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   PROLOGUE
 
   September 27th 2014
 
   Ella
 
    
 
   “I know who you are, Ella,” Damon says before leaning forward to bring his lips to my ear. “I knew your sister.” 
 
   My world stops. 
 
   Freezes.
 
   I can’t breathe. This can’t be happening. It can’t. I hold my breath as Damon pulls back and looks into my eyes, searching for my response. I’m unable to give one. 
 
   For weeks my mind has been consumed with planning how to tell Damon who I am, and nothing could have prepared me for this. For Damon to already know.
 
   “Wh... what?” I whisper, as I feel the blood drain from my face and pool in my stomach, as bile rises in my throat. “I... what?” Shaking my head, not wanting to believe Damon’s words, I stand on trembling legs, praying I don’t fall. My knees feel weak but I know I have to face this.
 
   I should be asking how he knows, what he knows, but I can’t. Words fail me. My heart feels like it’s about to pound out of my chest and split me wide open. Why does my life always go like this? Why, when every time I finally get something good, do I have to lose it? 
 
   I know I’m going to lose Damon. 
 
   If he already knows what I had planned to do then he’s not really going to want to listen to my explanation. I swallow as tears tighten my throat, making it difficult to breathe. The room feels like it’s closing in around me, suffocating me.
 
   “Baby, you need to listen to me. There is a lot you think you know but don’t. I fucking love you, and I’m keeping you. Forever,” Damon says as he holds on to me, keeping me within his arms. 
 
   I don’t understand. How can he still hold me within the warmth of his embrace when he knows what I’ve done? Does he know everything or just bits? I want to ask, but if I do I could ruin everything. I know Damon deserves to know the truth, and I will tell him everything, but I need to sort my thoughts out if I’m going to try and save what we have.
 
   Stepping away, I try to give Damon some distance, and me time to think. Now isn’t the time to talk about this, not whilst we’re surrounded by his family and friends, but I don’t think I’m going to have much choice. Damon mimics my movement and steps with me, keeping me in his grasp.
 
   “Damon I... I’m sorry... I don’t... I.” I continue shaking my head, not knowing where to start or what to say. 
 
   I can’t lose him.
 
   “We have a lot to discuss, beauty. There is a lot you need to know.” Damon gives me a reassuring smile, and the love shining in his eyes gives me hope. My heart skips a beat as that hope spreads through my system. Maybe we will be okay. I feel light headed as I see his love. Despite what he knows, he still loves me. He still wants me. 
 
   Bringing his hand up to cup my face, he gently wipes the tears I didn’t realise were falling away from my cheeks in soft strokes. 
 
   “Damon,” I whisper as I try to wrap my head around everything. “I don’t understand. I don’t.” Shaking my head, I swallow hard, wishing I understood correctly. Damon doesn’t look ready to leave me. He doesn’t even look angry at me. 
 
   “I know baby–” Damon doesn’t get to finish. He’s interrupted when a hand lands on his shoulder and my perfect day goes from bad to worse.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER ONE
 
   September 27th 2014 
 
   Damon
 
    
 
   “I know who you are, Ella.” I lean forward bringing my lips to her ear. “I knew your sister.” I pull back and look in her eyes as she takes in what I said.
 
   Maybe now isn’t the right time to tell her this, it’s our fucking wedding day after all, but I don’t expect Leona to stay away once she realises I’ve married my beauty. I know how Leona works and when she says she’s going to do something, she does.
 
   “Wh... what?” Ella asks, stunned. The beautiful glow she’s had since I first laid eyes on her today slowly drains from her face. She shakes her head, disbelieving. “I... what?”
 
   “Baby, you need to listen to me. There is a lot you think you know but don’t. I fucking love you, and I’m keeping you. Forever.” 
 
   Ella takes a step back, trying to escape my hold, but I just step with her, following her, refusing to release her. This is going to be fucking hard for her. Fuck, it’s going to be hard for me too, but I know we can get through this. 
 
   She’s my one.
 
   I won’t let her go. I’ve screwed up too much with Ella, and I don’t intend to ever lose her. Not again. She calms the monster in me, and makes me be the man everyone believes me to be. 
 
   Her body quivers in my arms. Her head hasn’t stopped shaking, as if this isn’t real. As if I haven’t just dropped that bomb on her.
 
   “Damon I... I’m sorry... I don’t... I,” she stutters, at a loss for words. 
 
   I smile reassuringly, and look deep into her forest green eyes, the eyes that have captivated me from the first time I saw them – years ago. I bring a hand up to cup her frightened face, softly stroking her cheek with my thumb.
 
   “We have a lot to discuss, beauty. There is a lot you need to know.” Tears spill from her eyes and it breaks my fucking heart. If there was a way to get out of telling her this, a way to save her the pain she’s going to feel, then I’d pick that option. But there isn’t another way. I don’t know how much time I have, but I know it won’t be long. 
 
