed in the very marrow of my bones.

As he penetrated me, stretching me with the decadent fullness of his cock, I let my head fall back on a sigh of relief filled ecstasy. My body took on a mind of its own, entirely separate from my head, as it moved in rhythmic motions against him. Slowly, so as to appease him, I moved over him. He filled me at a new angle this way, and I would be lying if I said I didn’t love this.

Gripping his shoulders, I brought my lips to his once again. He kissed me with the hunger of a starved man as our bodies rocked together as one. The water splashed around us, a miracle that we maintained the ability to keep it from falling to the floor. As his tongue moved between my lips, suckling gently at my mouth, I felt a familiar sensation building within my core - a tightening that promised blissful euphoria.

As I rode him, my breasts whispered across the skin of his chest. My nipples were tight and hard, my skin felt sensitive and I was entirely aware of him as he moved inside me, his motions even and erotic. The flexing of his hips between my legs as he moved to meet my every thrust encouraged my insides to tingle with warmth. And as I slammed myself against him, my muscles contracting with pulsating throbs, I found my release.

My eyes were closed as I felt him join me in orgasm. His head fell forward to my shoulder, and I felt his teeth nip gently at my tender flesh as he came undone inside me.

Then, his rough growl sounded in the breathy silence. “Fuck, I love you.”


Chapter 9

I woke surprisingly late into the next day. Rolling over in the large bed, I reached out a hand in search of Calix. When I realized he wasn’t in the bed with me, I felt my heart thump heavily, and uncomfortably, in my chest.

Fear sizzled in the base of my throat as I concentrated on straining my ears to listen for him. When I didn’t hear anything - and I mean, anything - the panic that I’d woken with ignited full force. Tossing back the blankets, I ran quickly to the closet where I pulled a large t-shirt from a built in cubby. I didn’t even glance at the clothing he’d purchased for me. It would take too long to pick something from the girly clothes he’d bought, and with the worry building inside of me, I didn’t have time to be choosy with what I decided to wear. I was already at the door of our bedroom, the burgundy t-shirt pulled over my head, as every negative thought swarmed me.

What if my father found us?

What if he finished what he started this time - and killed Calix?

How would I live?

Could I live?

My bare feet stomped against the floor as I ran from the bedroom, through the long stretch of hallway, to the stairs. I took them quick, my vision already blurring with salty hot tears. By the time I made it to the base of the stairs, Calix was there. His blue eyes were sharp and his jaw was ticking the way it did sometimes when he was angry or thoughtful. “What is it?”

“Calix,” the sobs I’d been holding back broke from between my lips as I launched myself into his arms. He enveloped me in his embrace, rubbing my back with caressing circles as I cried against his bare shoulder. “You’re okay.”

“Love,” his voice was so deep and so confused. “Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

“I woke up and you weren’t there - I feared,”

He interrupted me. Catching my face in his hands, he silenced my fear-filled words with a hard kiss. I couldn’t help but think he was trying to prove to my crazed state that he was still there, with me - real, alive, and well.

“Nova, I am not going anywhere without you. Ever.” His voice was filled with a determination I knew wasn’t something that could be argued. “I will never leave you again, love. But you need to get your rest, so I let you sleep.”

Another tear slipped from my eye despite my efforts to keep them locked away. “I was scared.”

“I can see that.” His eyes moved over my body. “But you have nothing to fear. Not with me. I’ll protect you, love, and I’ll never let you leave me again.”

“I’m not afraid for me, Calix.” I whispered. “I’m afraid for you.”

His eyes darkened and he wrapped his hand around my wrist. “I made you breakfast. Come and eat something.”

My stomach gave a little spin at the thought of eating so soon after waking, but I didn’t want to protest. Since becoming pregnant, I didn’t eat until I’d been awake for at least an hour, but I usually waited for two to be safe. If I ate within the first hour of being awake, I was basically signing myself up to toss my cookies.

As we walked to the kitchen, I caught the simmering scent of bacon. Cringing, I asked. “You didn’t make eggs, did you?”

Calix raised a brow. “You don’t like eggs?”

“The baby doesn’t like eggs.” I gave a little shiver, because no matter what time of day I ate eggs, they came back up. There was no keeping them down and I’d given up.

“They are an excellent source of protein.” Calix announced, as though that little tidbit would have the baby saying, oh hell, a source of protein, bring it on!

I snorted. My reply was dry. “So is peanut butter.”

He tossed a glare at me as he settled me down on the island stool. “Nova,”

“Calix, don’t get bossy with me - get bossy with the baby. The baby’s the one who doesn’t eat eggs, not me.”

His eyes darkened, but he finally nodded. “What about bacon and hash browns?”

I pondered that for all of - a second. Then I grinned. “I think the baby likes bacon.”

He cocked a grin. “I think you like bacon.”

I shrugged. “Think what you want.” I inhaled deeply at the scent of the salty deliciousness. “But you really don’t want me eating eggs.”

He shook his head, moving to the plates he’d placed beside the stove. I watched as he filled the plates with food and when he placed mine in front of me, I couldn’t help when my eyes bulged. Pointing down to my plate, I demanded. “You think I can eat all this? What is that, a whole package of bacon?”

He sighed. “You’re being dramatic, Nova. You need to eat, and you are now eating for two.”

“No, I’m not!” I was nipping that in the bud now. “I am eating for my body to sustain our child. I am not eating for two! That’s how you double your pant size!”

Calix’s blue eyes shimmered with unexpected humor as he rounded the counter to sit on the stool beside me. Before he sat, he pressed a kiss to my temple. “I missed your mouth, love.”

“Mmm.” I was already nibbling on a piece of bacon. “This is a good source of protein right here.”

He scoffed, but he didn’t reply to my smartass statement. It would be lying if I said it didn’t surprise me. Calix wasn’t one who tended to find amusement in my mouthy replies, so to see his lips curling at the corners in the formations of a grin was definitely unexpected.

We ate in silence - a comfortable silence I prayed we would forever have between us. When I had eaten a good dent of the food on my plate, I pushed the dish away and rubbed my belly. Surprisingly, I didn’t feel ill. I felt content and full. Hmm, maybe the baby liked being near his daddy as much as I did. And there it was again - his. I didn’t know if it was motherly instinct, or premonition, but I really believed our baby would be a boy. A baby boy who would miraculously have his father’s icy blue eyes and ebony hair - a boy who would grow up to be a man who was just as strong as his father.

The sound of a dish in the sink startled me from my thoughts and my eyes flickered up to where Calix was standing at the sink with a plate in his hand. He was rinsing the dishes, before piling them in the dishwasher. Never in my life had I thought I’d see the day that Calix did dishes. It was nice, to see this powerful man do something so simple and mundane as housework.

Calix turned to my plate, which still had a decent portion of food remaining. Disapproving eyes met mine, but he held his tongue as he plucked a piece of bacon from the plate, before tossing it into his mouth. He chewed slowly, as though needing the action to excuse his silence as he gathered his thoughts. I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand erect as the air surrounding us shifted.

Then, he spoke. “Nova, we need to talk.”

My spine stiffened as I straightened in my seat. I don’t know why I bothered - it wasn’t like the motion could build a protective wall against whatever we needed to talk about. “Okay.” I breathed in a shaky breath. “What do we need to talk about?”

The sharp angles of his face softened as he took in my obvious nervousness. “Don’t worry, love. I need to start working on a plan to get out lives back to normal, is all.” He offered me an almost sad smile. “We can’t stay hidden forever.”

“Are you sure?” I asked, completely serious. I mean, I quite liked living hidden away from all the dramatics that came with our lives. I didn’t know if I really wanted to go back to living like normal - I mean, what the hell did normal consist of when it came to my life with Calix? There was no normal.

“I’m sure.” His eyes swept over my face. “My grandmother has no interest in running the company. I’ll have to start working again as soon as possible.”

“Oh.”

“Oh?” He frowned and I knew by the ticking in his jaw as he clenched his teeth, that I’d angered him. “What does oh mean, Nova?”

I shrugged, before thinking better of allowing silence to hang in the air between us. “What happens to me when you start working again?”

“What do you mean?” He answered without pause. “You’ll be joining me when I leave on business, Nova. We won’t be separating again, love. I won’t risk it.”

“Do you promise?” I asked, hating that I felt like a needy, overbearing girlfriend. But, the honest to God truth, was that I couldn’t fathom not being with him. I’d already been forced to spend time away from Calix, and I had no intentions, what-so-ever, to willingly separate myself from him again. I needed assurance, needy girlfriend persona be damned!

For a moment, Calix simply stared at me through his haunted cobalt eyes. And then he moved around the counter so quickly, I felt my heart race. His large hands gripped my hips as he forced the swivel stool to spin around until my body was facing him. His hands moved with a seductive kind of slow from where they rested against my hips, to my thighs, and then to my knees where he forced my legs to spread wide. I was instantly conscious that I was dressed in only his t-shirt, as the cool air touched the sensitive place between my legs.

Feeling a stinging blush flame in my cheeks, Calix stepped forward until he was standing between my legs. When he spoke, his voice was husky and filled with awareness. “I promise, Nova. We will never separate again.”

The validation in his deep voice sent shivers pulsing through my entire body. I wanted to lift my hands to capture the back of his neck so that I could pull his mouth to mine, but I couldn’t move. So I spoke instead. “Okay.” I blinked up at him, trying to hide the sudden overflow of emotion I felt begging for release. “What’s the plan then?”

His shoulders stiffened and I knew this wasn’t going to be good. “I need to know everything you told them when you got home, Nova.”

“What?” I gasped. “Why?”

“Because, if I know the story you crafted, I can work with it.”

“Work with it?” I whispered. “How?”

“I can create a story that will coincide with yours, love.” He explained gently, but despite the gentle overtone to his voice, I knew he was anxious. I could sense it. “I can acquire evidence to support our stories.”

“I didn’t talk to anyone, Calix.”

“You didn’t talk to the police?” He raised a disbelieving brow. “Your father didn’t force you to see a shrink?”

I shook my head, feeling uncertain and frustrated. “I did - talk to them.” I admitted. “I just didn’t tell them what actually happened.”

“What did you tell them?” He asked softly, crooking his head so that his breathtaking eyes met mine. “Tell me everything.”

“I told them I ran away with you! I told them we’d been having an affair for almost two years - because that was how long you said you’d been watching me, Calix. I told them we married because we were in love - that we had a beautiful wedding with wonderful guests. I told them you exceeded my every dream of my wedding day.” I felt a tear slip from my eye, but I’d started and I couldn’t stop now. “I said we were trying for a baby, Calix. I told them you were gentle and caring with me - that you gave me everything I ever needed - and that you would never ever hurt me. I told them we were planning to come back to my family to tell them of the pregnancy - that we were so excited. I said this was all a horrible misunderstanding, Calix.”

“Nova,”

I cut him off, because I had more to say. “I know my family didn’t believe a word I said, and my father is convinced that I have Stockholm syndrome, but I don’t care what he thinks. The police stepped back after I’d given my unchanging statement on three separate occasions. They told my father that there was no legal action they could take against you, unless I admitted to being kidnapped and held by you, which I refused to do - even though I wasn’t even positive that you were alive!” I screamed the last words, before whispering. “The police say, that until they receive incriminating evidence that can hold in a court of law, that it is all hearsay.” I was a blubbering mess by now, and I honestly don’t know how Calix understood my words, but I didn’t stop talking. I just couldn’t.

“I talked about all the wonderful times we had together to the therapist. I told her how we fell in love. I told her you would bring me macaroons - my favorite treat - when you’d been away on business trips. I told her I was free in your house, and that I could have contacted my family at any point while you’d been away on business. I told her to check my body for signs of abuse, because there would be none. You’d never abused me, and you’d never hurt me.” I sucked in a breath. “I told her how you knew all my favorite foods, and my breakfast of choice. I told her you refused to buy any soap that wasn’t honey scented, because you knew I loved it. I told her to check your house for the soap, because she’d find it. I told her that you flooded our wedding day with my favorite flowers, Calix - and that there were pictures of our very happy day. I told her how you know me in a way no one has ever known me. That no man would care to know everything about a woman he didn’t love, as deeply and intimately as you loved me - I know she believes me, Calix. I know it.”

“Love,” Calix pulled my body against his hard chest after quickly chasing away my tears with the pads of his thumbs. “Did no one ask you why you ran away, rather than introducing me to your family like normal?”

I sniffled, pulling away to look into his beautiful face. “They asked.”

“What did you tell them?” He held his breath and I had a feeling that this answer could change everything.

Sucking in a deep breath for courage, I replied. “I told them there was bad blood between you and my father. I said that I thought if we ran away and got married, I could force my father’s acceptance of us.”

“And?”

“I think half the police force believes me and I’m confident my therapist believes me.” I announced. “It doesn’t matter though, because they have no evidence, Calix! I gave them nothing!”

“Good.” He nodded brusquely. “You told no one the truth, then?”

I winced as though he’d slapped me. “Um,”

“Nova,” his voice was thick with fear. “Who did you tell?”

“I told Jaylah everything.” I admitted warily, worrying my bottom lip violently.

“Why would you do that?” He shook his head exasperatedly. His eyes were searching mine desperately and I felt an instant need to defend my actions.

“Because she promised to help me get back to you!” I paused, frantically gripping his bare shoulders. “She helped me, Calix. Even after knowing everything, she helped me get back to you.”

“Why?” His eyes were tortured.

“She knows how much I love you - regardless of all the darkness, all the bad, she knows how much I love you.” I couldn’t seem to stop myself from repeating the words over and over again. “She knows, Calix. She knows how much I love you. I love you. I love you!”

“Shhh, love.” His hand moved beneath my hair to cup the nape of my neck. “It’s alright. Everything will be alright.”

“I love you.” I whispered against the soft skin of his neck, inhaling the scent that ran through my veins like a drug - with every inhalation I was that much more dependent on him. When I spoke again, I’d never uttered truer words. “I can’t live without you.”

“I love you too, Nova.” He pulled away to kiss my lips gently, before commanding firmly. “Go upstairs and take a shower.”

I shook my head. “No, I don’t want to leave,”

He pinned me with icy blue eyes. “Nova, go upstairs and take a shower. I have a few calls to make, and then I’ll join you.”

Feeling defeated, I nodded obediently before I froze in place. “You won’t hurt her - Jaylah - will you?”

The skin around his eyes tensed as the intense blue orbs, rimmed in long thick ebony lashes, narrowed threateningly. He didn’t find my question, in the least, amusing.

His hand caught my chin between firm fingers, forcing my eyes remain on his as he spoke slowly, and clearly. “I will never do anything, of intention, that may cause you pain again, Nova. Hurting Jaylah, or any other member of your family would cause you pain.” He paused shortly. “Do you understand what I am saying to you?”

I nodded. “You won’t hurt her.”

His jaw tensed. “I’m glad we’ve cleared that, love. Now,” his body was stiff as he moved away from me. “Go shower. I will join you soon.”

This time, I didn’t argue his command. I slipped from the stool and made my way across the floor to the stairs. As I climbed them, I didn’t once look back.


Chapter 10

I’d been here, in this house in Sitka Alaska, with Calix, for five days now. I’d begged him, repeatedly, to take me into town so that I could explore the beauty of Alaska, but he’d firmly refused each time. I was growing awfully bored of being cooped up in the house, and since all the clothing Calix had ordered for me had arrived yesterday, I was feeling an exploratory walk around our little, or rather quite large, island.

Stretching against Calix’s warm naked body in the bed, I shifted to face him. My movement roused him, because his arms tightened around my frame as though he feared I might try to get away, but his eyes never opened.

I whispered. “Good morning.”

Nothing. The man was trying, determinedly, to hold onto his sleep.

That was not going to happen. “Calix?” I wiggled against him and I felt the proof of his awareness as his arousal grew against my thigh. “I know you’re awake.” I stated in hushed tones. “I’m going to get dressed in some of my new clothes and then I’m going outside.”

His blue eyes opened quickly, startling me. “No you’re not.”

“Calix.” I sighed his name heavily. “I don’t want to be inside anymore. I want to go for a walk. We’ve been here for five days and no one has even passed by the island. Please, let me explore.”

“Nova,”

I wiggled against him, purposefully spreading my legs at just the right time to feel his thick length stroke against my already moist core. “Please,” I breathed.

He groaned accusatorily. “You’re a tease.”

“Is it working?”

Suddenly, I wasn’t lying on my side facing him anymore. Instead, I was sprawled with my back against the bedding with Calix hovering above me. His hard weight against my soft body was a decadent feeling I would trade for nothing. My heart raced in my chest as I waited for him to make his next move.

“I don’t know, love.” He smirked down at me. “You tell me - is it working?”

I guessed I was the one who would be making the next move after all, because there was no way I was allowing him to win this battle. I would be going outside if I had to disobey him - but I wanted his permission. Actually, I wanted him to join me.

Looking up at him hotly, I spread my legs wider before wrapping them around his hips. I felt his ready cock poke against my opening and I inhaled sharply, as I took him inside in one slow dive.

A moan broke from his mouth as his eyes widen in shocked surprise and I gasped. “I think it’s you, Calix, who should tell me, if my art of seduction needs work.”

“Fuck me,” he dropped his head into the nook of my shoulder, nipping me gently between kisses. “You’re amazing.” He whispered.

And then I felt his hips move against mine as he dove deep before pulling out to repeat the motions over and over again. It wasn’t the sweet kind of lovemaking he’d been getting me used to, and I appreciated that. Instead, it was a quick, irrational, yet so very rational, kind of lovemaking that made everything inside of me warm to a dizzying state of bliss. The man, in all his wonderfulness, was euphoric.

I felt the familiar swelling of his release inside of me before my body tightened around him as my own orgasm ripped through me in pulsing waves of ecstasy. When we came down from our high, and his lips broke from mine, I beamed up at him. It wasn’t yet 8:30 a.m. and I was already thoroughly sated. Yes, I had a haunch that today was going to be a very good day.

“So?” I breathed up at him as he grinned down at me.

“You’re a definite expert in the art of seduction.” He grinned.

I squealed with excited delight before asking hopefully. “Does that mean we’re going for a walk?”

He nodded and I wiggled underneath him, eager to get myself dressed and ready. As he rolled off of me, and I dove for the side of the bed, I felt his hand land on the bare flesh of my ass and I yelped.

Turning around to gape at him, he chuckled as he spoke. “Dress warmly, love.”

I nodded. “I will.”

***

The island is lovely. It’s not as small as I thought - actually, it’s quite large. It will take much longer than one morning to explore every square foot it has to offer. The land is filled abundantly with conifer trees that are taller than any I have ever seen and the early morning sun has barely risen to its full height in the sky. The mist over the ocean rises like haunting smoke, billowing up over the land like a ribbon of fog that laces itself through the sharp edges of the mountains in the distance.

The forest floor is dense with trees, some thick and others thin - babies in their existence of centuries. The floor is moist and blanketed in mossy green. I know it’s because of the high precipitation the land receives. Even in my booted feet, I can appreciate the soft squishiness of the land I walk on hand in hand with Calix. He hasn’t said much since we came out to explore, but I’ve caught him watching me with a kind of sadness in his eyes I assumed bowed down to the memory of his childhood home, and all that he’s lost. It’s then I realized that Calix didn’t want to take me outside for exploration because of a fear that someone may come along, but rather because he feared the memories that would assault him. The memories he had no armor to protect himself against.

Although my heart ached for his loss, I wanted him to cherish this land and house that his parents left to him - because I wanted him to one day show our child the beauty of this place that is nestled away in its own protected nook of the world.

Bumping his side with mine, I watched his head tip down to look into my face. I spoke softly. “Thank you for this, Calix. This is a beautiful land - truly it’s exquisite. I’ve always wanted to see Alaska, but I never imagined it was so beautiful. I never imagined the water could be so crisp and the trees so tall and the mountains so massive. Thank you.”

His lips curled. “I knew you would love this place, Nova.” He sighed. “I remember watching you, before I ever spoke with you, and you would take such long walks through the trees and forests in the outskirts of Seattle.” He chuckled dryly at a memory and I gasped at the chilling reality of the tortured man I loved. “You lost yourself to the world when you were exploring the nature around you. You were so beautiful - the excitement in your eyes so youthful. I think I was in love with you then, I just didn’t want to believe it. But I remember having thoughts; even then, of bringing you back to this place, here. I hadn’t considered coming back to this island - this house - until you. I wanted to give you a place of beauty and nature you could lose yourself in - lose the pain I inflicted upon you in - but I couldn’t bring myself to come back here. So, I searched for a house that resembled the nature here, and I bought the land I first brought you to - for that reason - for you.”

I didn’t quite know what to say to his admission - I mean, I’d known he’d watched me for two years, but to have watched me in such an intimate way, while I was in my element, with my thoughts, so vulnerable and unaware of this predator of a man - my husband, was frightening. It was chilling in a bone rattling kind of way, but no matter how wrong, I couldn’t summon the desire to pull my hand from his. I’d taken a vow, and however forced, I’d meant every word. In worse or for better, I would stand beside this man.

Pulling in a deep breath, I announced. “I love that land, Calix, and it will always be home to me - but I want this island to be a common place in our lives from here on out. I didn’t know your parent’s, and our child will never know his grandparents - not personally - but I feel like in this land he will understand them, and their appreciation for beauty, just a little.”

I watched his crystalized eyes mist as he gazed down into my face. “I’m so deeply in love with you, Nova.”

“I know.” I smiled softly.

He smiled, reflecting mine. “You said he again. Do you really think we’re having a boy?”

I laughed. “I don’t know if I think we’re having a boy, or if I just really want one - a boy just like you. But, I simply don’t see a little girl in my mind when I think of our child.”

His eyes were soft as he bent his head to press his lips gently to mine. “You know, if we do have a boy, we’re going to have to get on having a girl soon after, right?”

“Oh, really?” He kissed me again.

“Really.” He nuzzled me. “He’s going to need a little sister to protect on the playground.”

“Oh God,” I shook my head. “If he’s anything like you, that’ll get him a few trips to the principles office.”

He grinned. “Am I to take offence to that, love?”

“Not at all.” I giggled, pulling away from his kiss with a deep inhalation of the clean, refreshing air. “I love the taste of this air.”

“It’s the Sitka Spruce.” He explained and I raised a brow.

“What?” I grinned. “Did you just make that up?”

“No,” he shook his head and his blue eyes glimmered. “They are the tallest of the conifer trees in the world. The Sitka Spruce stretch from California to Alaska, love. Their long needles and thick bunches provide excellent roosting places for bald eagles and peregrine falcons.” His eyes were alight with an almost childlike enthusiasm I never wanted to see dim. “They are home and nourishment to many species of wildlife.”

I raised a brow. “You know a lot about them.”

“My dad,” he spoke quietly. “He liked to talk about the land he visited - he liked to learn.”

I don’t know what made me ask the question, but something about the moment felt right and I didn’t hold back. “What happened between your parents and my father, Calix? Why would he,”

“Why did your father kill them?” He sighed, rubbing his brow with his free hand. I could see his indecision clear as day and I worried he’d hold back the information I so desperately needed - the piece of the missing puzzle.

“Please don’t hide this from me anymore.” I begged gently. “I want to be here for you - through everything. I love you and I’m asking you to let me be the strength you need.”

“I,”

“Please.” I whispered. “It won’t break me.”

“You won’t break, love.” He looked to the floor of the forest. “But you’ll think differently, possibly badly, of my parent’s memory.”

“No, I won’t.” I stated with validation. “You can’t possibly believe I would.”

His eyes closed and I watched the pain manifest in the lines of his face as he spoke, all the while with his eyes sealed shut against the judgment he feared in my own. “My parents owned the shipping company I now run. They’d started it from the ground up because they both loved to travel, and they loved the ocean. Together, they managed the small fleet of boats they had. They moved supplies, importing and exporting goods across the border - approved goods.” He pulled in a deep breath. “My grandmother says that three years after they’d built their good standing reputation, they were approached by a high ranking member of the Columbian Drug Cartels who had immigrated to the USA.” A tear slid from his eye to roll down his cheek, and it took everything I had in me not to chase it away. But I didn’t move. I didn’t interrupt him. “In 1976 they began smuggling crack cocaine when their small shipping company became overridden by the Cartel and they were left with little to no choice but to comply.”

There was an ominously heartbreaking silence before he continued again. “They shipped the drug in large quantities from the Caribbean and the Bahamas to Miami where they offloaded it into the Cartel’s hands. Before long, there was a crack cocaine epidemic in the USA and my parents were simply too deep in the mess to step back. At first, the CIA, because of lack of funding had ignored the unknown drug, but when it became apparent that the problem was much bigger than first assumed, it became a national issue. The US Guard was soon involved. In 1985, my mother found she was pregnant with me. By that time, the drug had already been infused into mainstream society when it was made excessively available.” His words were shaking now, but he didn’t stop talking - even though I kind of wanted him to. “In 1992, they were intercepted by the US Navy on route from the Caribbean to Miami. The Cartel had stationed their men on the ship with my parents while transporting such high quantities, and a full out gun war occurred. My parents were killed at the hands of your father on that day.”

Again, I watched in frozen horror as another tear slid from his eye. “The company remained dormant until I decided to take the reins once again in 2004, when I was 19 years old. My parents had left me with a large offshore savings that remained untouched until the day I decided to complete their dreams with the broken empire they gave their lives to build. Since then, I’ve acquired a reputable standing throughout Canada, the USA, Europe, Asia and other countries. The empire my parents began is in good, successful standing, because of me.”

The blood moving through my body was so cold, I felt sick to my stomach. I never thought, for even a moment, that his story would be one to twist my heart so painfully, but it did. The chilling reality shattered a piece of my heart that I knew I would never repair. It would forever be broken for the unfortunate reality his parents, and I am certain so many other souls, had been forced to live through.

I said nothing - because there really were no words for the kind of grief I felt for the pain of the man I loved. Instead, I stepped forward into his chest, holding him close as his body wracked with sobs that chiseled away all the resentment I had held against him for taking me the way he had - until there was nothing left but understanding for the screwed-up way our lives had interwoven.

Fate really had ensured our paths would find one another. Although her methods were tainted with bloodshed and sin - the outcome was a love that could be tried and tested a thousand times and would never be broken. This was something I knew with the kind of certainty one takes to their grave, and I cherished that certainty, as I wrapped my arms tight around his waist, to press my ear to the agonized beating of his heart.

“I love you, Calix.” I whispered. “And I thank your parents for everything in their life, including their sacrifice, because it brought me you.”

His arms moved to hold me tight as he pressed his lips to the top of my head. “I don’t deserve you, love.” His words trembled in sync with the entirety of his body. “But I will never let you go again.”

“Never.” I agreed.

We stood together, locked in embrace, until I felt the warmth of the rising sun break through the overcast clouds hovering above. As I opened my eyes, I took in the beauty of the morning sunlight streaming down like daggers of shimmering gold through the breaks in the Sitka Spruce treetops, as it’s golden light melted through the fog blanketing the land.

Calix shifted against me as he pointed to the sky. “Look, love.” His words caught in his throat. “A Bald Eagle.”

My eyes followed where his hand pointed to the sky and my own breath caught as I memorized the beauty of the large bird gliding through the sky where the sun peered through the break in the clouds. His large wings were stretched wide, like the wings of a welcoming angel as he sliced through the air with Heavens spotlight dazzling his ebony feathers, making them appear, for a moment, coated in gold. And I couldn’t help but think, that if there were a bird I would entrust to carry my soul, the Bald Eagle, in all its massive glory, would be it.

“So beautiful.” I whispered.

“Very.” Calix agreed. And together, we watched the as the Eagle swooped down toward the trees, narrowly missing their tops before gliding out of our sight.

When we began walking back to the house, I decided that now was as good a time to tell him the news I’d been dreading to tell him. I didn’t particularly want to upset him so soon after his revelation about his parents, but I knew that waiting any longer could be damning to us all. So, I tightened my hand around his and found the courage that was trying relentlessly to hide.

“I have to contact Jaylah soon, Calix.”

“No.” He said immediately, without even looking at me.

“I don’t have a choice.” I whispered. “We don’t have a choice.”

“What do you mean?” He stopped walking to face me and I felt my wildly beating pulse climb into my throat.

“I mean that when she promised to help me, she also made me promise to keep in regular contact. I can’t disappear like I did last time, Calix. She made sure of it.”

“How?”

“If I haven’t contacted her by the seventh day I’ve been gone, she will go to our father and tell him everything, Calix.” My voice turned pleading. “Can you please trust her? Can you please trust that I know my sister, and I know she will fight for love?”

“Seven days?” His voice was almost panicked. “She gave you seven days?”

I nodded. “Yes, I’ll have to contact her by tomorrow. I’ve been here for five days and I had a day of travel.”

He rubbed his brow with frustrated fingers. “Nova,” my name on his lips was a disappointed sound that I hated. “I’ll deal with this.”

“No,” I barked when he tugged on my hand and turned toward the house. “No, Calix. We will deal with this. We will discuss what I can and can’t say to her, we will call her together, and everything will be fine.”

His eyes hardened to a frightening shade of blue. “You’ll call her with a disposable pre-paid phone only and your conversation will remain short and to the point. You will not release our location,” his hands dove into his hair and he growled low under his breath. “Fuck, Nova, did you even think about that promise?”

“Why is it such a big deal?” I demanded. “It’s an untraceable phone, Calix.”

He stopped to stare at me with anger in his eyes. “There is no such thing as a completely untraceable phone, Nova.”

“But,” I stammered. “I’ve heard of them.”

“On TV?” He demanded and I immediately felt a blush sting my cheeks. “You can’t believe that shit, Nova.”

“I’m sorry.” I whispered.

He sighed. “We’ll get a phone as untraceable as possible, but anything with a cellular signal has the potential to be traced.”

“How?”

Calix raised a brow at me. “When you make a phone call, even on a phone with an MVNO, a prepaid plan - these prepaid plans have a network they’re operating through. Any call connecting to a network can be accessed and its location can be triangulated. There are ways to make accessing the cellular devices exact location extremely difficult, but difficult doesn’t mean that it can’t be done, Nova.”

“I’m sorry.” I whispered again and this time I felt my eyes welling with tears. “I didn’t know.”

“I know.” He sighed. “I should have expected this when I originally heard you contacted Gabriella through a disposable pre-paid phone.”

I blushed at my obvious stupidity, but honestly, who actually knew anything about making untraceable phone calls?

“I didn’t think it would be traceable.”

“Under normal circumstances, it probably wouldn’t.” He announced, obviously trying to make me feel better. “But your father has connections most don’t have. It’s only a matter of time.”

Again, my eyes misted. “I’m sorry.”

He pulled me into his chest. “I’ll - we will figure it out, Nova. Day by day, we will figure it all out.”

“Thank you, Calix. I’m so sor,”

He cut me off. “Enough. I don’t want to hear you apologize again.”

“But it’s my fault.”

“No, it’s mine.” He lifted my chin to force me to meet his eyes. “I should never have let you go. If I had fought for you, you never would have had to fight to get back to me.”

The tears I’d been holding back finally fell. The strangled sound of his moan as he bent his head to kiss away my tears was a sound I knew I wouldn’t forget anytime soon.

***

I listened to the ringing filling the room from the speaker on the disposable phone Neil had acquired with remarkable speed. I was sitting on the couch, and Calix was pacing the floor of the living room. I could hear him moving, but I couldn’t bring myself to look up at him. I knew he was stressed, and I was stressed, and I knew that if I saw his stress, mine would skyrocket. I feared what that would do to me - so I didn’t look up at him as I waited for Jaylah to answer the phone.

Just as I reached out to press the off button on the phone, Jaylah’s voice flooded the space. “Hello?”

“Jay, it’s me,”

“Nova!” A cry sounded in her voice. “Are you alright? Are you with him? Are you safe and well?”

“Yes to everything.”

“Oh thank God!”

“Jaylah, I need you to listen. We can’t talk long, calls are traceable and I can’t risk Dad finding us yet. We need help.”

“Help?” She gasped. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” I assured. “We just,” I paused. “I need you to convince Dad that Calix is right for me. I need you to convince him that he needs to let me go, okay? Because as soon as he accepts him, I can be free. As soon as he accepts Calix and me and the baby, I can see you all again.”

“But, he won’t.”

“Convince him.” I pleaded. “Please try, Jay.”

“O-kay.” I could picture her nodding. “How is the baby?”

“Good.” I felt tears slipping from my eyes. “I have to go and I don’t know when I’ll call again. But please, Jay, please try for me.”

“I promise.” She breathed. “I love you.”

“Love you.” I whispered. And then I disconnected the call.


Chapter 11

It’s been a week since I last spoke with Jaylah. For the first few days after I’d talked to her, Calix had spent hours in his office with Neil, as I baked.

And baked.

And baked.

At the house in Alberta, I’d tended to sit with him in his office while he worked, but Neil had never accompanied him in his office there, or I probably wouldn’t have joined at that time either. To be honest, I didn’t have it in me to sit in his office and listen to the men bicker and worry over what couldn’t be changed. There would come a time when my father would find me - and we would have to face him. To be honest, I trusted that Jaylah was doing her best in trying to assure my father that I loved Calix - and that he was no harm to me.

So, instead of wasting all my energy worrying over what couldn’t be changed, I baked. And then I enjoyed my baking. I was pretty sure, by the amount of butter tarts with raisins that I ate, our baby was going to have one hell of a sweet tooth.

This morning, I’d done a bunch of baking, but now at only 9:30 a.m. I was tired. I was thinking of curling up on the sofa with a blanket for a nap when Calix swung open the door of his office. His eyes landed on the sheets of white chocolate macaroon cookies I had cooling on the counter before a frown tugged at his brow and he looked at me.

I squeaked. “Hey.”

“How are you feeling?” He moved quickly to sit on the end of the couch, beside my feet. Picking them up into his lap, I moaned as his wonderful fingers started working the tired bottoms of my feet. “You look tired.”