   “Damon,” Ella whispers. “I don’t understand. I don’t.” Shaking her head, she swallows hard. 
 
   “I know baby–” A hand landing on my arm snaps my attention to the right, cutting my words off. 
 
   Shit.
 
   What the fuck is Abigail doing here? 
 
   “Abbi?” I question stunned. She gives me a small smile before looking at Ella. 
 
   “He loves you, you know,” she says to Ella. “I see the way he looks at you.” Her eyes return to mine, searching my face, as a bright smile spreads on her lips. “I remember when you used to look at me like that. Like I was your everything, your reason to breathe,” she says softly. 
 
   “Abbi,” I warn. I’ve done everything I can to keep Ella away from my past but it’s catching up to me. 
 
   “I see it now. I know we can’t ever... I know it’s too late... I... Damon, don’t let Leona ruin it for you again.”
 
   “Leona,” Ella gasps. Abbi’s eyes swing back to focus on Ella, giving her a soft smile.
 
   “She’s already tried hasn’t she?” Ella nods her eyes wide. “Of course she has.” 
 
   “What are you doing here, Abbi?” I growl. 
 
   “I had to see. I had to know you’re making the right choice. I had to see you in love to finally let you go.” I swallow hard. I can never stay mad at Abigail. That’s the main reason I cut her out my life when her deceit came to fruition.
 
   A commotion draws our eyes to the other side of the room, just as Leona storms the place. Fuck. My time is up and Leona is here to try and destroy my only happiness.
 
   “You bitch!” Leona screams at Ella. “You think you’ve won? I’m here to take away your little fairytale.” Pulling Ella behind me, I take a step forward, but Abbi beats me to it, stepping into Leona’s space, glaring at her.  
 
   “Leona,” she spits. “It’s not enough that you ruined Damon’s life once before? Now you’re trying to do it again?” Leona looks taken aback with Abbi’s presence before she pulls herself together.
 
   “You,” she points at Abigail. “What the hell are you doing here? You should be long gone by now” Leona hisses.
 
   “You need to leave Leona,” I growl. I’m not ready for this shit. I won’t let her ruin my life. Leona’s gaze narrows in on me as she starts to speak, but she’s cut off by Abbi speaking again.  
 
   “You may have taken Damon’s love for me away, but I’ll never leave him to be destroyed by you. Damon was my best friend and the love of my life. I’ll never let you pull him into the darkness.”
 
   Leona’s eyes roll before zoning in on Ella peeking over my shoulder, disdain filling her face as her eyes narrow. 
 
   “You think you know Damon, Ella? Let me enlighten you,” she smirks, before training her eyes on me. “Damon has a lot of secrets you don’t know about. It’s time you found out the truth about your knight in shining armour.” 
 
   “No need,” Ella speaks up in a strong voice, bringing Leona’s gaze back to hers. “I know.” 
 
   Leona’s eyes widen a fraction in shock. Turning her gaze to mine she searches my face for the truth. Unable to stop my smirk, I stare Leona down. I know it’s a prick move because Ella really doesn’t know what I need to tell her, but I need Leona to think I’ve confessed, and I need to get her out of here. 
 
   “I... I don’t... and you still married him?” she asks, disbelief evident in her voice. “He’s a monster. He ends people’s lives.” My heart beats against my ribs, trying to break free. My life is about to be destroyed and there’s nothing I can do, short of physically removing Leona. And even then I know she will spill my secrets as I’m dragging her out. There is nothing I can do but watch the train wreck happen.
 
   I deserve this.
 
   Ella has a right to know.
 
   Everyone does.
 
   I shut my eyes and wait for my life to be over. Ella lets out a menacing laugh, making my eyes snap open to her.
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me? You’ve wanted Damon all along and now you’re calling him a monster? The only monster I see is you Leona.” Walking out from behind me, Ella steps forward. “It’s game over bitch. You lose. Damon is mine.” The possessiveness in her voice makes my fucking heart flip. 
 
   “I’ll wipe that smug fucking look from your perfect little face you gold digging whore,” Leona snaps. Before she can take a step in my beauty’s direction I step up to her, pulling Ella behind me again. This needs to stop. My secrets will make everyone see me differently but I won’t put up with Leona speaking to my wife like this. No fucking chance. If I have to have every secret spilled then so be it, but I won’t allow her to speak to Ella this way. She’s the only innocent one involved.
 
   “You need to leave, Leona,” I demand. “You’re not wanted here. You’re not a guest and you certainly aren’t here to congratulate us. I’ve told you time and again that nothing will ever come of us. It’s time you finally believe that. I married the woman I love, the woman I’m going to spend the rest of my life with, and you can’t do a fucking thing about it.”
 