“Baking is tough work.” I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the armrest. “That feels so good.”

“Maybe you should stop baking so much.” Calix proposed.

“I can’t.” My eyes popped open and I glared at him. “I have nothing else to do. I’m going stir crazy and I need an outlet - baking gives that to me.” I caught sight of Neil walking from the office with a tablet under his arm. “Take a plate of cookies with you, Neil.” I called and he paused to raise a brow at me.

“Are you trying to make me fat, Mrs. McKnight?”

I snorted, “Better you than me!”

“I disagree.” Neil shook his head, but like a good boy, he assembled a plate of cookies before walking from the room. Pausing at the front door, he called to Calix. “I will see you later?”

“Yes.” Calix nodded.

As soon as the door clicked closed, I groaned. “You’re working later tonight too?” I knew I was whining and it was unbecoming and childish, but seriously, I was losing my mind being caged within the house. Calix wasn’t okay with me wandering off without him on the island, so while he worked, I was practically chained to the house. “I can’t bake more today, Calix. Please, can you just take the night off?”

I watched the corner of his lips lift into a grin. “I thought we would both take the night off?”

“Oh,” I straightened a little on the couch - but not so much that I pulled my feet away from his delicious massage. “What are you seeing Neil again tonight for then?”

“I thought maybe you’d like to go into town for a late lunch, early dinner?” His eyes were trained on my face, obviously expecting to see a reaction of pure excitement - and I didn’t disappoint.

My scream of delighted excitement was so shrill I was surprised that he didn’t cringe. No longer feeling tired, I jumped up and dove into his lap. Kissing him fervently, I announced. “Yes!” Before asking. “Really?” And then I decided that I didn’t want to give him the chance to back out, so I giggled again. “Yes! Absolutely, I want to go for dinner.” When I pulled back from kissing and talking to his lips, he was grinning from ear to ear. “I have to go get ready.”

“Love,” his large hands gripped my waist, keeping me prisoner in his stronghold. “Were you not about to lay down for a nap?”

“I was,” I shrugged. “But I’m not tired anymore.”

“I think you should have a nap. When you wake up, I promise we will go into town.”

“But,” I stammered. “I want to get pretty.”

His eyes softened and he leaned forward to kiss the tip of my nose. “You’re always pretty, Nova.”

I frowned, whining. “Calix.”

“No nap, no going into town.” He stated firmly and I glared. “Final offer.”

Grunting under my breath, I climbed from his lap to sink down onto the couch. “Fine.” I snatched my blanket from where it’d fallen onto his lap. “Only for an hour and then you have to wake me, promise?”

He grinned. “I promise.”

I snuggled into the couch before replacing my feet into his lap. “But my feet still need to be rubbed.”

His deep chuckle followed me into heavenly sleep as his fingers set to working on my slightly swollen, pregnant feet.

***

“Did you seriously not order me any heeled boots?” I huffed at Calix from the deep confines of the closet where the shoes had been positioned on the rack.

He was waiting for me by the closet entrance, leaning against the frame with one foot crossed lazily over the other. After I’d taken almost an hour and a half, and tried on nearly fifteen outfits, I’d settled on a pair of dark stretchy jeans and a white long sleeved knit sweater. Risking my snapper-gaze, Calix had pointed out that it was the third outfit I had tried on. I hadn’t seen the comment as one fit for a reply, so I’d ignored it.

“Nova, you’re pregnant.” He replied exasperatedly. “You’re not wearing heels.”

I narrowed my eyes on him. “Tons of women who are pregnant wear heels.”

“Not my woman.”

I made a gurgling sound reminiscent of frustration in the back of my throat. “You’re killing me.”

“No, heels could kill you. I’m saving you.”

The snapper-gaze was darting toward him full force, but he didn’t seem even remotely affected. “Wear the brown leather ones.” He pointed to the pair of boots I’d been considering, but I didn’t want him to be right in this instance, so like a child, I indignantly chose a pair of flat black suede, dressy boots.

Shoving my feet into the boots, I stood and grunted. “The brown ones don’t go with this outfit.”

He nodded and I knew by the light in his eyes, that he was appeasing me. “Of course, love.”

I didn’t know if it was hormones, or what, but I was pissy about his quick agreement. Shaking my head, I walked from the closet into the bathroom. Catching sight of myself in the mirror, I stopped dead in my tracks and felt my eyes grow wide.

Before I knew it, tears were filling my eyes and running down my cheeks. I heard Calix behind me, as he gathered me in his arms. “Why are you crying?”

“I have a bump.” I pointed to my belly.

“Nova, that is our baby, don’t you dare say you look fat.” He growled and I felt my body shake harder as laughter joined with my tears.

“I wasn’t going to say I was fat - it’s just - this is the first time I’ve noticed.”

His eyes softened in the mirror and he turned me to face him. Wiping away my tears, he bent his head to press a soft kiss to my lips. “I’ve noticed for a while now. It’s beautiful, knowing our baby is growing inside you.”

“I love you.” I stood up onto my tiptoes to wrap my arms around his neck. “But please, take me to dinner.”

***

By the time we were seated in the quaint restaurant, it was just past 2:00 p.m. and I was famished. Sunset in Sitka Alaska during the month of December was somewhere around 3:30 p.m. and I knew Calix was firm about not being out past sunset. We had a bit of a boat ride back to the island, and I had no desire to make it in the dark either. The restaurant was a small Italian place, that as soon as I walked in, I smelled the mouth-watering aroma of garlic bread.

We were seated in a booth in the far left corner of the restaurant at Calix’s request and as we waited on our server, I couldn’t help but be reminded of our honeymoon. Dining in public with Calix had only ever happened on the day I’d been taken and while we’d vacationed in Greece. Being with Calix in public, and feeling the kind of freedom that came with being out with my husband, was a little like an aphrodisiac. I mean, I know that’s silly and probably not at all the reality of it, but honestly, looking at his handsome face from across the table, and feeling proud that I’m the woman sitting across from him, was a little bit - or a lot - of a turn on.

Flipping open the menu, I tried to cool the blush in my cheeks as I compared being in public with my husband to an aphrodisiac. Maybe pregnancy hormones really were affecting me, because lord knew I wasn’t making a lick of sense.

Calix leaned into the table and when he spoke, his voice was deep and low. “You’re blushing.”

Thank you Captain Obvious.

I pulled my bottom lip into my mouth, effectively ignoring him, as I scanned the list of pastas. I heard him chuckle lowly as he settled back into his chair. I couldn’t see him, but I knew he was looking at me - or staring at me. I could feel his eyes on me, drinking me in, as I struggled to keep mine from flickering up at him.

By the time our waitress stopped by our table, I was blushing so deep and hot, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d called for the fire department. Okay, maybe I was being a little dramatic - but I was hot with a capital H!

“Welcome,” she grinned at Calix before taking me in, inch by measurable inch. “What can I get for you?”

Calix looked at me and I took that as my hint. “I’d like a sweetened iced tea and the lasagna with meat sauce, please.”

Calix raised a brow before he ordered some fancy kind of angel haired pasta I’m not even going to try to pronounce, and a glass of unsweetened iced tea, before clearly dismissing the young waitress who was trying in vain to tell him how decadent the pasta he’d chosen was.

When she’d walked away with our menus, I no longer had something to hide behind, and I felt my skin flush pink once again. I watched the corner of his lip lift in an easy smile. “Why are you blushing, love?”

I shrugged. “It’s just a little hot in here.”

“Is it?” He never even once removed his eyes from me. “I hadn’t noticed.”

“Maybe if you’d stop staring at me,” I leaned into the table to hiss at him. “I wouldn’t feel so hot.”

He leaned into the table too. “Is my staring making you hot, love?”

I gulped. “Maybe.”

He grinned. “You’re beautiful when you blush.”

“And you’re beautiful always.”

“Have we not discussed this, Nova? A man doesn’t like to be called beautiful.”

“Oh yes, pardon me I forgot.” I teased. “Gorgeous.”

“Delicious?” He countered playfully and my belly tightened.

“So delicious.” I breathed, watching in fascination as his cerulean eyes sparked with a new kind of heat that gave a whole new meaning to desire.

“Keep it up and I’ll be taking you home.” He dared.

I shook my head. “Oh no, you wouldn’t deny our baby his lasagna, would you?”

He chuckled with a miniscule shake of his head. “I don’t think I can deny you or our baby much, love.”

I smiled. “We love you.”

His breath caught before he replied breathlessly. “I am a lucky man.”


Chapter 12

Before returning home from our date on the town, I’d demanded - or insisted, on stopping by the convenience store for salt and vinegar chips and cream soda. Calix had laughingly teased me about pregnancy cravings, and that if I wasn’t careful, our baby just might be born pink. I snorted as I hugged my bottle of cream soda in my lap the whole way back to the island while Neil driven the boat. The other man, who I couldn’t remember his name, had remained back at the house to ensure no one uninvited ventured onto the island while we were away.

By the time we arrived back to the island and the house came into my view, I was feeling exhausted. The day had been busier than I had grown used to in the last couple weeks. All I really wanted to do for the remainder of the night was laze around like a lump on a log next to my husband.

As Calix pulled me into his arms, lifting me from the boat onto the dock, I sighed. His arm remained protectively around my waist as he turned to Neil. “Thank you, Neil.”

Both Neil and I startled at Calix’s appreciation. He’d never really been a man to voice his appreciation, no matter how appreciative he may be. As Neil’s eyes flickered to me, and a small grim played at the line of his lips, I knew he was thinking it was all owed to me. Somehow, someway, I had changed the man Calix had always been.

Neil focused on Calix, nodding. “Goodnight, sir.”

Calix nudged me gently forward, “Come, love.”

I didn’t resist the pull of his arm around my waist as he guided me toward the house. Even though my craving for pop and chips had been strong, I no longer felt the desire for the bitter deliciousness that was the crunch of the chips. Instead, I moved immediately to the kitchen upon entering into the house, where I poured two glasses of pop. Then, I joined Calix on the couch.

“Want to pick a movie?”

“You don’t want to go to bed?”

I glanced at the clock on the stove and cringed. “It’s only 4:00 p.m.”

He shrugged. “If you’re tired, you should sleep.”

“I think I’d like to watch a movie.”

His eyes narrowed on me as he waded through my eyes trying to find a lie. I knew he found it when he sighed. Surprising me, he nodded. “I’ll pick a movie if you go change into something a bit more comfortable.”

“Okay.” I didn’t argue, because the fact of the matter was that my jeans were beginning to severely irritate me, and all I could think about was the soft warmth that were my cotton pajama pants.

By the time I came back downstairs, I’d brushed through my hair and dressed in a pair of light pink pajama pants as well as a pink tank top. I’d trudged a big blanket and pillow from the linen closet upstairs behind me as I padded to the couch where Calix waited.

When he glanced up at me, a grin ignited his expression and I felt my cheeks sting in a blush.

Patting the couch beside him, he spoke. “Come sit, love.”

“I was thinking we could - uh - cuddle?”

He raised a brow, “We can always cuddle.”

Tossing the pillow onto he arm of the couch, I pointed to it. “Lay down.”

His eyes were fire inside ice as he moved to obey my command. When he was finally settled into the couch, I moved to snuggle into the front of his long warm body, before I settled the blanket into place over us. As I wiggled my back into his chest, his hand moved to enclose protectively around the small bump in my belly - and then he sighed. The sound was a sweet sound of relief and contentment that I found pride in giving to him. The longer I was pregnant, the more I believed, that although Calix had ensured it wrongly, he would be an amazing father. This baby was the best thing that could happen to us, and I fully believed, with the entirety of my heart, that this was right and we were standing exactly where we were always meant to be.

As the movie played and my lids grew heavy, I couldn’t help but think that in spite of how we’d started out - anything but mundane - Calix and I had finally fallen into the bliss that was a life of normalcy. Here in Alaska, I cooked and cleaned while he worked in the office, and together we talked about sweet nothings. There were no greater things like bodyguards sharing our dinner table, locks on the doors, or threats to lives. Everything I had hated about my life with Calix had fallen away until it was only the two of us. Only good.

Most people wish for the extravagant and wild, but for those who have lived a life without normalcy - the cold hard truth is that in mundane tasks, there is a beauty unlike any other. There is an innocently laced contentment within habitual acts that offers security and bliss. If I could choose extravagance or ordinariness with Calix, I would choose ordinary, because all the extraordinary I need is in the man I love - and that is enough for me.

In the distant recesses of my barely lucid mind, I heard the end credits playing. Calix shifted behind my body, and when he spoke, his voice was deep. “Nova, it’s time for bed.”

I peeled my eyes open as I worked my tired body into a sitting position. Calix fixed himself beside me as his eyes swept over my face. “How are you feeling?”

“Good.” I replied honestly. “I think I needed that catnap.”

His lips curled into a soft smile. “I figured. You were out not five minutes into the movie.”

“Hmm.” I grunted, because movie or not, my mind had been working. I honestly think that was just part of life with an X chromosome. The female brain is incapable of settling into a peaceful, entirely quiet, state of sleep.

Calix stood. “I can help you get settled into bed, if you’d like.”

“No.” I shook my head. “I’m alright now.”

His jaw tightened. “Would you like to take a bubble bath?”

I fluttered my lashes flirtatiously. “With you?”

Calix glanced down into his lap for a moment and I felt my heart begin an unsteady fluttering as I pondered his lack of response to my reckless flirting. When he finally spoke, his words were like a dagger to my chest. “Not this time, love.”

“What?” I breathed, watching him stand.

“I need to put a couple hours of work in before bed. I’m going to head into the office.”

“Oh,” I jumped to attention. “Well, I’ll just read in there with you.”

Again, he shook his head. He was already moving away as he spoke. “Not tonight.”

“Why?” I demanded, following him.

“Because I need to concentrate.” He stepped forward, his hands tight on my upper arms as he rested his forehead against mine. “I’ll see you in a couple hours.”

He pulled back, pressed a fleeting kiss to my forehead, and then he walked into his office before closing the door behind him.

I watched - stunned, as he disappeared to leave me standing in the center of the living room. After such a wonderful evening, I couldn’t believe that this was how it was ending. I couldn’t believe he refused to allow me to come with him into his office. Never before had he had trouble concentrating with me in his office while he worked. That made me wonder, what the hell was my husband hiding?

***

I listened to the sound of Calix walking closer to the bedroom door and I waited, with my heart thumping erratically in my chest. I’d been unable to fall into sleep as I waited, the three and a half hours for him to join me. The sky was black and the curtains had been pulled closed. The room was flooded in darkness save for the lamp I’d left plugged in on his side of the bed. I was facing away from the door, laying on my side with the blankets pulled right up to my chin. Beneath the blankets, I wore one of his t-shirts.

This was the first time since I’d been here with Calix, that I’d deliberately disobeyed his wishes and come to bed clothed.

I listened to his movements as he rummaged about the bedroom quietly, assuming I was asleep. He brushed his teeth and washed his face, before removing his clothing in the closet. When he came toward me, he was unclothed. I knew, without having to look behind me, that Calix would be stark naked. That was how he liked to sleep. Looking back to when he’d first taken me, he’d given me so many courtesies that he hadn’t had to offer, but I was so thankful he had.

I felt the bed shift as he slid in beside me, and then the light flicked off and his body moved toward mine. I felt his hand come into contact with the material of his shirt, as he fisted it. And then I was on my back and he was hovering above me, nothing more than a silhouette in the darkness - but it didn’t mater, because I could literally feel his anger radiating from his body.

“Why are you wearing this?” He growled low in his throat.

I tilted my shin in testy defiance before replying. “You weren’t here and I didn’t want to sleep naked.”

“Take it off.”

“No.”

“Nova,”

“I’m comfortable, and I’d like to sleep for one night without you distracting me.” I tossed his words back at him, and as his hand fisted tighter in the fabric of the t-shirt, I knew he’d connected the dots from my actions to his words earlier in the night.

There was no warning for what happened next. He was laying between my legs one moment, crushing his body to mine as though reminding me of where I belonged - beneath him - before he’d pushed back on his haunches. His hands gripped the hem of he shirt, and pulled it over my head quick and rough. I’d been clothed one second, and stripped almost naked the next. With nothing but my panties on, I dug my heels into the bed, daring him to strip me of my panties.

To my surprise, he didn’t pull my lacy panties down my legs. Instead, he fingered the fabric almost gently as he spoke gravelly into the dark breathy silence. “You are naked in my bed, Nova, always.” The sound of my panties ripping startled me and shivers broke out over my skin at his primal, overbearing display of dominance. “Do you understand me?”

“I don’t want to fuck you tonight.” My words trembled as they fell from my lips, and I didn’t know if it was from anger, fear, or desire. In all reality, it could be a mixture of all three. I was so terribly angry with this man for pushing me away when he saw fit, and then expecting me to lay waiting for him when he decided to accompany me to our bed. And I was afraid, because since returning to him, he hadn’t once taken me with the familiar dominance I had come to know from the man who’d taken me. Yet, through it all, there was no denying the desire pooling within my body for his angry dominance. Calix had created me. He’d taken a girl who knew nothing of her desires and he’d crafted a woman who longed for the dominance this man provided. He knew his actions would make me wet with need for him, there was no doubt in my mind - because he’d conditioned me this way.