   “Is that right Damon? Does your family know what type of monster you are?” she asks smugly. “Or just your pathetic wife?” Leona spits. 
 
   Rage ricochets around my body, desperate to release with a roar, to remove the threat to my beauty. I’ve never felt this overwhelming protectiveness I feel for Ella for anyone else before. Clenching my jaw, I try to keep my tone calm.
 
   “It’s over Leona. Like I told you last night, I’m not leaving Ella and our daughter for you,” I spit. I hear Ella and a few other people around us gasp, but that won’t stop me. “I’ve never wanted you, never felt anything for you. You need to stay out my fucking life. I’ve had enough of your bullshit to last a lifetime. You want to tell my family what I’ve done?” I motion my hand around to all the guests watching this confrontation. “Go ahead. It won’t change a fucking thing. I still won’t want you. I’ll still love Ella.”
 
   Leona is shocked silent by my words. I’ve never spoken to her like this. I’ve let her get away with too much shit for what I did to her. I let my guilt bury me, let her control me. 
 
   No more. 
 
   This stops today.
 
    I lean in closer so only she can hear me. “I’ll still be a monster if you tell them, only I’ll be a monster wanting to destroy your life like you’re trying to destroy mine. You’re toying with the beast Leona, and if you don’t back off, I’ll share a few secrets of yours. You destroy me, and I destroy you. I’ll take you down with me, and I still won’t fucking want you. I will never want you.” 
 
   Leona’s eyes fill with tears as she realises it’s finally over. I won’t let her control my life again. A hand clamps down on her shoulder. My eyes take in the furious face of Steen, Leona’s father.
 
   “Leona,” Steen growls. “Enough.” Leona tears herself away from him before spinning on her heel to face him. She goes to speak but he cuts her off. “I said enough. It’s time to leave.” Sandra appears at Steen’s side and glares at him.  
 
   “Don’t speak to our daughter like that,” she reprimands. 
 
   “Maybe that’s what you should have done a long time ago. Maybe your daughter wouldn’t be so twisted, Sandra, if you had disciplined her,” Spencer pipes up from beside me, standing shoulder to shoulder with me, showing me he has my back.
 
   “Elle has had it in for Leona since she met Damon,” Sandra replies.
 
   “It’s Ella,” Ella growls. 
 
   Abbi lets out a giggle, making me laugh. Trust Ella to only be bothered by her name being mangled than actually acknowledging Sandra’s accusation. Ella turns to me with wide eyes, looking at me like I’m crazy for laughing. It just makes me laugh harder. 
 
   “We’re leaving,” Steen growls.
 
   “Yes, you should.” I turn at the sound of my mum’s steely voice. Her eyes are locked on Sandra. “That’s my daughter you’re talking about, both of you.” Her eyes flit between Leona and Sandra, rage flushing her cheeks. I’ve never seen my mum so angry. Steen’s eyes soften as he looks at my mum. “You need to leave.” My mum steps up to my other side and pulls Ella between us, protecting her.
 
   “I’m sorry for their behaviour. It won’t happen again, Flora.” Steen says softly.
 
   “Damn right it won’t.” My dad growls. “Any future invites will be for you only Steen. I’ll understand if you can’t and or won’t join us again, but your family isn’t welcome around mine anymore. I won’t have any stress around our daughter.” He stands tall at the side of my mum, and pulls Ella towards them, fitting her between them. A protective momma and papa bear. My beauty is surrounded by her family, all of whom are ready to fight for her. 
 
   “I apologise for their behaviour and look forward to your next party,” Steen answers my dad before looking at me, then Ella. “I’m sorry for the disturbance on your special day. It’s been magical, and I’m happy for you both,” he says with a smile. “You’re a beautiful bride Ella.”
 
   “Thank you,” Ella mumbles. Shock is written all over her face, as a blush paints her cheeks at his compliment. 
 
   “Can we go dad?” Leona snaps. She knows she’s lost and in for a shitstorm when they leave. Steen never, ever, puts Leona in her place. My respect for him has risen in the last few minutes. 
 
   They leave without another word. I watch as my mum pulls Ella into an embrace, and I release the breath I didn’t realise I’d been holding. 
 
    I look around and notice everyone’s eyes are on our little group, and I don’t blame them. What a fucking show it was. If Ella didn’t believe my family is hers before, she will now. Pride fills me as I look at my parents fussing over the woman I love. 
 
   My eyes clash with Tom’s and he gives me a grin. He’s happy to see Ella loved. Spencer pats me on the back before striding over and pulling Ella into his arms. I see her face for a second before she buries it in Spencer’s chest, and it cuts me deep. She’s crying. I go to take a step forward but Abbi stops me. 
 
   “Let her enjoy the love of your family Damon. They can comfort her just fine. I need to speak with you real quick.” She pulls me away from my family a bit so we’re out of earshot. Swallowing, Abbi looks deep into my eyes. “I’ve loved you for a long time Damon. I wasn’t able to give up on that love, move on, or leave you. I don’t want to leave you–”
 
   “Abigail,” I growl.
 
   “Let me finish,” she snaps. “We were best friends Damon. I don’t want to lose you altogether. I know you belong to Ella, that your love for her is stronger than it was for me,” she smiles sadly. “We had a different kind of love. Young love. Ella has your full heart, I see that, and I’m happy for you. I want that kind of love for myself. I’m ready to move on, but I don’t want you out of my life. Can’t we be friends?”
 
   Her words shock me. Abigail has been trying to get back with me for years, but she seems genuine. I give her a smile before pulling her into my arms.
 
   “Friends,” I agree. Pulling back from me, Abbi gives me a smile.
 
   “I’d like to get to know the woman who has finally caught your heart. Would you mind me getting to know her?” she asks, shyly. My situation suddenly hits me full force. I may not get to keep Ella. When she finds out everything I have to tell her she may leave me. 
 
   It’s not anything I don’t deserve. 
 
   “I’ll speak to her.”
 
   Kissing my cheek, Abbi gives me one last longing look before turning and walking away. As soon as she exits out the door my eyes seek out Ella. She’s surrounded by my family, now her family. Seeing the love my parents have for my beauty warms me inside. She truly belongs with us.
 
   She deserves love. 
 
   Ella’s eyes clash with mine, fear lurking in the depths of her emerald ones. Frowning at the fear I see, I stride over to take her in my arms. She’s hesitant, her body coiled tightly, taut with stress. 
 
   “Beauty?” I question.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she whispers. 
 
   “What for?” I press my lips to her head, breathing in her unique scent, as I hold her tight to me. 
 
   “I have a lot to tell you Damon. You need to hear me out. Please. I’ve wanted to tell you about Lydia for a while now. I’m so sorry I didn’t. I just... that was what I wanted to speak to you about yesterday before you left to speak to Leona.” Ella rambles, and a smile pulls at my lips. She’s nervous. My smile vanishes as quickly as it appeared. She has no idea what I need to tell her.
 
   “Shhh, baby. It’s okay. We’ll talk about it later. Now we just have to enjoy our reception.” Ella’s eyes widen at my words.
 
   “You mean you don’t want to get an annulment?” she asks, shocked. A scowl pulls down my lips. 
 
   “No, Ella. I’ve told you, I’m keeping you. When will you believe me when I tell you that?” Tears glisten in her eyes.
 
   “You want to keep me?” Her voice hitches as she asks, like she thinks I could ever let her leave. I can’t. I tried to leave her, let her live a life she deserves, and it nearly destroyed us both. I fucking can’t let her go. 
 
   I won’t let her go. 
 
   “Forever,” I tell her honestly. 
 
   “Can we leave? I need to tell you everything. I need you to give me a chance. Please?” 
 
   I nod my head as my mum’s arms come around us both and engulf us in a warm embrace. I’ve always had a strong love from and for my family, but in this moment I’ve never been more thankful for them. They stood up for my wife.
 
   They proved to her she’s part of our family, and they love her as much as they do me.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   September 27th 2014
 
   Ella
 
    
 
   The silence on the way back to our house is deafening. Damon has my hand gripped in his like a vice, refusing to release me. The silence has allowed me time to think, allowed me time to gather my thoughts, but also left me with too much time to panic. I can’t lose him. I really want him to forgive me but I’m not sure he will be able to.
 
   I have no idea where to start or what I should say, but I know I have to tell him everything tonight, before this marriage goes any further. 
 
   He has a right to know.
 
   Pulling up to the house, Damon turns off the engine, and stays seated. We sit in silence for what feels like forever, but is probably only a few minutes, before he eventually removes the keys and opens the door. Standing, he shuts the door and makes his way around to me. My heart takes off. 
 
   This is it. 
 
   I could lose everything in a matter of an hour. I take deep breaths trying to steady my breathing as my palms begin to sweat. I need to keep calm if I’m going to get through this. I can’t let my panic take over. If I do, Damon might not understand everything I’ve done. 
 
   Damon opens the door and offers me his hand, helping me out of my seat. He stands in front of me for a second, taking me in. I'm still in my wedding dress, but I’m sure I don’t look as put together as I have all day. No doubt my fear is evident on my face, my posture, and my frantic eyes. I find it hard to look in his eyes, scared of what I’ll see. 
 