“Nova,” he tisked in disapproval and I remembered my language, grinning internally at the ease with which I goaded him - even unintentionally. “There is nothing sexy about a woman who uses that language.”

Oh hell, and he could goad me right back around and around until my freaking head spun. “Screw you.” I kicked my leg out at him, suddenly more angry than fearful - and all my desire had practically been snuffed out at his admission of finding me no longer sexy.

His hand caught my ankle with no trouble at all as I kicked out at him, slamming it into the cushion of the mattress. “Enough.”

I felt tears sting my eyes as I replayed his words over and over again. There’s nothing sexy about...there’s nothing sexy about...there’s nothing sexy about. My mind couldn’t stop the sound of his very sexy words telling me I was anything but sexy - as I lay here beneath him - open for his viewing and taking - that I wasn’t sexy.

“I don’t want you tonight.” I whispered, as my first tear slid from my eye to fall into my hair by my temple.

“Don’t lie to me, love.” He growled in low, threatening tones. “I can fucking smell your want for me.”

I tried in vain to press my legs closed, but his body was there - stopping my movement. “Calix,” I half moaned and half cried his name. “Please just - not tonight.”

“Every night, Nova.” He argued. “You are mine. You are mine, love - you won’t deny me if you first have to deny yourself.”

“I’m not denying myself anything!”

There was no warning for his next actions. Maybe if I’d seen the challenging light in his eyes, I’d have had the time to try and stop him - but I didn’t. His hands moved to my inner thighs, spreading my legs wide, as he lowered his face in one quick motion to my very warm, very wet, very delicate place. And then I felt his very warm, very wet, very wonderful mouth on me.

An inaudible moan of denial - or maybe it was urging - sounded into the darkness pulsing around us. His mouth was hot and sweeping against my very sensitive flesh as he pressed his lips around my clit, sucking the swollen bundle of nerves into the searing heat of his mouth. I felt his every fingertip pressing against the tender flesh of my inner thighs as he fought my futile resistance to the pleasure he was determined to provide.

As he continued to suck me, swirling his tongue in erratic circular motions of teasing sensation, pleasure built within my body so hot and heavy, I felt I was mere moments from exploding. He worked me with his tongue, stroking my clit with the tip of his tongue before pulling it between his lips and trailing his teeth gently down the very sensitive flesh before starting all over again in the dance of his wicked decadency.

I felt his hand move between my legs to the open aching of my core, and as he sucked me relentlessly, the tip of his thick finger moved slowly, teasingly, around my opening. I wanted him so deeply, so desperately, to enter me - that I was in physical pain. Stabbing pulses throbbed inside of me, that I ached for him to sate, but he didn’t. I knew he was waiting for me to take back my words of denial against him. I knew that he wanted me to plead for him, to cry that I wanted him - needed him - ached for him - but I couldn’t bring myself to utter the words. Tears of frustration-coated desire flowed freely from my eyes to slide into my temples as I sobbed and moaned all at the same time, while he denied me bodily satisfaction that would first require injuring my pride.

As though on queue, he murmured against me. “Do you want me to stop?”

No, God, no I did not want him to stop. But my pride was still rearing her dominant head. “Yes.”

Accepting the challenge I presented, he lowered his head once more between my legs, but this time, he placed two fingers just inside of me while holding my hips down with his other hand to keep me from finding my own pleasure with his fingers. The prelude to fireworks roared behind my ears as my blood rushed inside of me and my breathing shortened.

I don’t know if it was simply weakness, or oxygen deprivation, but I moaned. “Please. I need you.”

My brain didn’t register his actions in response to my plea as he moved away from my aching core to climb quickly up my body. His mouth slammed against mine as his cock, hard and swollen, sunk deep inside of me with only one thrust.

And that was all I needed to explode around him.


Chapter 13

The living room floor is coated with Sitka Spruce needles as I watch Calix and Neil struggling with one of the smallest of the conifer trees. As they stand it in the corner and look over their shoulders at me, silently asking me once again if it needs to be moved to the right side of the fireplace rather than the left, before I ask them to move it back once again, I shake my head and giggle.

Taking pity on them, I announced. “It’s lovely where it is.”

“Thank God.” Calix huffed breathlessly. “Those aren’t light trees.”

Neil teased. “You need to work out, sir.”

Calix raised a brow, and Neil blushed. He was a moment from apologizing when Calix chuckled. “I’m almost a father, do dads go to the gym?”

I laughed and soon the sound of Neil’s uncertain chuckle joined mine. “Yes, dads go to the gym.”

“Damn, thought I was getting out of that.”

“Sorry to disappoint.” I moved into the circle of his open arms and he hugged me tight. The moment was interrupted by the sound of Neil’s phone ringing.

Both Calix and I stared as Neil answered his phone. “Yes. Be there soon.” He hung up the phone before settling his eyes on Calix. “I’ll be in touch, sir.” He nodded at me. “Nova.”

I smiled, but my heart was racing. “Is everything okay?”

Calix tensed against my body and I knew Neil didn’t miss it. “Everything is fine.”

I wasn’t certain if I believed him, but when he moved quickly from the house and Calix turned to shine a stunning smile down on me, I couldn’t allow my thoughts to linger on anything negative. It was Christmas time and I was with my husband and we had a tree to decorate.

Standing up on my tiptoes, I whispered. “Are you ready to decorate our first tree together?”

He moaned in the back of this throat. “I’ve never been more ready in my life, love.”

I beamed, loving the double meaning in his words. First, I would tend to our naked tree, and then I would be tending to my husband.

“Will you open the decoration boxes?” I was already walking to the kitchen where I poured Calix a glass of unsweetened iced tea and myself a tall glass of cream soda. Calix enjoyed wine, but he insisted on drinking nothing alcoholic until we returned home safe and sound. I didn’t mind that insistence, either, because I had been worried when I’d first came here with Calix and he’d been drinking beer.

Walking back into the living room, I placed the glasses on the coffee table and lowered myself to the couch as Calix draped the tree with lights and then glimmering red garland. I’d never really had my father home for Christmas before, but I couldn’t disagree now that I had a man draping the lights and garland, it was most definitely a mans job. Little did Calix know, but tonight we were making tradition for the many Christmas’s we had to come. Tucking my feet beneath me on the couch, I smiled contentedly as I sipped my pink pop.

Watching my husband doing husbandly duties, I couldn’t deny that I really was falling more and more in love with him every day that passed. When he spent time in the confines of his office with his door closed, I found that I craved him. I don’t exactly know how, or when it happened, but over the course of my time with Calix, I had grown so dependent upon him, that I was certain, not just fearful - but certain, that if I were forced to be without him, my soul would die. My body may live long and healthy, but there would be nothing inside. I knew this because somehow, over time, my soul had woven itself to Calix’s so terribly tight, that now there was no hope for life if I ever lost him. Because I knew, deep in my heart of hearts, that wherever Calix went, my soul would follow - body or no body.

“Nova, are you alright?” Calix’s deep voice broke into my thoughts and I startled, blinking up at him.

Forcing a smile to my face, I nodded. “I’m better than alright.” I stood to loop my finger through the string dangling from a glittery gold snowflake ornament.

As I walked toward the tree, Calix caught my body in his arms. “Not so fast, love.” He nuzzled my neck and I giggled. “What were you thinking about just now?”

I stiffened in his arms as I contemplated the truth. The truth was difficult, especially in this case, to explain. But Calix sensed my lies as though I wore a flashing light on my head reading she’s lying!

So, I decided on the truth. “I was thinking that I love you.” I spoke slowly and he listened patiently. “I was thinking that I love you so much, I couldn’t live without you. I mean, I’m certain my body would live - but there would be nothing inside - no light or beauty. If I lost you, I’d lose me too.”

The breathless silence that thrummed around us was heavy as Calix contemplated my words. And then I felt his head dip low, his lips moving over the smooth skin of my neck. “Love, you’ll never be empty.” He vowed. “You’ll never be without me.”

I smiled, feeling confident in his statement as he moved me gently closer to the tree. Then, with his hand over mine, we hung our very first ornament on our very first tree.

***

Christmas morning was exciting. I woke later than usual, probably because I’d stayed up late into the night with Calix as we watched the tree glimmering in the light of the warm fireplace. I’d sat in his arms as we drank unsweetened iced tea together and dreamed of our future. I admitted to him, that although I loved this house and wanted to spend time here every year for the rest of our lives, I wanted to have our baby back at the house in Alberta. I missed the Rocky Mountains and I missed my crystal blue lake. Calix seemed to understand, because he agreed and he promised that he and Neil were working on finding a way to smooth the waves between my husband and my father, so that we could return home.

I believed him. So, rather than moping about the house, I made every moment here count. This was my first pregnancy and I was experiencing it for all that it was - with the man I loved more than my own life. I knew that this child would spark a new kind of love within me than I had for Calix, because I was already so terribly, completely, and wholesomely in love with my baby. I knew that when push came, even before shove, I would shove first and harder to protect the innocent life growing inside of me. I knew Calix felt the same way, and it was that understanding that solidified my belief that he would find a way to get us home before our child entered this world.

Pushing away the covers that weighted down on my flushed body, I sighed as a gentle burst of cool air kissed my skin. I was just over four months pregnant now, and the skin over my belly was beginning to feel tight with the growth of our child. Every morning, for nearly a week, I’d woken hot and itchy. I wasn’t large by any means, but I’d been tiny before becoming pregnant and having the extra weight was a definite change that would take a lot more than nine months to get used to.

Pushing myself from the bed, I padded to the bathroom to relieve myself of my overfull bladder before I washed my hands and face. After applying my morning routine of cream onto my body, taking particular care of my belly, buttock, and breasts, I meandered into the closet. Deciding on a comfortable pair of gray leggings and a soft mint knit sweater over a white tank, I slipped my feet into bulky gray knit socks before eyeing the vicinity of the bedroom for Calix’s prying eyes. And then I lowered myself to all fours beside the bed to retrieve the small box I’d pleaded with Neil to buy for Calix for Christmas.

He’d been adamant about no Christmas presents, but that was simply ridiculous - and I wanted to get him something special. As I’d had no money and I’d asked Neil to loan it to me, I’d needed a gift that was both meaningful and inexpensive.

As I pulled the lightweight box, wrapped in shimmering red wrapping paper from beneath the bed, I couldn’t help but grin in pride at the gift I’d ended up choosing for my first Christmas with my husband.

Holding tight to the gift, I made my way downstairs to meet Calix. As I walked, the sweet aroma of cinnamon hit me and I felt my belly clench with sudden and demanding hunger. Pushing a little extra oomph into my steps, I rounded the base of the stairs into the kitchen where I spotted Calix standing at the stove. He was shirtless with his black pants hanging deliciously low on his hips. The hunger in my belly travelled lower, and I rolled my eyes at my body’s indecision.

“Merry Christmas.” I announced more breathily than I’d anticipated.

Calix looked over his shoulder at me, before grinning knowingly. “Good morning, love.”

“Whatcha making?” I asked as I moved into the living room with my little gift.

A smile ignited full force on my face as I spotted the little gifts waiting for me beneath the tree. There were three. I knew we’d said no gifts, but when a woman says no gifts is okay - she really means she wants, desperately, for it to be okay - but it isn’t okay. When the special, traditional moment comes and a man neglects to find the importance of making that moment special with something as silly and inconvenient as a gift, it freaking hurts - even if a woman tries with everything inside of her to defeat that hurt - it hurts. It must be something in our wiring, because there isn’t one woman I know who is truly okay with downplaying the significance of a special moment.

“French toast.” Calix replied. “I thought we said no gifts.”

“Did you get me a gift?” I asked as I placed his beneath the tree.

“That’s different. You’re my wife.” He sighed. “I should spoil you, Nova.”

“And you’re my husband. I should spoil you.”

“Come and eat your breakfast.” He growled his command. “My baby is probably starving.”

Placing a hand on my belly, I padded to the kitchen. Plopping myself down on a stool against the countertop, I waited for him to hand me a piece of French toast on a plate. When he did, I drizzled it in Maple syrup and enjoyed the sugary cinnamon deliciousness.

By the time we were finished our breakfast, Calix carried his coffee and my tea into the living room. Try as I might to convince him that cream soda in the morning was a good thing, he put his foot down against allowing the pop to touch my lips any time before noon.

He’d already started the fireplace, an old fashioned fireplace where real wood burned and crackled and filtered the house with the warm scent of flame. The day outside was dreary and chilly, but inside the little house, it was pure heaven and loving warmth. If I had to choose any place in the world to be in this moment - it would be right where I was with the man I loved.

Calix moved to the tree where he retrieved our gifts, all four of them, before bringing them to the coffee table before the couch where I sat. His eyes were glimmering with the light reminiscent of childlike joy, and I felt my heart squeeze in my chest at the simple beauty within their cobalt depths.

“Merry Christmas, love.” He smiled, almost sheepishly. “I thought a lot about your gifts.” He handed me the first box - a small box wrapped in gold paper with a red bow. “Open this one first.”

I smiled at him as I took the box into my hands. Unable to unwrap it slowly with my budding curiosity, I tore quickly through the paper to expose a box with the local bakery’s logo on the top. Lifting the lid, I gasped as I saw my very favorite treat - macaroons. My eyes misted at the very simple and yet thoughtful gift. My husband really did know me - down to my guilty pleasures.

“Thank you, Calix.” I fingered a treat before peaking up at him. He had a thing about no sweets before noon and I tried to respect his wishes because although it was my body, it was our baby inside and we both had a right to making decisions. “Can I have just one?”

“It’s Christmas, love.” He reminded me, grinning. “Indulge.”

He didn’t have to tell me twice. I popped a macaroon into my mouth and let its decadency melt. Almost warily, I offered him one. Thankfully, he shook his head with an amused grin. Honestly, I was afraid he’d try them and then fall in love with my favorite treat. Where I savored the foods I liked, Calix plowed through them as though they were disappearing from the very face of the earth. Macaroons were one thing I was not willing to watch him plow through. Their divineness deserved attentive savoring.

Placing the box on the coffee table, I announced on a moan. “Those are amazing.”

“I’m glad you like them.” He replied gravelly before handing me another box. “Now this one.”

I smiled as I took the second gift with the green wrapping. This one was a lightweight, long rectangular box. By the time I tore through the green wrapping to reveal the long white box with gold script, I honestly had no idea what was inside. Lifting the lid, I gasped as I pulled out a beautifully crafted, softer than heaven’s clouds baby blanket.

“Oh Calix,” I breathed his name and tears stung my eyes. “This is - beautiful.”

“I chose green because you’re so confident we’re having a boy.” He paused. “I didn’t think blue would be all that flattering for a girl and green would still be okay,” he stuttered. “I hope it’s alright.”

“It’s beautiful.” I whispered, hugging the blanket to my chest. “So perfect, Calix.”

He smiled, almost bashfully as he reached out a hand to touch my belly where the blanket rested. “I wanted to get our baby a present.” He admitted. “This was the only thing I could find that didn’t either confuse the hell out of me, or was geared toward a particular sex.”

I giggled. “The baby will need lots of blankets. You chose well.”

He smiled a relieved smile and I reached over to hand him his one gift. “Now yours.”

He took the box with slightly trembling hands, and I watched, holding my breath, as he opened the wrapping. When he pulled a small red Christmas bulb from the box, his eyes instantly taking in the gold script, his large hand swallowed the bulb. Then, I watched as his cerulean eyes glazed with a sheen of moisture from the building emotion within him. I’d thought long and hard about his gift. Scripted on the bulb in shimmering gold was both of our names, and the date of our first Christmas.

I breathed. “I’ll be buying one every year from now on. When we’ve been together for sixty years, we’ll have sixty beautiful ornaments to represent all our Christmas’s together.”

Calix didn’t say anything. Instead, he leaned forward to catch my nape in his hand - and then he crushed his lips to mine. He kissed me fiercely, passionately, and through his kiss, I tasted every ounce of love he had for me.

When he pulled away, he spoke through shaking tones. “Thank you, love.”

I beamed. “I love you.”

“You know I love you.” He reached out for the third and last box, before placing it into my lap that was still covered by our baby’s first blanket. “Now, the best for last.”

“I don’t know if anything can beat this blanket,” I paused to reconsider with the mind of an obviously pregnant woman. “Or the macaroons. The macaroons are pretty darned delicious.”

He cocked a grin. “Open it, Nova. I can guarantee it’ll be your favorite.”

“Oh alright!” I huffed playfully, my fingers already tearing through the paper. I knew I was getting something to do with jewelry when I revealed the black box, but I had no idea what exactly I was getting until I opened it.

Lifting the lid, I gasped at the sight of a beautiful gold bangle. Lifting it from its silken cushion, I brought it level to my face for inspection when I notice that it had been engraved. On the outside of bangle, I read....

Calix + Nova =

“What do Calix and Nova equal?” I asked eagerly, breathlessly.