   Bringing his hand up to lift my chin, Damon gives me a gentle smile when I finally look at him. My shoulders slump as I see love shining brightly in his chocolate eyes. That one look gives me enough hope to believe we may actually make it through this. 
 
   Damon already says he knows who I am and he knows my sister. I’m not sure how much he actually knows. I can only hope it’s not much, and that I have the chance to explain my reasoning, my love, and my regret.
 
   When he knows he has my attention, his hand slowly moves down my neck, caressing me. Shivers wrack my body as his palm continues its slow descent down my body. My heart races as he strokes down my shoulder, past my collarbone, the side of my breast, to my waist. 
 
   Damon’s other hand comes up to rub soft circles on my baby bump, as he pulls me closer to his body with the hand at my waist. His eyes follow his movement, taking in every detail of the bodice adorning my dress, before his eyes flit back to mine.
 
   “You’re so beautiful,” he says softly. A lump forms in my throat, making it difficult to swallow. Tears fill my eyes as my bottom lips trembles. Damon lifts his palm to caress my cheek, and I turn my face into the embrace, praying this won’t be the last time I feel his touch. 
 
   Waves of emotion roll through me, and a lone tear falls from my eye. I search his eyes, hoping he can see in mine how much I wish I could change things. Damon moves his mouth to mine in a firm kiss, pressing against my lips like he’s trying to reassure me.
 
   “It's going to be okay Ella. Nothing you tell me is ever going to change how I feel about you. Do you understand? I love you,” he mumbles against my lips, before pulling back a fraction, still close enough to my mouth that I can feel his breath skating in a soft caress against my lips. Cupping my belly he continues, “I. Love. You. You and our little girl are my whole world. Nothing else matters.” The words are said with such conviction that I can’t help but hope that they will be true. 
 
   Damon bends and scoops me up, bringing an arm around my back and swooping under my knees, lifting me in his arms. I gasp in shock as he strides forward with me cradled against his chest. Damon grins at me before placing a chaste kiss at the corner of my mouth.
 
   “It is tradition,” he says. Walking us to the door, he unlocks it and crosses the threshold, his foot kicking it closed behind us. He gives me a gentle squeeze before placing me down on my feet, holding onto me for a second to make sure I’m steady on my feet, before walking over to the table and placing his phone, keys and wallet in the bowl.  Shrugging out of his suit jacket, he walks over to the coat hooks and hangs it up.
 
   Damon pulls his shirt from his trousers, rolls up his sleeves, and removes his tie. My mouth dries, he’s so goddamn sexy. I just want to lick him from head to toe. His muscles contract with each movement, bulging in all the right places, and I know what he looks like with no clothes on. He turns to look at me once again, a smirk pulling at his lips. My cheeks turn pink at being caught ogling him.
 
   “So, Mrs. Hunt, what do you want to do now?” I shake my head to clear my mind of stripping him naked and tasting him like a lollipop. As much as I want Damon to take me to bed, we can’t. We need to talk. I wish with all my heart that I’d have pushed him to listen to me yesterday but I was afraid, and I can’t be a coward anymore. 
 
   I have to tell him the truth.
 
   “We need to talk. You have to know the truth about me, but please can I change first? This dress is feeling tight, and I want to get a little more comfortable. Can you unbutton me please?” I ask, turning around and looking at him over my shoulder. 
 
   Damon moves so he is standing behind me, his body heat soaking into my skin. He peppers soft kisses along my shoulder as he grasps my waist and pulls me back a step. His hands gently run up my sides and run along the hem of the sweetheart neckline, leaving goosebumps in their wake. Slowly unbuttoning me, his thumbs trail down my spine with each inch of skin he exposes. The movement sends shivers down my spine, making my back arch slightly. It tickles, but in the best kind of way. My core clenches when I feel his lips follow the same path as his thumbs. 
 
   I sigh when the dress is loose, and my aching breasts are finally free from the confining material. Gripping the front, I hold it up so that it doesn’t fall around my feet. Damon spins me around so I'm facing him. His brown eyes have darkened with desire, making my breath hitch.
 
   “Let it drop baby,” Damon says, hoarsely. “I want to see you.” I do as he asks and let the dress pool at my feet. Damon steps back so he can take me in, letting out an audible groan as he gazes at my lingerie. A white lace strapless bra, small lace knickers that barely cover me, and lace topped silk stockings. 
 
   He visibly swallows hard, making my heart flutter. Closing the distance between us he lifts his hand and gently runs a fingertip over my bra, causing my nipples to harden at his soft touch. I watch as his eyes glaze over, clouding with need. I want nothing more than to give in to that need but I can’t. I need to tell him who I am now before I lose my strength.
 
   Taking a step back from him knowing I have to stop this before we go too far, no matter how much it kills me, I walk towards the stairs and head to our room, not saying another word. When I’m halfway up the stairs, I hear Damon’s footsteps behind me, making me pause, and I turn to face him.
 