“The names of our children.” He explained, pointing to the bangle. “Whoever this little one is,” he rubbed my belly before pointing a second time to the bangle right after my name. “We’ll engrave the name here.” He explained. “There is enough room for four or five children, depending on the length of the names we choose.”

My breath caught and I sputtered. “Four of five?”

He nodded and I could already see him suiting up for war. “Yes, we will have a full house, love.”

“Maybe two or three.” I tried to negotiate.

He shook his head. “Four or five.”

“Calix.”

“Put the bangle on, love.” He commanded, and because it was so beautiful and he was so hard to resist, I complied.

“It’s perfect, Calix.” I felt my heart swell. “You’re right, it is my favorite.”


Chapter 14

The light of a white moon spilled into the room through the slightly pulled open curtains hanging over the massive window. Through the exposed glass, I could see the large Sitka Spruce towering over the house to cast slicing shadows through the cool glow of the moon. I don’t know what it was exactly that woke me - the light of the moon, or my very large belly - but whatever it was, I knew I wasn’t falling back asleep any time soon.

Before I even looked over my shoulder for Calix, I knew that he wasn’t with me. For the last two months, ever since right before Christmas, he’d been disappearing in the middle of the night to work. He claimed that he was having a hard time sleeping and that he felt he was wasting good time lying in bed, tossing and turning, when he could be working. But I knew, with every passing day, he was growing more and more exhausted. Although I agreed he was having difficulty sleeping, this routine had gone on long enough. It was late February, and I couldn’t have him pushing himself to his every limit, every damn day. We were going to be sleep deprived enough when our baby decided to make its appearance in only three months. We needed to take the sleep we could get, while we could get it.

Placing a hand on my swollen belly, I wiggled to the corner of the bed before placing my bare feet against the cool hardwood of the floor. As soon as my body slid from the warm confines of the blankets, a terrible chill seeped through my skin before sinking deep into my bones. With chattering teeth, I made a quick run for the closet where I shoved my arms into the fluffiest pink housecoat known to - well - me. I would say man, because this housecoat really was something else, and made me look like I was preparing to face a blizzard in my pajamas. It even had a hood! I mean, one of those really big ones with the extra fluff around the face, simply divine!

Tying the housecoat around my belly, I padded my now slipper warmed feet from the room.

As I moved along the hallway, I could have sworn I heard a woman’s voice, and I froze. My ears strained to catch the unfamiliar sound once again, and I swear, I was irritated that I could hear the beating of my heart over the quiet sounds of another woman’s voice. It had been so long since I’d heard a woman speaking - and in my home with Calix - in the middle of the night when he was supposed to be in bed with his pregnant wife.

Something inside of me switched, and I went into stealth female investigator mode. Ditching my slippers at the top of the stairs so as not to make a sound, I crept slowly down the stairs - all the while holding my breath. When I came to the bottom of the steps, I heard the voice again. It was so faint and oddly distant - while so very familiar. I knew this voice well, but for the life of me, I couldn’t place it.

Blood rushed in my ears as I moved slowly forward. My heart was drumming erratically in my chest as I fought to keep my fear, anger, and abandonment contained.

Could it be possible that he was - cheating? I didn’t want to be the kind of woman who jumped to conclusions - but I was on an island with my husband who was sneaking out of bed nightly to work. I mean, what the hell else was I supposed to think at the sound of a woman’s voice?

Creeping around the corner, I felt my heart lodge itself into my throat as I realized why the female voice was familiar. Chills crept over my flesh like a disease, spreading like wildfire. My ankles felt suddenly weak - and I couldn’t help but wonder if they were going to continue holding my weight as I moved closer.

The voice of the woman was familiar - because I knew her, intimately.

The voice belonged to my sister.

Jaylah.

My eyes strained to take in the scene in the darkness. From where I stood beside the kitchen counter, I could see Calix sitting with his back to me on the couch. He had his laptop resting against his lap, and it was open to a scene of my family - like a movie playing on demand. The bright light flooded a small orb of space around him, and although his head bobbed a few times, protesting his determined lack of sleep, his eyes remained on the screen.

“What are you doing?” I asked before I’d even thought of the words. I’d wanted to watch longer - I wanted to know what he was seeing and why he was sacrificing his sleep to spy on my family. But I felt, too angry and, well, betrayed to keep silent for long.

Calix jumped as though I were an intruder. His laptop slammed closed to fast, I heard it slapping together as the room was flooded in complete darkness.

“Nova,” Calix breathed my name as he stood to spin and face me. “What are you doing awake? Why didn’t you call for me?”

Had I only imagined I’d spoken? Why wasn’t he answering me?

“What were you doing, Calix?” I stepped toward him, feeling suddenly angry and determined. I knew he sensed my sudden shift in mood, because he raised his hands into his disheveled hair and a strangled groan built in his throat. I didn’t care much about his frustration as I demanded once again. “Why are you watching my sister?”

“I’m watching your entire family.” He replied exasperatedly.

“For how long?” I demanded, stomping my foot in the darkness.

“For as long as I’ve been getting up in the night.” He replied matter of fact. There was no hesitation or remorse in his voice, and I felt my throat close in a sob. How could he remain so uncaring about something that obviously hurt me?

“Calix,” I struggled with his name and his newest betrayal.

“Don’t ask questions to which you do not want the answer.” His reply was cold, almost clinical. I hated when he did this. I hated the chill he allowed to infuse the warm man I knew, every time something became hard and he was faced with the repercussions of his actions.

“You better believe I want the answers to my questions.” I pointed my finger at him as sobs built in my throat. But this time, they were angry sobs. I was physically vibrating with rage that was fully directed at my husband. “It doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt like fuck, but I want them.”

“Nova,” He began, presumably to scold me for my unladylike language.

I lost a little piece of myself then. “Don’t tell me what to do!” I screamed. “Don’t tell me what to think or feel or say! I am your wife, God dammit. I’m your fucking wife!”

“Damn right, you are.” Calix roared in response, moving quickly across the room to face me. His hands settled firmly on my upper arms, and then he pulled me into his chest. “You’re my wife, Nova, so I’ll do everything - every God damned thing I can - to keep you and our baby safe from harm.” His voice shuddered through his body. “I’ll sell my soul to the Devil, or fucking find my knees in prayer, to ensure your safety. I’ll risk hurting you now as down payment for your continued happiness in the years to come, Nova.”

I struggled in his arms, but I knew, before the struggle even began, that I was going nowhere. “I can’t listen to this.” I whispered, feeling defeated as I always did when he overpowered me with the feel of his body and love and - self sacrificing desperation. “Just tell me why you’re watching my family in the middle of the night.”

“I’m looking for a clue.” He whispered through a hoarse voice.

“Clue?” I shook my head, before tipping it back to look into his face. “What clue, Calix?”

“A clue that your father is accepting us. A clue that all Jaylah’s work isn’t for nothing.” He sighed. “You asked her to convince your father, Nova, that you need me. Well, she’s been trying. Every day she tries, because I truly believe she believes that if she doesn’t succeed, she’s going to lose you.”

I gasped. “Is it working?”

There was no light but the moon shining over is in the room, but I knew, instinctively, that his blue eyes had darkened impossibly. “No. It’s not working on your father.”

“But?” I asked breathlessly.

“But it’s working on your mother.” He announced. “She’s weakening her resolve against me - I’ve watched her and your father discuss how you were when you came home last time. She believes that accepting you with me is the only way to have her daughter. She knows they have no proof to convict me, and all she wants is to be part of your life, so that she’ll know if I’m ever hurting you. She’ll be there to protect you.” His tone grew thick with disdain. “She wants to be part of our life because she’s still afraid of me. Being separated from you is worse for her than accepting you with me. She’s growing exhausted with your father’s involvement in pushing you away - and keeping you away.”

“So you think she will break him?” I asked.

“I think she’s the only one who can.”

I dropped my forehead to his chest. “Why couldn’t you just tell me?”

“It’s not my job to tell you things that can hurt you, or place stress on you.” He replied factually. “It’s my job to protect you always. From everything.”

Instantly angry, I shoved myself from his arms. “It’s your job to be honest with me - to be my partner. We’re married, Calix, I’m not your child. I am your equal.”

Moving closer to me, he caught my chin in his hand before tilting his face down to mine. “You need to understand something, Nova, because if you don’t, we’ll undoubtedly go through this again and I’m growing exhausted with these pointless confrontations.” He paused as though to allow his words to sink in before continuing in a cold, matter of fact voice. “You and I are not equal. We will never have the marriage that you seem to believe we should have. You will always be mine, Nova. You will always be mine to protect, satisfy, and love. Your happiness will always be my responsibility and if I decide your awareness of our struggles need to be deluded, by God, they will be deluded.”

Tears pooled in my eyes as I shook my head at him. “Sometimes I hate you.”

“Love and hate are one and the same, love.” He replied sadly. “They are both intense emotions. You cannot feel one without first knowing the other.” He shrugged. “I’ll accept your hate now, because I know its intensity stems from your love.”

The tears I’d been fighting to keep from falling slipped through my lids to stream in shimmering silver ribbons down my face. As I stepped back away from him, I spoke softly, feeling defeated on every level. “Every time I think you’re a better man, and that we’re growing together, you do something horrible - like this - to shove me back onto square one.” I shook my head. “Every time I think I understand you, I realize that I don’t even know you.”

As I walked back to the stairs, suddenly desperate to escape him I heard his soft voice spill into the silence. “You do know me, love. Yours is the only soul on this earth capable of knowing mine.” I didn’t turn to face him, but I knew the look in his eyes was tortured as his last words flowed from his mouth. “You’ve known, from the beginning, that we aren’t forces that can exist apart, Nova. Apart, you are a light the world can’t face - you’re too bright and beautiful and kind and innocent. Me, I’m the darkness that suffocates the life from everything beautiful. Together, we’re balance. You know me, love. You know my darkness, and yet, somehow, you’ve found a way to accept me into your heart regardless. Now that I’m there, you know I’ll never leave. I’ll do everything I can to protect you - even from myself. If that means I keep things from you - that is a fact you’ll need to accept.”

“And if I can’t?” I didn’t turn to face him as I clutched the railing of the stairs.

“You can, Nova.” He replied darkly. “You don’t have a choice.”

I didn’t reply as I took the steps quickly to the top, and Calix didn’t follow me. I felt a little like I was dying inside, my heart breaking a thousand different ways in my chest. I’d wanted to tell him that I did have a choice - that I could choose to leave him and never look back - that I could come out to the police and tell them the truth about my beginning with Calix - but I knew I couldn’t.

The facts were a cold, hard, sticky pill to swallow - but I’d swallowed it a long time ago. Calix was right - I was his. For better or worse, I was his. Our marriage might not be conventional or anything I’d imagined when I’d fantasized about belonging to a man in matrimony - but it was ours. It was what we had, and in spite of all its darkness, in spite of all Calix’s darkness - it really was beautiful.


Chapter 15

The moon was a beautiful, full moon. It was bright, lighting up the sky with its loyal entourage of shimmering stars. I don’t know how long I’d stared at the moon, standing at the window like the lost, caged soul that I was, but I knew that I’d come to a few revelations.

Calix was my keeper.

He was my husband, my lover, my protector - and he was my keeper.

I knew this to be truer than true, because the thought of living without him ignited an ache so desperately deep in my chest, I felt as though I were dying a slow death from the inside out. Living in this world without him was like condemning myself to an eternity in Hell. It wasn’t a condemnation I could make for myself, or my child, simply because I was angry at Calix for trying, in his very twisted ways, to ensure my continued safety and happiness.

Calix really was right, we were tied together in a bond so impossibly tight, there was no hope we might ever find life possible without the other. And, if I were being painfully honest with myself, I didn’t want to accept the possibility of life without the man who had captured not only my body - but my soul.

Calix was a force to be reckoned. His power was breathtaking and his determination was, although suffocating, liberating. Because, although he stripped me of my right to fight alongside in him the battles that were, legally ours, he loved me enough to sacrifice himself to ensure my soul maintained the light he claimed to cherish so profoundly.

The sound of the door clicking open startled me and I turned to face him as he walked into the room. I saw his eyes sweep across the empty bed, and then his body tightened as fear bled through the expression of his face. He thought I’d run. As if I ever could. Not only were we on an island, but Calix had become both my salvation and my cage.

Running wasn’t a possibility.

“I’m here.” I whispered and his eyes shot to land on the direction of my voice. I watched the fear escape his body before a new kind of tension infected his being.

“What are you doing, standing there, like that?” He asked quietly.

“I couldn’t sleep.” I explained softly. “And the moon is so beautiful, I thought I’d try to lose myself in it - if only for a while.”

“Love,” I heard his feet move across the bedroom, and then I felt his arms circle around the swell of my belly to pull me into his chest. “I wish I could be everything you want me to be - but I can’t - not when I know all that you need from me.”

“What does that even mean?”

“It means that you need for me to protect you from all the shit, Nova. This is my mess to clean and you need for me to clean it. I know you want to help, because helping is in your nature, but I know you need for me to do this on my own. Because fighting your father isn’t a battle someone of your soft nature can fight and survive.”

Tears glimmered in my eyes, because as much as I hated his words - he was right. “You’ve been watching them for months, Calix.” I breathed.

He nodded behind me. “Yes.”

“Did you watch me?” I asked, fearful of his answer.

“No.”

“Why?” A tear slipped from my eye and I leaned my head against the nook of his shoulder, desperate to find a comfort without turning to face him.

“I couldn’t.”

“What?”

“I couldn’t bear it, Nova.”

“What couldn’t you bear?” I whispered my demand through hostile tones. “Seeing me? After you made me yours in every way - how could you not bear seeing me?”

“I’d hoped you were happy, Nova.” He admitted hoarsely. “You’d wanted, so desperately, to be reunited with your family - I thought you were happy. I didn’t - couldn’t bear seeing you happy without me.”

“And if I wasn’t happy, Calix?” I asked through the pain building in my throat. “What then?”

“Then I knew it would kill me to see you grieve, love.” He spun me to face him - and what I saw in his eyes was a sad kind of shame that tore into my entity with the ferocity of a murderous spirit determined to ruin. “I thought about it. Every day, Nova, I thought about logging on and watching you, seeing you, loving you from afar - but I couldn’t.”

His arms fell from around me as he dropped himself into the chaise beside the window. In that moment, the strong man I adored looked so small and broken. His wide shoulders, that I’d always been confident could carry the weight of the world, were so terribly defeated. I knew, with chilling certainty, that I would forever be haunted by this moment.

The man I knew, and thought I would never lose, was fading fast. My heart slammed in my throat as I knelt before him on the floor - desperate to pull the strength from within him - the strength that both ruined and assembled my soul.

He was tired - his exhaustion was snuffing out the little light that flickered in the darkness he housed within his entity - and I was the one - the only one who held the power within my hands to bring him back. In that moment, I wasn’t the one who needed protecting from the reality he believed would destroy me. In that moment, I was the warrior who would fight to the death, and win. Suddenly, I wasn’t his responsibility - but instead, I was his deliverance.

Capturing his face in my hands, I forced his blue eyes to meet my brown. It was truly ironic how the man who was so dark inside, could have eyes the color of Heaven’s Caribbean sky, while I was filled with a light he claimed was so beautiful and bright, yet the gateway to my soul was so dark.

The desperation I saw in his eyes pleaded for liberation that shattered all my resolve against his twisted choices. And as I dropped my hands to his chest, feeling the broken beating of his heart beneath my palms, I realized that the dominant man I’d always known was, in this moment, submitting to me. His grief was the shackle restraining him, and my love was the key to his release. Denying him everything he’d rightfully captured in me would be the conviction that would send his dark soul spiraling into the abyss of a Hell on Earth.

“I love you, Calix.” I spoke with faith. “I forgive you now - for everything you’ve done - and everything you will do.” I leaned forward to press my lips to the naked flesh of his chest, feeling his body tense beneath my adoration. “I accept your dominance over my life and I accept your decisions to keep me from harm.” These were my decisions - not his. I knew what I was offering to him in this moment, and I was doing it without reservation. “My life, my safety, love, and happiness, is yours to sustain.”

He pulled in a deep breath, and I watched his grip on the edge of the chaise tighten until his knuckles had turned a deathly shade of white. But I didn’t stop. Instead, I pushed, almost forcefully, against his shoulders until he was lying flat against the chaise. Then, I trialed my hands down the muscled rivulets of his chest to the knot tying his black pajama pants around the firm expanse of his waist.

Slowly, I exposed his throbbing hardness. And I knew this was exactly what he needed. Taking his stone hard, silky length, into my hands, I worked him with my hand, without ever looking away from his eyes. I watched his emotions play like a slideshow through the deeps of his blue eyes - and I felt each one.

In that moment, I felt the torture of his every masochistic sin. I was not only offered introduction to his demons, but I knew them with chilling intimacy. I watched his guilt surface without hope of redemption and I knew, that at the heart of his every haunting - was me.

Standing back, I watched his eyes study my movements as I removed my robe, baring my body the way he’d bared his soul to me only moment’s prior. And then I moved onto him, lowering myself against him, becoming one with him. Of all the ways I’d tried to heal him, taking him inside of me - sins, guilt, and demons, was by far the most foolish. But that knowledge didn’t dissuade me. I rode him deliberately, capturing his demons and holding them tight.