   “Can I have two minutes please? I’ll be back down so we can talk. Can you wait in the lounge?” I plead. If he comes into the bedroom with me I don’t think I’ll have enough willpower refuse his advances. 
 
   “I would really like to be the one who takes that off of you beauty. Maybe with my teeth.” He gives me a cocky grin before licking his lips. I clench my thighs together to alleviate the pressure I feel in my core. Nodding my head, I turn and run up the remaining steps and into the bedroom. I take some deep steadying breaths as I pull on my silk robe, wishing I could fast forward an hour, and get these confessions out the way. 
 
   When I get back downstairs Damon has moved to the lounge like I asked. Walking in, I find him sitting on the chair holding a drink in his hand. Whiskey would be my guess from the amber colour. I wish I could have one too. I think I need all the courage I can find to get me through this.  
 
   I move to sit on the chair opposite him, neither of us saying a word. Damon stares at me expectantly, waiting for me to speak first, but I don’t know where to start. All the quiet time in the car to get my thoughts together has gone out the window. 
 
   When the silence becomes unbearable I look away, swallowing nervously before finally finding the courage to begin. My heart tries to pound its way out of my chest, my pulse racing, thumping deafeningly in my ears. 
 
   “I always loved Lydia, completely idolised her. It was just Pops, Lydia and me growing up, so she was my role model. When Pops died she was all I had left, she was my whole world.” I pause to look into Damon’s warm chocolate eyes, taking a deep shaky breath. He gives me a small smile of encouragement. “She looked after me, became my parent in many ways. I annoyed her to no end some days, but she was always there. We fought on occasions but what siblings don’t?” Damon chuckles.
 
   “I can understand that. Spencer was the same with me.” I smile at him, not able to imagine him and Spencer fighting. They’re so close. My smile soon drops as I turn sombre. 
 
   “She never left like my mum did. She was my rock. For years she acted as a parent. I never realised how hard it must have been for her, but she had to become a parent to an emotional sixteen year old at just eighteen years old herself. I can’t imagine how hard that was for her. In so many ways she gave her life up for me.” Tears fill my eyes as I remember how much she actually gave up for me. “She found a low paying job, kept a roof over our heads, made sure there was always food in the cupboards, and paid all the bills. She was strong like that, was able to take charge at a young age,” I say with a sigh. “When I finished school I found a job to help with the bills, but with my young age and no experience it didn’t pay much.” 
 
   I look away from Damon, finding it hard to explain all this with him looking at me so intently.  
 
   “We got by okay. We survived like that for a few years. A few months before she died,” I rasp out, my throat closing, making it difficult to speak. I take a deep breath as Damon leans towards me and hands me a bottle of water he must have collected whilst I was upstairs. I take it gratefully, and take a few small sips to ease my constricting windpipe before continuing. “Before she took her life Lydia found a new job working as a personal assistant. She was so excited. The pay was better and she kept telling me how we’d be able to do more fun things together with the extra money. Those first few months Lydia had this glow about her.  She was really happy, happier than I had seen her for years.
 
   “After a few weeks of working there she told me she had met someone special. Her glow made her shine. She was always beautiful, but when she met this man, she had this aura about her that just made me burst with pure joy.
 
   “She never went into many details of her mystery man, except that she really liked him, and wanted it to work out with him. She went on a few dates with him and was in a great mood all the time. Then things began to change. I never really saw it at the time, but thinking back now I see it. She became secretive, moodier, and withdrawn. I didn’t know what to do, didn’t know how to help.” 
 
   My tears spill over, streaming down my cheeks as I recall her stress in those last few weeks. I shake my head trying to keep my emotions at bay. I need to do this. I need to tell him.
 
   “Beauty,” Damon whispers. His voice is hoarse with emotion. 
 
   “No, I’m okay.” I tell him. “Let me say this please.” He gives me a nod so I continue. “In the weeks leading up to her death she became more erratic. Not with me yet, but with little things. She’d get mad if I was late getting in, she’d be more stressed in crowded spaces. Just off. She wasn’t being herself, but I was so busy with my own life that I didn’t realise at the time. I didn’t see it all. I just shrugged it off and let her get on with it.”
 
   “A week before she–,” I can’t say it. It’s cutting me up talking about this. Damon notices my hesitance and nods, letting me know he understands how hard this is for me to speak about. “She became different towards me. I came home from work and she was getting ready for a date. She had that glow back. I sat in her room as she finished getting ready and I found her diary. Lydia was never bothered when I touched her things. Sure she’d moan and nag but she never really hated it. This time was different though. It was like a switch flipped and she went crazy, screaming at me to get out her room. She was really mad. I’d never seen her like that towards anyone, let alone me. It was a shock.” A sob rips from my chest. It hurts to remember what she became in those last few weeks. 
 