As I lowered my lips to his, taking his mouth as I took his body, I whispered. “I’m yours.” He drank in my words as though they were the medication to heal him his wounded soul. “I forgive you now and forever. I’m yours.”

“Mine.” He agreed on a chanted breath. “Mine. Forever.”

Warmth spread across my body as I felt his hands grip my hips as he pushed himself up into me, accepting my body, heart, and soul, as his own. A sigh fell from my lips as I tipped my head back, feeling explosions of tiny tingles moving across my skin, claiming my entity.

And as I came undone around him, as he shattered his release within my body, I whispered a binding promise.

“Forever.” If there was an action that anchored us together - for better or worse - until the end of eternity - this was it. I’d offered my soul to keep, to a man who carried the Devil’s demons within his heart, and I regretted nothing.

Because if I were sentenced to an eternity of damnation, at least I knew I’d walk through that eternity hand in hand, with Calix.


Chapter 16

The air was cold, but I had been feeling a need - unlike any other - to breathe.

My thoughts took me back a half an hour and my vision blurred as memory overrode what was right in front of me.

Calix had been working inside the office when I’d popped my head into the room. Both he and Neil tensed as Jaylah’s voice flooded the space around us. I knew they were waiting for a reaction from me. I knew they were waiting for me to lose the calm control I had collected over the last two weeks, but I didn’t.

I knew watching my family - having an upper hand - was necessary. I didn’t have to like it, but I did have to accept it. Placing my hand over my swollen belly, I reminded myself of my reasoning for continuing through something that felt so terribly wrong. And then I spoke, “I’m going outside to sit on the back deck.”

Calix’s brow furrowed and I saw his unease, “Nova, I don’t,”

I interrupted him. “Calix. It’s a beautiful day and I would like to enjoy it. I’m going to sit on the back deck. It faces trees - not the water. I will be safe.”

His jaw twitched, but he nodded. I didn’t wait for him to argue further before I spun on my heel to walk away. I needed out of the house - I needed to escape.

Now, as I sit staring out over the land filled with an abundance of Sitka Spruce, I can feel a little of the tension that had built up within my heart ease. I’d been in Alaska with Calix for just over three months, and although I talked to Jaylah every now and again, I hadn’t really spoken to anyone but Calix and Neil. It was safe to say I was feeling starved for human interaction, and Calix, although he was here, was almost always working on finding a way around my father.

Even when I was able to speak with Jaylah, I couldn’t talk about sisterly things with her - because I was too busy giving her instructions to defeat our father. I ached to tell her about the boots Calix had bought for me, and the insane awesomeness that was my new housecoat, and I was dying to tell her the beauty of having a life move inside of me.

Salty tears pooled in my eyes as I thought of all that I was missing out on because of my father. No longer was I angry with Calix - although I knew he was just as at fault in this screwed up situation as was my father. I mean, what father would be comfortable leaving his daughter in the hands of the man who had kidnapped her? What father would feel safe in allowing his daughter to live beneath the same roof as the man whose parents he’d killed?

This wasn’t a normal situation. I knew this wasn’t normal. Hell, I knew - but I needed for everyone to just stop. I needed for the war to end, because I didn’t have the strength to continue fighting, and I couldn’t become a casualty. My baby needed his mother.

I had just over three months to go until I was holding my baby in my arms. I had just over three months to survive the hell that was this war. For my baby, I could do that.

The sound of the sliding patio door startled me and I quickly wiped away the tears I’d allowed to escape from my eyes. But when Calix moved to sit across from me, I knew by the pain darkening the bright of his cobalt eyes, that he knew I’d been crying. I honestly don’t know why I bothered trying to hide things from Calix - he knew everything. When it came to me, there wasn’t a thing he could be kept in the dark about.

“Love,” he breathed the word as he pulled his chair closer to me. I felt his hands settle on my knees before he began to rub his hands along the length of my thighs. The friction warmed me - or maybe it was just his touch that warmed me. “I promise you everything will be alright. I promise you, there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Calix,” I shook my head on a whispered breath. “I’m homesick.” I hurried to explain. “I just want to be home so that we can start preparing for the baby. I want - I just want to be home.”

“I know.” He stood, and before I knew it, he’d gathered my body into his arms. Stealing my chair, he settled me against his chest as he stared out over the thick gathering of trees towering over the house. “We’re getting close, love. I believe we have a way to convince your father to back off.”

“How?” I breathed, feeling my heart stutter in my chest.

“I’ll let you know when I’m certain, love. We just need a little more time.”

I pulled back to lock my eyes on his. “Do you promise, Calix?” I asked sternly. “Do you promise not to hide this from me?”

His jaw tightened as he clenched his teeth tightly behind stern lips. I watched him, the wheels turning in his head with a quick violence, and not once, while he thought, did I pull a breath into my starved lungs. Finally, he nodded. “I promise. When I know for certain the plan of action we are taking, you will know.”

“Thank you.” The relief in my voice was palpable. I felt as though every ounce of strength I possessed had fled my body as I fell against his chest.

His arms tightened around me. “It’s cold out here, Nova. Would you like me to take you inside?”

“Not yet, Calix.” I shook my head. “Please, just sit with me.”

He nodded, but I could feel the fight in his body as he struggled to follow my wishes rather than take me into the house where he thought I was warm and safe. For a moment, we sat in silence, and then the sound of his deep gravelly voice sunk deep into my being.

“I know you’re unhappy, love. I can sense it.” He pulled in a deep breath. “It’s killing me to know that I’m not able to give you everything you need to find the happiness you crave. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do, nothing I wouldn’t sacrifice, for your happiness - I hope you know that. I’m trying,”

I couldn’t listen anymore. The desperation in his voice was killing me. “Calix, stop.” I pushed away from his chest. “I know you’re trying, and I’m not unhappy. I would choose to be nowhere in this world that you didn’t remain with me. And I know, I understand that we need to bide our time. I understand.”

I bent to press my lips against his and his large hand caught the nape of my neck, holding me against him firmly. “I can’t lose you again, Nova. I won’t lose you.”

“You won’t.” I vowed.

“I need you, love. I don’t know how it happened - but I can’t survive without you. I don’t want to.”

I shook my head and tears blurred my vision once again. My words caught in my throat, but I struggled through them. “You’ve changed - so much - in the time I’ve known - you.”

“You’ve changed me.” He whispered hoarsely. “You’ve made me better.”

“Have I?” A tear escaped to slide down my cheek and I slammed my eyes closed tightly against the others that tried to follow.

“Yes.” There was no hesitation in his voice. “Before you, I knew nothing of happiness. I didn’t smile. I didn’t play. I gave orders and I worked. I was consumed with revenge - addicted to the thought of repaying pain to the man who’d taken so much from me. I did nothing simply for the pleasure of it, Nova. Now, with you, I know what it means to feel the happiness behind an unforced smile. I know the joy one finds in something as simple as play. I still give orders and I still work, but I’m working toward a better life now, love. For us both. Finally, I’m working for something I’m proud of.”

Another tear squeezed through the barricade I’d tried to place against the proof of my weakness and his hands caught my face between their large expanses. It was shocking, the violence I knew these hands were capable of, but with me, they had never been anything but gentle. Even in his moments of horror, Calix had shown me nothing but beautiful tenderness.

“You calm me, love.” He spoke again and I tasted his breath against my lips. “Until you, I knew nothing of peace. I’ve been a storm of rage and hate determined to sink the rest of the world in the ocean I’ve felt suffocating me my entire life. But I’ve calmed since you, Nova. When I took you, I never expected to find happiness. I never expected you to capture my heart the way I’d hoped to manipulate yours. I know I was wrong,” he laughed a broken sound. “And I know, that if anyone set out with the intentions to hurt you and manipulate you, the way I’d first set out to do - I’d kill them without hesitation. I know I don’t deserve your love, Nova, but now that I know it and have tasted its purity, I can’t ever let you go.”

“Will this always be our life, Calix?” I whispered. “Will we always be running from something - will we always be fighting?”

“I don’t know.” His reply was sad. “But I do know that we’ll always be together, love. I can’t promise you I won’t continue to fuck up. And I can’t promise you that I’ll always take the road of nobility, because when it comes to you, love, inhibition isn’t my strongest trait. I will always do what is necessary to keep you at my side. I will always take the road that keeps us together - no matter how underhanded that road may be.”

“I don’t want that.” I shook my head. “I want you to be good, Calix.”

His smile was sad. “Without you, there would be no good, love. Dying would be a worthy sacrifice to ensure you are always with me. And love, if you can’t be with me, if no road proves successful in keeping you beside me, then dying is a welcome reprieve.”

“Then we have to find a road, Calix.” I announced desperately. “Because it’s not just you and me anymore. We have a baby we need to think about - a baby we need to live for.”

He pressed his lips to mine. “I promise we will, love.”


Chapter 17

A manila file is sitting, closed, against the granite of the kitchen countertop. Beside it, is a tall glass of bubbling cream soda - untouched. I’ve been sitting here for - minutes - hours - I honestly don’t know. My heart has been pounding in my ears as my eyes move from the still manila folder to the bubbles floating upward in an endless stream in my pop.

Calix told me he had news for me this morning, but I’d not been prepared for this. The folder was thick and intimidating. I knew that once I opened it, it would be an action I couldn’t undo. Without a doubt, I knew I would open the folder. I was like a cat - curious. The only problem was that, unlike the cat, I didn’t have the luxury of nine lives.

“Are you going to open it, Nova?” Calix asked quietly. My eyes lifted from the folder to land on Calix where he sat on the stool next to mine.

“Tell me again what’s inside?”

“Proof that we were together prior to my taking you.”

“How?” I shook my head. “That doesn’t make sense - we weren’t together.”

He didn’t even blink. “Open the file and see, love.”

I looked down at the file once again, and with shaking hands, I opened it. The first image was of our wedding. I was walking down the aisle toward Calix, and I looked entirely happy. Anyone who looked at this photo would know just how deeply my feelings for Calix ran.

Flipping the photo, I felt my heart thump in my chest as I stared down at a photo of me walking into the café across the street from the animal rescue I’d volunteered at. But that wasn’t what made my breath catch in my throat. I lowered my face to the photo as though that would shed some light onto the confusion I suddenly felt flooding me. In the photo - holding the door open for me as I walked into the café - was Calix. He was watching me with his intense blue eyes, his lips curled upward gently at the corners. I couldn’t see my face from the angle the photo was taken, but Calix looked - happy.

My blood was rushing violently in my ears as I flipped to the next photo. This was a snapshot of us in the café. We were sitting at the bar that stretched along the length of the window. I tried to remember that day - but I couldn’t.

Holding the photo up to Calix, I asked. “How?”

“I told you I watched you for two years, Nova.”

“But,” I sputtered - my mind trying desperately to play catch-up to his newest revelation. I swear, every time he admitted something new to me, I felt a little like the footing beneath my world was disintegrating. Soon, I’d be left without solid ground beneath my feet. “But you’re - you’re with me. You’re not just watching me, Calix. You’re sitting here - with me - you’re beside me. It looks like we’re,”

“Meeting.” He interrupted, nodding. “That’s the point, love.”

“But we weren’t.” I shook my head. “I don’t remember this.” I waved the photo at him. “I’m smiling - and, I’m blushing. Why am I smiling at you?”

He looked down. “That was the very first time I made contact with you. I’d been watching you for a year. I had to meet you to know,” he paused and I sensed his next words would horrify me. “I had to know,”

“You had to know what?” I whispered.

“If I could break you.”

My blood turned cold as I looked down into the photo once again. Calix’s head was cocked to the side and he was looking down at me. Even through the glass of the café the camera had caught the pink of my cheeks. I wasn’t looking at him, but rather into my cup of coffee.

“And you determined from this meeting that I was - breakable?”

“Yes.”

Pulling a shaky breath into my lungs, I straightened my shoulders. “How? I don’t remember this - you.”

“You barely even looked up at me.” His eyes were trained on my face and a small smile touched his lips. “I sat next to you with the excuse that there were no other seats. You were reading a book and sipping your coffee, clearly uninterested. Clearly inexperienced. This picture was taken just after you’d placed your book back into your purse. I’d asked you if it was a good one and you blushed.”

I looked down into the photo again. “That’s it?”

“That’s it.” He confirmed.

“And you knew I was breakable how?”

“Your inexperience. You were so soft and innocent - so breakable.”

I closed my eyes, marveling at the story a single picture held. Really, a photo - one photo was worth a thousand words. Because even though nothing had happened and I didn’t even remember being with him in this café, I knew that we could craft some marvelous affair. It was proof, however untrue, that we had been together prior to him taking me.

I said nothing as I flipped through more photos. Calix’s car sitting outside the park I’d so often visited - vacant. Assumptions could easily be made that we were walking through the park together. A place we so often rendezvoused. Beside the photos, there were dates, and I knew, if it were investigated, we would find I’d been walking within the park at those exact times.

There were images of us on our honeymoon in crowded places with numerous people I could easily attract to help me. In every photo, I was smiling, leaning into him, kissing him - I looked happy. There wasn’t one photo that would contradict that we had been together prior to his taking me. It truly was the perfect lie.

When I had come to the end of the photos, I took a moment to gather my thoughts as I stared at the cream color of the folders back. And then, I looked up at Calix. “This is everything?”

“No.” He shook his head and I felt a small piece of me tense inside at the thought that there be more. I honestly didn’t know if I could handle anything more. I didn’t know if I could handle any other revelation.

But I didn’t let on that I was a mess inside. Instead, I straightened my spine and nodded. “Go on.”

“You’ll need to call Jaylah with a message to give verbally to your father upon giving him the file.”

“Wait.” I interrupted him. “We’re sending the file to Jaylah?”

“Yes.” He nodded. “Jaylah will receive the file that she will deliver to your father with a message that will, undoubtedly force him to stand down.”

I raised a brow, trying desperately to still the shaking of my hands. “What is the message?”

***

“You want me to give Dad the folder - with a message?” Jaylah shrieked into the phone. “He’s losing his mind, Nova. Don’t you think you should just call him and try and talk to him?”

“I can’t, Jay.” I could feel Calix’s eyes on me as I spoke to my sister. “Please, just do this one last thing. If it doesn’t work I’ll,” I sighed. “I’ll try something else. Please, just this last thing.”

“Alright, what’s the message?” She conceded, but I could already sense her regret.

“I need you to tell Dad that if he chooses to continue fighting my relationship with Calix, that his position with the Navy as well as his involvement in the take down of one of the largest shipments from the Columbian Drug Cartels will become public knowledge.” I sniffled through the emotion gathering in my throat. “Tell him the press release has been created and at the click of a mouse it will be viral.”

“Nova!” Jaylah gasped. “Releasing that information could - it could,”

“Releasing that information would be a death sentence.” I replied factually, clinically, coldly.

“To our whole family.” Jaylah gasped.

“You would be safe.” I whispered. “Calix would protect you. Your identities would be - changed.”

“Nova,” Jaylah’s voice was shaking with desperation. “You can’t be serious, right now.”

“It’s Dads choice now, Jay.” I said harshly, before a tear slid from my eye. “It’s his choice - it’s all in his hands now.”

“Nova, please think about this.”

“I have. We have been thinking of this for months, Jaylah. This is all we have now. This is all we have to use against him.”

“Do you,” she sniffled. “Do you think he’ll back down?”

“I don’t know.” A tear slid from my eye. “But I pray he does.”

“I’ll do it.” Jaylah promised. “But promise me we’ll be safe, Nova.”

“I promise.” I nodded even though I knew she couldn’t see me. “I love you.”

“I love you too.”

As the line went dead, I stared at Calix through determined eyes. “There is no press release and there will be no press release, Calix. This is an empty threat and nothing more, do you understand me?”

“Nova,”

“Do you understand me?” I screamed through the fear building up in my chest for my family. “I won’t put them in danger, Calix! I won’t!”

He stood, moving quickly across the room to gather me against his chest. “I know. It’s not real, love. We simply had to ensure Jaylah believed we were willing to act on our threat. If she believes there is a threat, your father will be more apt to believe we aren’t bluffing.”

“This hurts.” I sobbed into his chest. “It hurts so badly to know that I’m the one causing my family pain.”

“No, love.” He shook his head. “Not you - me. I am causing them pain. This is all because of me.”

“No!” I pushed away from him. “You don’t get to take the blame for this, Calix. You don’t get to take the blame for everything.”

“Nova,”

“Stop!” I sobbed. “Please, just stop. I need for you to stop putting everything on your shoulders, Calix. I need for you to see yourself as the man I love - not the man who is forever hurting me and my family. This time it isn’t you - it’s me - and it’s my father.”

“This is about me and your father, love.”

I shook my head. “It’s about him wanting to keep me safe from you, Calix.”

“We will get through this safely.” He promised words I knew he couldn’t possibly keep. “We will get through this - all of us.”

I nodded, falling against his chest as I always did when I needed comfort from the very rough world I lived within. “I love you.”