   Damon quickly stands and moves towards me but I lift my hand up to stop his approach. I need to do this without him touching me. I need to say this and be strong. I gather myself enough to continue.
 
   “I just thought it was because she’d been writing about her mystery man, keeping him a secret. I don’t know why, I didn’t understand it, but I respected her enough to leave her room like she demanded. She came into my room not long after and apologised. She really was sorry. I think she was stressed about her date.” I look at Damon, hoping and praying that he wasn’t playing a game with her.
 
   “She left all happy and with a big smile, telling me not to wait up. Something happened though; something went wrong because she came back a mess. She was angry and hurt. I could see it.” I wipe my falling tears with my fingers, staring at the floor, not able to make eye contact with him. 
 
   “A week later she was still sad, brooding around. I got off work and decided I wanted to try and cheer her up. She loved Chinese food so I rang her to see if she fancied a takeout and a movie, but I got her voicemail instead. Deciding to go ahead with my plan anyway, I headed to our local fish and chip shop slash Chinese. I ordered her favourites and made my way home. I was just hoping she would talk to me, to open up. 
 
   “As soon as I got home I knew something was wrong. It was too silent, eerily so. I went to find her, and when I got to her room everything was in place, but she was nowhere to be seen. I remember feeling my hairs standing on end when I called out to her and got no response. The bathroom door was locked but I couldn’t hear anything.” My breathing picks up speed as I relive what happened that day. 
 
   “I banged and banged on the door, screaming at her to answer me, but there was no response. Nothing. Just silence.” Clutching my chest, I shake my head as more sobs tear from deep in my throat. “It took me a while to think about the bathroom door in my room. Both our rooms connected with a shared bathroom. I ran as soon as I remembered, racing to see she was okay.” My body starts to shake as my worst nightmare comes crashing to the forefront of my mind. I bury my face in my hands as visions of what I walked in on hit me.
 
   Damon moves to quickly take me in his arms. I let him for a minute, soaking in his strength before pulling back, standing and pacing the room.
 
   “There was so much blood. It was everywhere. I froze at first, breaking down right there on the bathroom floor that was covered in Lydia’s blood. I tried to save her. I called for help but I knew it was too late. She was gone, her body too lifeless and grey. She’d slit her wrists,” I cry, recalling every detail as if it were happening right this second.
 
   “My whole world was gone. I’d lost my only family member. I didn’t know what to do. I crumbled, broke down right there next to my dead sister. I couldn’t cope with the pain. I shut down, suffocating, drowning in pain. That night destroyed me. I don’t know how I survived, but I did. I woke up in the hospital and was released a few days later. Everything was a blur. Doctors, police, questions. I couldn’t keep up, it was too much. I blocked it all out. Three days later I was discharged from the hospital but I had nothing to go back to, no life left in me.” God this fucking hurts. The pain is as raw tonight as it was that day three years ago. I wrap my arms around myself, hugging myself in comfort. 
 
   “I broke down when I returned to the flat. It was so quiet. Death trapped within the walls. I couldn’t escape it. I found Lydia’s diary, and a picture of you.” I look up at Damon’s shocked face. His brows are furrowed in confusion. “You were the mystery man, her lover.” He tries to cut me off but I continue, stopping him from speaking. “You broke her and I hated you. I’d never felt hate like that before, and I wanted to destroy you like you did Lydia. And me. I blamed you for everything.”
 
   Damon jumps up and strides over to me, but I hold my hands up, and press them against his chest, stopping him from touching me. Worry is etched in his face, his eyes frantic and filled with tears. 
 
   “Baby,” he chokes out.
 
   “Please let me finish,” I plead, begging him with my eyes. He searches my eyes and nods reluctantly. “For weeks I planned it. I was going to get you, get justice for my sister, get revenge for me. I wanted you to pay for what you had done to Lydia. To me.” Shock takes over Damon’s face. He looks stunned. “I researched you. Followed you to see what type of women you went for. I know I’m not ugly, plain I would say, but I made it my mission to be beautiful, to be someone you would find attractive. I was numb, empty, but I needed you to see me. I wanted you to notice me but I knew I wasn’t ready.”
 
   I pull in a deep breath, trying to slow my galloping heart. 
 
   “Ella I never–”
 
   “I know. Let me finish. Please.” Damon silences instantly. “I spent years perfecting myself, making myself into someone you would want. I needed you to fall in love with me.” I laugh, humourlessly. “I never planned to love you back. I made friends with your acquaintances, made sure I’d be at events you would, just so you would notice me.”
 