He kissed the top of my head, lifting me into his arms. “I love you, Nova.”

***

The bathroom was still filled with steam from my long hot shower, when I opened the bedroom door. I was surprised to find Calix sitting on the corner of the bed, waiting for me. He’d been working more and more throughout the night, and I’d gotten used to sleeping without him, but obviously tonight he was making an exception. I was grateful for his presence, because tonight I was feeling as though the weight of the world was resting on my chest. And honestly, it was just too much.

I needed my husband.

Pausing to stand beside the open doorway, I spoke quietly, unsurely. “Are you going to stay with me tonight?”

His eyes flickered over my body. “Do you want me to?”

I nodded. “So badly.”

“Then I’m here to stay.” He offered me a small smile that I felt deep in my heart as I moved quickly across the room in my housecoat. As though knowing I was making a beeline for straight for his arms, he stood from the bed to spread his arms wide. As I crashed against his chest, he asked in gravelly tones. “What’s this, love?”

“I miss you.” I whispered against his chest, already feeling my body melt against his. “I miss you so much.”

“I’m right here.” He cooed. “How can you miss me?”

“You’ve been in the house, Calix - but you’ve not been with me.” I tipped my head back to look into his brilliant eyes. “I miss you coming to bed with me and I miss you sleeping next to me throughout the night. I miss waking up to you beside me, Calix. I miss my husband.”

He cupped my cheek with one large hand and I nuzzled his palm, feeling my eyes close as though the lids were simply to heavy to remain open another moment longer. “Why am I just hearing of this now, love?”

“Because I know you need to work on - everything.”

“What I need is to be the kind of husband who knows when his wife needs him.” He lowered his head to press his lips to my forehead. “I need for you to tell me when you miss me, love.”

“I miss you now.”

“I’m going nowhere tonight.” He promised, quirking a decadent looking grin at me. “Actually, I have a surprise for you?”

I startled. “You do?” I felt my frown tug at my brow as I quickly scanned the room. “What is it?”

He grinned. “Sorry, love, no macaroons this time.”

I raised a brow at his teasing tone. “You have been working an awful lot. Do you not think I deserve macaroons?”

He chuckled. “I’m willing to bet that you love this surprise much more than macaroons.”

“Oh really?” I leaned back once again to pin him with doubting eyes. “I think I need to see this surprise before I say anything more.”

He chuckled. “Get into bed, love.”

I giggled, slipping from his arms as I teased playfully. “Well if this is my surprise - maybe the macaroons would have been a better idea.”

“You do not prefer macaroons to my cock, love. No amount of convincing will make me believe such nonsense.” His tone was darkly serious and I felt butterflies swarm in my belly as I snuggled beneath the thick duvet covering the bed.

“Very true.” I batted my eyes flirtatiously. “Do you plan on servicing me, or what?”

He smirked. “What happened to the romance my wife has always adored?”

“The pregnancy hormones have eaten every ounce of romance your wife had in her.” I patted the bed next to me. “Shall we, sir?”

Calix watched me with an expression that stated he was trying with all his might to restrain his laughter. His determination to keep his amusement hidden was almost enough to make me laugh out loud, but miraculously, I was able to practice a little of my husbands cool calm restraint - because I didn’t laugh. Not. One. Audible. Giggle.

Inside, I was laughing up a storm though.

“That’s not the surprise I had in mind, love.” Calix moved toward the bed. “Although - if you’re offering,”

“Nope.” I shook my head firmly, hugging the blankets around my swollen belly and breasts. “I want my surprise. If this wasn’t it, we’ll just have to revisit this after I receive my surprise.”

His eyes glimmered as he rounded the bed to his side closest to the door before opening the bedside drawer. He pulled his laptop from the cubby and I felt my heart thunder in my chest. I didn’t exactly have any good experiences with Calix’s laptops. Every time he’d shown me anything with technology, it had been to display video’s of my family for some twisted purpose or another. Seeing his laptop now, was most definitely a surprise. Hell, it was the last thing I’d been expecting.

“What are you doing?” I asked darkly - all humor gone.

His shoulders stiffened. “I’m showing you your surprise.”

“I don’t want it.”

“Nova,”

I interrupted him. “We’ve been having a nice night, Calix. Please don’t ruin it with a video - I don’t want to see a video.”

The depressing sound of his heavy sigh was painful. When he shook his head, I knew I’d been on the wrong track. “It’s not the kind of video you’re thinking, love.”

“Oh?” I shifted in the bed, suddenly curious despite my better judgment. “Well, what kind of video is it then?”

“May I show you?” He asked politely, shocking me with his request for permission. Calix had never particularly been a man to ask for - well - anything.

Swallowing my insecurities, I nodded. “Okay. I’m ready.”

“You have nothing to prepare yourself for, Nova. You will love this.”

“Okay.” I nodded, gesturing toward the laptop. “I want to know.”

Calix opened the screen and I gasped. It was a video, for sure - but he’d been right. It wasn’t at all what I had been expecting. “What do you think?”

“It’s our bedroom - in Alberta.”

“It is.” He nodded.

“But it’s different.”

I leaned forward, watching as the video played. I felt as though I were suddenly standing back in the bedroom he’d first brought me to, when he’d became my captor. But it was different. Where the wall had stood on my side of the bed, closest to the large balcony - there was now no wall, but an archway leading into another room.

Calix pointed to the screen. “I asked my grandmother to hire someone to connect the suites so that the nursery can be attached to our room.” He shifted beside me and I sensed his nerves. “What do you think?”

“I - I love it.” I looked at him, before looking back once again to the screen. I didn’t want to miss a thing.

“It’s been painted white. So all you have to do now is decide what colors you want the nursery to be, and I’ll have the decorator work them into the room with paint and wall art - if you, uh, want.”

I blinked, feeling tears fill in my eyes. I couldn’t help but wonder how I’d ever thought Calix was anything but father material. The man would make a model father - for a boy. I had a feeling he would be much too over protective of a girl.

“This is amazing.” I wiggled up to press a kiss to his lips. “Thank you, Calix.”

He smiled. “Have you thought of some colors you’d like to make the nursery?”

“Well,” I game a small shrug. “We’re waiting until the baby is born to know the sex - so we can’t go with pink or blue.”

He nodded. “You have a color in mind, love.” He predicted - he knew me so well. “Share it with me.”

“I was thinking white, yellow, and gray.” I smiled at the blank canvas of a room. “It would work for either a boys room or a girls.”

He beamed. “I’ll tell the decorator.”

“I’m glad you like it too.”

His eyes were shimmering with childlike joy as he asked. “Are you ready for the second half of your surprise?”

“The second half?” I felt my brows rise. “There’s more?”

“Definitely more.” He clicked a tab open from the bottom of the screen and I watched as a baby boutique ordering website filled the screen. “Now we have to decorate.”

Tears filled my eyes as I my mind began fantasizing about everything we could do to make our baby’s room comfortable, homey, and us. “You are a perfect man, Calix.” I pointed to an elegant white painted crib. “That’s our baby’s crib.”

Calix clicked his mouse over the crib before clicking on a bib that read Daddy’s Boy.

My eyes landed on his face. “You think we’re going to have a boy?”

He nodded. “You think we are, and I trust your instincts.” Then he moved the mouse to the Daddy’s Girl bib and clicked that one as well. “But just incase, we’ll get one for each.”

The sound of laughter followed us for the next couple hours as we ordered everything we could possibly need for the arrival of our little one.


Chapter 18

A loud bang rattles the bedroom door and I fly upright, just as Calix’s arm pushes me back down onto the bed. He curves his body around mine, encasing me in the protectively weak shell that is his body. We’re both wide awake now - all delirium from sleep had vanished as our hearts pounded painfully in our chests.

“Don’t move.” Calix’s low voice growls into my ear as his breath washes over my skin. “Not an inch.”

“Kay.” I squeaked, barely even moving my lips.

I was terrified. The last time we’d been interrupted in our bedroom, in the dead of the night, had been the night everything in my life had changed for the second time in such a short timeframe. Hell, that night I had thought I’d lost Calix forever. I’d grieved for him for months, aching for him, craving him. I could not go through that again. I would not go through that again.

“Stay here.” Calix whispered - and then I felt his body moving away from mine.

I felt a little like my very soul were being torn from within me. I’d only known this pain once before - the day that I’d been taken from Calix. There were simply some things that my soul couldn’t face - and living without Calix was one of those things. I needed him now - like I needed air to breathe. Calix had made me this way. He had conditioned me to ache for him with the senseless desperation of a heroin addict. I thought nothing of myself in that moment. In that moment I was entirely focused on Calix. Wrenching the top blanket from the bed, I pulled it against my chest as I pushed myself up from the bed, my hand reaching out to grip his wrist.

“Where are you going?”

The door rattled again and this time a voice rang out. “Calix, open the God damned door before I break it down!”

The sound of Neil’s voice put a pause to the rapid beating of my heart and I saw relief bloom in Calix’s troubled eyes as he sighed a deep breath. Pointing to the closet, he growled a command. “Get dressed.”

I nodded before scurrying off the bed toward the closet. I knew he was upset with me for not listening and remaining down where he felt I was safe, but something was obviously wrong. I mean, Neil would never come banging on Calix’s bedroom door if something weren’t seriously troubling him - or threatening us.

The thought lit a new flame under my butt and I reared into action. Shoving my legs into black leggings, I pulled a heavy gray knitted sweater over my large belly. The baby was due at the end of May, beginning of June. It was currently the middle of April and to say that I was anything but the size of a horse was just a blatant lie. I was huge - another point on the betting board that I was having a boy.

Suddenly, Calix appeared in the closet, already reaching for his jeans. As he was shoving his legs into the material, he commanded orders. “Get your boots on, love.”

“What?” I gasped. “What’s going on?”

“You’re father was spotted leaving the main dock. He’ll be here soon.” I watched, stunned in stillness as Calix shoved a black shirt down over his head. “You need to get your boots on, love. We’re leaving the island - now.”

“Calix.”

“Now!” He roared, stunning me into action.

Turning away from him, I shoved my feet into the suede black boots he’d bought for me. When I turned to find him holding a jacket ready for me to slide my arms into, I didn’t hesitate. When I was dressed to his satisfaction, he grabbed my hand in his - not my wrist - and pulled me from the room. We moved down the stairs quickly, straight to the back door where Neil and the other man met us. Neil looked ready for war, but the other man looked - slightly afraid.

“Where are we going?” I asked shrilly as we started moving quickly from the back door, along a path that led into the trees. “The boat - it’s the other way.”

“We have a back up to be used for situations like this.” Neil explained. “We need to hurry. There isn’t much time.”

As we moved through the trees, cold air washed over my skin. One would think I’d be hot with the physical exertion spent to move so quick, but I wasn’t. I was chilled down to the very bone. As we came to a small clearing, Neil uncovered a boat that had been hidden well by mock overgrowth. It wasn’t nearly as large as the boat we’d been using to travel back and forth between the main island and this one.

As I looked over the dark waters lapping at the rocky shore, I felt my belly churn in fear. Tightening my fingers around Calix’s hand I whispered. “The water - it’s dark.”

“It’s night. Of course the water is dark.”

“Calix - I can’t do this.” I shook my head, moving back away from the boat. “I can’t go onto that water.”

“Nova,” his eyes softened, but they were frantic none-the-less. “We don’t have time, love. You have to get on this boat.” He tugged me closer into the circle of his chest. “Everything will be fine, love.” His eyes looked up to land somewhere over my head. “Throw me a life jacket.”

Behind me, I heard rummaging in the boat, before a low curse sounded. “Fuck.” I closed my eyes as fear began to rush behind my ears. I felt dizzy. “Where the hell are the life jackets?”

“I,” The other guard stuttered. “I thought,”

Calix stiffened as his eyes swept up to land on the stuttering man. “You thought what? Were you not instructed to prepare the boat for emergency evacuation?”

“I was, Sir,”

“Where are the life jackets?”

“I forgot them.” He replied quietly and a small moan fled from between my lips.

As always, Calix commanded the situation. I heard him moving through the little boat before I saw him in front of me once again. Gripping my arms, he bent his knees to look down into my face. “You’ll hold onto this, love.” He handed me a small floatation ring before he set about tying the string around my waist. “Everything will be fine. It’s a short ride to the main dock. We will be safe.”

I felt ashen and sick to my stomach as I glanced once more out over the dark water. Then I whispered my words of fear. “Calix, there are creatures living in these waters. This isn’t like the lake at home - the things in these waters - they will kill us.” I shook my head adamantly. “I can’t get in the boat - I can’t. Not at night.”

“Nova, I know you’re afraid. I know you don’t like dark water - but I’m right here. I’ll be right here next to you and I won’t allow anything to happen to you. I promise you, love. I’ll be right next to you the entire time.”

A tear slipped from my eye just in time for Neil’s interruption. “They will be arriving on the island within minutes. We have a short window to get away undetected, Calix. If we’re going to go - we need to go now.”

Calix’s hands tightened on my arms. “Nova, we need to leave now. I don’t want to force you into the boat, but I will, love.” His eyes were determined and I knew, that if I forced him to act, he would. So, I didn’t force him.

Nodding my head through my fears, I spoke. “Okay, I-I’m coming.”

Calix settled us into the boat. We were sitting at the back while Neil and the other guard, who I still couldn’t remember his name, settled into the chairs at the front. As the boat pulled away from the shore, I felt my heart slamming painfully in my chest. I wanted desperately to close my eyes - to look anywhere but at the terrifying black waters surrounding us, but I couldn’t. I literally could not look at anything but the deep abyss that could, and would, swallow me up at first chance. We’d been on the water for a good five minutes, speeding over the waves, when another boat sounded into the still distance. Sitka town lights glowed into the ebony of the sky stretching above us, and I knew, if we only pushed ahead, we could get there. We could get to safety.

I no longer cared about facing my father and his men. All I wanted was to place my feet on solid ground. I wanted to be safe. I wanted my body - the body that housed my child - to arrive onto solid ground safely.

The roaring of the speedboat my father and his men possessed was coming closer and closer - and this time, when the urge to close my eyes surfaced, I was able to close them.

Tilting my face toward the Heavens above, I prayed. I prayed for every soul that balanced precariously on the thread between life and death - teetering unsteadily - on the damning waters beneath us. I prayed for my father and his men. I prayed for everyone in my boat - and I prayed for my child.

Our child was so close to touching life’s sensations. In just over a month, our child would come into this world - loved immensely by two very flawed people. In just over a month, our child would open its eyes to see a blue sky, shimmering stars, and the blended colors of a warm sunset. In just over a month, our child would experience the promise that came with the light of each new day.

“Why are they gaining on us?” Calix demanded, breaking through my painful prayers to rattle me back into reality.

“Our boat is much smaller.” Neil shook his head. “There is nothing I can do.”

“Fuck!” The desperation in Calix’s voice stabbed a place so deep inside my heart, I felt almost heartsick. Reaching across the space between us, I clutched his hand.

“We’re going to be okay.” I promised.

“I’m so sorry, love. I should have known he’d find us. I should have been moving you regularly.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

“We’re going to be okay.” I repeated - because right now, I couldn’t believe this night would result any other way. I needed for us to be okay. I needed for us to survive this night - no matter how bleak and unpromising that possibility seemed.

Against all the odds, I needed to believe we would all live to watch the sun rising over the sturdy Alaskan Mountain Range.

Just then, as though fate was determined to prove my promise wrong, my father’s boat sided up next to ours. I could see him standing in the center of the boat - his eyes angry on mine.

Shaking my head at him, I stood up from my seat as a large man lifted his body onto the edge of the boat - and then he sprung forward. Neil twisted the wheel of the boat, steering us sharply to the right. My balance teetered and time slowed as the man landed beside me. I watched as Calix reached a hand out to catch me, but the man cold clocked him in the jaw, intercepting his saving reach. My legs hit the back of the boat and before I knew what was happening I was tumbling over the side. Something hard hit the side of my head, as a bright light pulsed behind my eyes.

Right before I hit the water, I heard my name rip from Calix’s lips - and then there was nothing but the stifling silence of the water surrounding me - filling me - crushing me.

It’s cold. So terribly cold - and dark. I can’t see anything, and every time I open my eyes, the icy salt stings them.

So, I don’t open them.

I can’t see anything, and I can’t stop thinking of the creatures lurking within the dark abyss surrounding me in its glacial blanket of death. The thought numbs me - or maybe it’s the cold water - I don’t know. All I know, is my feet stop kicking and my arms stop flailing.

I’m sinking.

The water swallows me whole - its greedy belly eager to taste and savor my life. I can feel my body sinking lower and lower, my clothing weighting me down. As the pressure constricts my lungs, and bubbles tumble from between my lips - there is a moment - a blissful, beautiful moment, right before my world turns black - where I am not afraid.

For a moment, I feel warm.

And right as the darkness closes in - a peace settles over me - and I know with clarifying certainty - my fight is over.


Chapter 19

Calix’s POV

The sight of Nova falling into the dark waters, her pale, delicate skin stung by the chill of the iced depths, flipped a dangerous switch in my brain. The man I’d been trying to be for my wife’s innocently delicate nature morphed into the monster lurking beneath the thin layer of my skin.

Time slowed.

The look on her face as she lost her footing as the boat shifted sharply, was a look of utter horror. It seared to my brain like a slideshow on pause. It was funny how, in that moment, as I watched her fall - all I could think about was how terrified she’d always been of dark water. Throughout our relationship, I’d forced her, repeatedly, to face that particular fear - but the look on her face now wasn’t a look of acceptance. Terror flashed in the depths of her honey colored eyes and her lips were frozen in the shape of an O but no sound escaped from their parting.

Then, there was a splash. It was like a condemnation - the chilling ring of a prison cage closing in on a death sentence.

My brain didn’t register the sound tearing from between my lips, as a cry of utter agony tore into the night air. And it was in that moment - that particular instance - where the monster existing within my entity made his rancorous appearance.

The man who’d intercepted my reach for Nova looked ready to jump into the water after her - but I couldn’t allow him near her. I just couldn’t. My motions were quick and decided - instinctual. My fist connected with the side of his head in one quick, deliberate hit - and his body thudded to the floor. Stripping from my jacket, I dropped the material to the floor as blood rushed loudly in my ears. I couldn’t hear. I couldn’t focus on anything, but getting to her.

My motions were quick as I dove into the water where the floating tube bobbed, falling beneath the waves only to rise again. The string I’d tied around Nova’s waist was pulled tight - and I knew - if I followed its length, I would find her.

Swimming down into the darkness along the length of the rope, I fought through the pain of the stinging salty chill to keep my eyes open. And then I saw her. Through the ominous darkness, there was a soft, deathly soft white glow. I realized, with a painful pang in my heart - that it was her skin. Gripping her fingertips, I tugged, feeling her body and its deadweight strain my body, begging to be left within the cold abyss. My legs kicked desperately as I struggled to pull her up to the surface. And then, suddenly, there was movement. As my heart lodged in my chest, I recognized the movement as her father. He was working deliberately at her clothing. First, her boots - and then her jacket. His arm circled the swell of her waist as he kicked upward, pushing with his other hand and I swam alongside them, my fingers still holding tight to hers.

***

“I’m so sorry, Nova.” I breathed across the smooth, pale skin of her throat. My hands slid through her soft dry hair splayed over the pillow around her very delicate face. “I’m so sorry. You have to wake up, love.”

“Enough.” The sound of her father’s voice startled and infuriated me, but I refused the monster within his desire to tear through the son-of-a-bitch sitting on the other side of my wife’s bed. He was sated by the knowledge that she was alive and here, because of him. He’d been the one to do what I hadn’t been able - pull her from the waters deathly hold.

I didn’t look away from her face as I replied. “She’s not safe with me.”

“She won’t be safe until we decide this feud between us is over.” He replied tensely. “Neither will my grandson.”

At the mention of my son’s safety, my eyes connected with Mark’s and I felt my spine straighten - my monster raged within my body for release. Nova’s body has been through so much. Upon arriving at the hospital in Sitka, Nova was immediately taken in for an emergency C-section. She’d had an internal bleed that, if not operated on, would have ended both hers and our sons life. I’d sat in the waiting room with my men, while her father and his men sat next to us. There was an unspoken agreement within that room - a promise of war if she didn’t make it out of the operating room with her life intact. But to be honest, I would have died a happy man if only to join her in the afterlife.

However, the moment they called me in to see my son for the first time - everything changed. I knew that I couldn’t leave this world when this small soul relied so much upon me - but he needed his mother. And then, for the very first time in my life, I prayed. I fell to my fucking knees and I prayed. I didn’t know what or who I was praying to - but I had nothing else. Her life was the only thing I couldn’t buy. Her life was the only thing I wanted in this world - and it didn’t come with a price. For the first time since my parent’s death, I felt completely and utterly lost. Even the night she was taken had nothing on this feeling of desperation that was curdling within my body - because that night I had been willing to give my own for her happiness. Now, all I wanted was the chance to give her another eighty years of happiness with me. I would do anything, give anything, to be given that chance. So, I prayed - because everything I had to lose was on the gambling table. Prayer was a gamble - and I was going all in.

Feeling my thoughts come back to the present, I sneered. “Are you threatening my son, Mark?”

“I would never threaten my grandson.” The tense undertone in his reply mirrored my own. “Or my daughter.”

I turned my attention back to my wife, “Nova, love, open your eyes. I’m sorry for everything - please, open your eyes.”

Mark sighed heavily. “It wasn’t your fault, Calix.”

“I couldn’t save her.” I lifted my eyes to his, hating myself more in this moment than any other before. “I couldn’t save her from drowning.”

“You’ve not been trained.” He stated matter of fact - and in the silence after his words - I realized what he was doing. He was offering his acceptance of me in his daughter’s life. Before I had a chance to speak, he continued. “I’ve spent my life training for situations like the one we faced - but we will never, ever, face a situation of the like again, Calix.”

I nodded. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying this is over.” He gestured to the space between us. “I’m saying that I won’t fight you any longer. I won’t object to you in her life, because no matter how you got there, she loves you. It has become clear to me just how deeply she loves you, and I know, that nothing I do will convince her you’re wrong for her.”

“I am wrong for her.” I replied under my breath.

“You are.” He agreed. “But that doesn’t matter, because she is all that matters. You are her choice - you made certain you were her choice - so you’re going to be the man who continues making her happy. You will be a father to my grandson, you will love my daughter, and you will accept that the past has happened.” I flinched at the veiled mention of my parent’s death. “Because the past is the past. If we refuse to let it rest, it will follow us into the future.” He looked down into Nova’s face and my eyes followed his. “Focusing on the past has brought us here. If we don’t let it go - more people will be hurt.”

I knew what he was saying - and looking down into Nova’s pale skin - I knew in the deep of my heart that I could allow no other to suffer for the sins of the past. Forgiveness wasn’t something I’d ever practiced - nor would I offer it to the man who ended my parents lives - but the vendetta dies tonight.

“There will be no more lives lost.” I replied darkly. “It ends here and now.”

Mark nodded stiffly. “Hurt her and it all begins again.”

My eyes flared. “I love her.”

He flinched at my words, but he acknowledged them none-the-less. “I know.”

***

Nova

My mouth is dry. It feels as though it’s been coated in - velvet?

My body feels heavy and - stiff.

My eyes - they don’t want to open.

In the distance, there is a beeping. It’s persistent and slightly annoying - constant.

I am warm.

The realization that I’m warm hits me hard, and then there is a rush of sensation that moves through my body - like a violent ocean wave. And I remember. Everything.

I remember the island.

I remember trying to escape in a small boat across dark waters.

I remember falling into those waters.

And I remember peace - the peace of a presumed death.

And then, in that moment, I remember my baby.

I am warm and there is a beeping that my mind now registers as a hospital monitor. There is a pain lurking behind my eyes that pleads for me to close them as soon as they open to the assaulting bright lights, but I don’t. I can’t. My baby...

My eyes look down to my belly - it’s less swollen. The sight makes my throat feel tight and I fear for a moment that it’s closing. Sorrow is closing in on my soul as I realize - my baby is gone.

The room is large. My bed is sitting in the center of the room, against a wall. There are two chairs, and two men, sitting next to me on either side. My father - and my husband.

It takes Calix a second to realize my eyes have opened, before he’s standing over the bed. His hands capture my face as he laughs a strangled sound of relieved agony.

I’m confused.

“You’re awake.” He lowered his lips to mine, but I can’t register his action in time to respond to his kiss. “I was so afraid, love.”

I open my mouth as he pulls away, and as I try to speak, I realize I can’t. Coughing dryly, I eagerly accept the water and straw that my father hands me. It’s cooling - quenching.

As soon as I know I can speak, I ask the question I know has the power to kill me. “My baby?”

My father tenses, but he doesn’t reply as Calix smiled an assuring grin.

“He’s fine, love.” His hands smooth my hair back from my face lovingly. “He’s alive and well.”

“He?” Emotion so potent, I feel momentarily paralyzed, rushes through my body. Then the flooding of joyful tears pour from the corner of my eyes.

Calix nodded. “He. You were right, love. Our baby is a boy.”

The sound of my laughter is a foreign sound that I can’t halt even when my father’s brows plunge high into his hairline. When I finally gather myself, I turn my attention to my father. “You have a grandson, daddy.”

His face is tight as he nods. I know he is frustrated and at a loss, but I don’t care. It’s time we put all this crap behind us - because the mistakes of the past have negatively impacted enough lives - I’ll be damned if I allow the mistakes to have any impact, what-so-ever on my son.

I watched my father’s lips tighten before he spoke. “It would seem I do.”

“You have to stop this - both of you.” I croak just as the door opens and a woman wearing a blue scrub uniform with little yellow ducks printed into the fabric of her shirt smiles at me.

“You’re awake.” She beamed brightly. “How are you feeling?”

“I would like to see my baby, please?”

She flashed me another smile before speaking - her words were unrelated to my question and I immediately felt irritated. “I’ll page the doctor.”

“But,”

Calix laid his hand on mine, linking his fingers through mine. “Let’s allow the doctor check you over and then we’ll see him, okay?”

There was a soft authority to Calix’s voice that had me nodding in agreement.

I allowed the doctor to check me over, obediently answering his every question. I learned that I’d had an emergency C-section upon being brought into the hospital in Sitka Alaska - where our baby boy was brought into this world. I also learned that I’d had severe hypothermia and had been unconscious for nearly nine days.

None of that mattered, because I also learned my baby was healthy and strong - and his mommy’s vitals were finally stable. He would finally be in my arms.

***

The same nurse with the little yellow ducks decorating her scrub shirt was wheeling in the product of Calix’s and my love - and my heart was weeping with joy. My hands were tingling with the need to touch him and hold him and show him that his mommy is well and going nowhere.

I watched with a soaring heart as Calix moved from the side of the bed to lift our baby into his arms. My ears twitched at the sound of the small breaths our baby was taking - and I knew - no matter how many years I lived that I would never ever forget this sound. It was committed to memory, protected under lock and key. Cherished.

When Calix finally turned to lay our baby into my arms for the very first time - my world took pause. Nothing outside of this moment mattered as I looked down into the handsome face of my son. When he looked up into my eyes with the eyes of his father - I knew everything in the world that had been wrong, was suddenly, and unexplainably, made right.

Immediately, I knew our sons name. “Kellan Keith McKnight.”

Calix grinned an emotion filled grin as he kissed my forehead. When he spoke, his words trembled into the breathy silence of the room. “Strong name, love.”

“After your father, Calix.”

“I love you, Nova McKnight.”

“I know.” I smiled - because I had never been so happy as I was in this moment. “And I love you.”

***

Looking back a year from now, I never could have imagined in my wildest dreams that I would be where I am today. I have a beautiful life that has flourished under the most unexpected of situations.

I never could have anticipated that the man who had taken me so many months ago would be the man I would want to spend the rest of my life loving, building a family with, and striving for happiness beside - but he was. Calix McKnight was everything to me. He was the father of my child and the man of my dreams. He was the keeper of my soul.

Kellan Keith McKnight is three months old today. He is the sunshine to every shadow that has ever crossed over my life. Calix has taken time away from work, running everything from home, as his family settles into a new life in Alberta.

After leaving the hospital in Sitka, I returned with Calix and our son, to our home in the Rocky Mountains. My father and Calix had come to a truce of some unexplainable kind while sitting at my bedside in the hospital. To this day, I still don’t know what happened between the men - but they are no longer feuding. I can’t say that my father likes Calix, or that Calix is any way fond of my father, but they’re no longer trying to end each other’s lives. I must admit, that I am somewhat anticipating the eventfulness that will be our next Christmas.

My father has returned to work, although what he does is still unclear to me and probably will always remain unclear to me - I have been assured he is needed.

Since my return home to Alberta, I was surprised to find that my mother has also moved from Seattle to be closer to both her new grandson and myself. I can’t say that I’m unhappy to have her close, because I really am happy she’s here. I’ve always been a momma’s girl and the thought of living my life without having her to experience my happiest times with me, is a sad thought.

Jaylah and Officer Michael Andean have also moved to be closer to us, and surprise - they’re engaged to be married! Calix has decided to employ Michael Andean full time - although what it is he does exactly is also unclear.

Amy, my little sister, adores Calix. She’s probably the only member of my family who looks at him with trust in her eyes. She loves the land he’s purchased and the vacations he’s vowed to bring her on with us. To say that he’s dazzled her with his brilliant blue eyes is an understatement.

My mom and Amy spend a lot of time at the house visiting. My mother has grown quite close to Gabby, although sometimes I think she wonders how she’s found herself where she is - having a friendly relationship with the grandmother of the man who abducted her daughter.

I know it’s an odd situation - surreal really, but life is all about the unknown. If we knew where every bend in the road would lead us, our journeys wouldn’t be nearly as fulfilling.

As it is, I am in love with the journey that has led me to where I am. Looking back, there isn’t a single thing I would change. Because, every mistake has brought me here - to this place I love.

Warm hands circle around my waist and I know instinctively that Calix is behind me. Leaning my back into his chest, I stare ahead at the peaceful sleeping form of our son. His blue eyes are closed and his breathing - such a beautiful sound - is quiet and soothing. I am completely at peace.

“Are you ready for bed, love?” Calix whispers in my ear.

A smile tugs at the corner of my lips as I move my rear against his growing cock. “I’m always ready for bed with you, Calix.”

I don’t fight the pull as Calix leads me from the dimly lit nursery to our bedroom. Nor do I deny him as his hands slowly strip me of my clothing. Because the fact of the matter is that I’ve missed him. He’s always here - with me - surrounding me and inside me - but I’ve missed him regardless. My need for Calix has grown into something that I cannot explain. It is beautiful and dangerous in its consuming complexity.

I crave him.

Every minute of every day, when he is away from me or sitting beside me - I crave him. Everything will never be enough - and I don’t ever want the day to come - where I am fully sated. I live to crave this man. From the very beginning, he ignited a need I could never explain within my soul.

And now I know what it was.

The need within me was my soul recognizing its other half in Calix. Try as I might to fight him - I couldn’t. My body knew I belonged to him before my mind ever accepted the chilling reality. My unending craving for him is simply another thread weaving us tighter and tighter together - making us into the one we were always meant to be. We’ve lived our lives divided, but now, until the end of our days and into the promise of eternity, we will remain together. Connected.


Epilogue

Calix

The water is calm and the sun shimmering down over the Earth is warm. It’s late into the month of June and I can’t help but feel a building excitement inside at the thought of the summer we will be facing ahead. Nova has made it her mission to spend one month each summer here in Sitka, Alaska. She’s also been the force that has us travelling to this island every second year for Christmas.

The bench I’m sitting on creaks beneath my weight as I shift in place, watching my six year old son sailing his motorized boat over the waves of the brusque ocean water that once very nearly claimed both his and Nova’s life.

Although Nova isn’t sitting next to me - I know she’s near. I can feel her. I can always feel her. In spite of the years that have passed us by, the traumas we’ve survived, the impossibilities we’ve made possible, and the wrongs we’ve made right, Nova and I have made it through.

However, we’ve not made it unscathed.

I’ve always believed, that to every action there is a reaction. Consequence is nothing if not consequential. The very Earth rotates on the axis of consequence - because there is no action that goes without a reaction - hence the domino effect.

Every debt must be paid, and Nova and I are no exception.

We haven’t paid in money; the punishment so many fear. Instead, we’ve paid the ultimate price for our sins - our freedom.

Now, I’m not talking about imprisonment - at least not behind bars. My prison isn’t one from which I wish to be freed. Instead, it is the prison I’ve happily accepted my fate within - the prison of Nova.

You see, my actions, however deliberate, have had consequences.

When I stole Nova - I knew what I was doing. I knew I would break her down and build her back up into the woman who craved me with the same intensity that I craved her. In the beginning it had been about revenge - a vendetta sure to destroy us both - but that vendetta morphed into something much more powerful, much more consuming, much more dangerous. It morphed into a need so pure it became nearly tangible.

I’ve damaged my beautiful wife to a point of no return. I broke her - repeatedly, never even considering that with every time I shattered her bright soul, that I was also shaving away my own.

I’ve damaged, not only Nova, but myself. We’ve been through so much. Bad things happen all around us - towers falling like dominos in an earthquake - until everything surrounding us has been made trivial. Now, we are bared and exposed in a way that souls rarely find themselves. Now, we are one soul.

Since the birth of our son, Nova and I have spent no more than an hour apart. She’s always there - if not in the same room - she’s in the same building. I can feel her. In all that we’ve suffered together, somehow we’ve been sewn together.

Nova is my lover.

She is my mate.

She is my best friend and confidant.

She is the mother of my child and my consequence.

You see, Nova is my welcomed prison - my home - my heaven.

In her, I find my reason. She is the beating of my heart. I know with a certainty that thrives in my bones, that Nova is my life source.

When she goes, I will follow close behind because our souls were never meant to be two - divided. From the very beginning, the one we are was always what we were meant to be.
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