   “That first night we spent together made me feel physically sick. I enjoyed it and I couldn’t understand how I could like your touch, your presence.” Damon’s face twists with pain at my cruel words. “I was sick because you made me feel again and I wasn’t prepared for that. For the first time in years I actually felt something,” I whisper. I remember my confusion and my revulsion at how he made me feel.
 
   “I blocked myself off and continued with my plan to take you down. I faked the burglary, knowing you wouldn’t be able to resist helping me. I never thought you’d let me stay in your home. I thought you’d help me, feel sorry for me. I knew seeing me weak and scared would make you want to help me. And you did. I felt a victory when you did as expected, more so when you let me come here.”
 
   Damon’s tears fall as he listens to me talk about hating him. I step forward and cup his face, wanting him to see I really do love him. 
 
   “I never expected to feel what I did for you Damon. I craved your touch.” I say wiping his tears away. “You made me feel better. Made me want you but I fought it. I had a battle raging within me, and I was at war with myself. It was tearing me apart.” I say softly.
 
   He looks broken.
 
   “I hated you because I wanted you. I hated myself for wanting you, but I craved it. I wanted everything you could give me. I wanted to live.”
 
   “Ella,” Damon rasps. I shake my head at him.
 
   “You made me feel alive Damon. You brought me back to life, started my heart again. Claimed it. I wanted to keep feeling the way you made me feel, the way you make me feel.”
 
   We cry together, staring into each other’s eyes. My pain reflected in his. 
 
   “When I found out I was pregnant, I was so confused. I didn’t know what to do. I knew my feelings for you were no longer a game, but it was new, it was unexpected. I’d fallen in love with you without realising, no matter how much I tried to fight it. I denied it to myself for weeks, but I knew really that I loved you. I wanted my happy ever after, but I felt like a fraud. I felt like I had betrayed Lydia by loving you. It hurt thinking I was letting her down so I continued to fight it.” 
 
   “The night I went to that business dinner with Spencer, he convinced me I could have my happily ever after. He made me realise I could be loved.”
 
   “Spencer knew?” Damon asks stunned.
 
   “No. He told me that you had a lot happen in the past, but that I’d brought you back to life. I’d given him his brother back. I came home to tell you about the baby.”
 
   “Leona,” he gasps. I nod my head slowly. 
 
   “I only accepted your marriage proposal because you hurt me. My brain shut everything down, blocked my emotions again. I wanted you to hurt as much as I was.”
 
   “I’m so fucking sorry baby.”
 
   “I know. I wanted to make Leona pay too. She’s always told me she owns you, that you’re hers. When we went to Maze and Leona appeared, I set it up. I texted her from your phone, and told her to meet us there. I wanted you to see how she behaves towards me. I’d told you before but you never really took me seriously.” Damon’s jaw clenches.  
 
   I feel like I’m losing him. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I know she was your friend but I needed her out our lives. In the next few weeks you broke my walls back down, made me remember your love, feel it. On my birthday when you left it hurt so much. I couldn’t believe Leona was still coming between us. It was then I decided I loved you and couldn’t really hurt you, but I also couldn’t keep putting myself through the pain. I couldn’t be second best to her and I wouldn’t accept my baby being anything but first.”  
 
   “I went straight to Tom’s. He made me see that I was wrong. He told me, Damon. He told me about that night Lydia attacked that woman, made me see that what Lydia wrote wasn’t true. I didn’t see the truth. I didn’t see Lydia was ill. I never knew. I’m so sorry baby,” I sob. “I love you so much. I’m so sorry that I believed that’s who you were. I know you’re not. I know you Damon, and I’m sorry I didn’t believe in us.” I look down, not able to take looking into his pain filled eyes for a moment longer.
 
   “I believe in us Damon. I really do. I didn’t, but I do now. I can feel your love with every touch. I can hear it with every beautiful word you say to me, and I love you back just as much, if not more. Please say you believe in us too. Please say we still have a chance. I can’t lose you, I won’t survive it. You’re my everything, my reason to breathe. Please Damon,” I beg, finally looking back into his eyes. “Please love me back, say you can forgive me. I know it will take time. You’ll need to think about it, but remember my love. I need to keep you.” I finish with more sobs. My body shakes with the force of my cries. Damon picks me up, walking to the chair and sits down, with me cradled in his arms. 
 
   “Ella, I love you so much. I’ve told you nothing can make me love you less.” I suck in a shocked breath at his words. Can he really forgive me so easily? Lifting my face, I look into his eyes.  “You’re all that matters to me. You and our daughter,” he says, stroking my bump softly. “You’re the air I breathe, my light in the darkness. You own me heart and soul beauty. There is no other choice, no other option. We need each other to live. You’re mine.”
 
   Tears of relief fall now, choking any reply off I might make. I sag against his chest, my energy completely dissipated. I feel a weight lift from my chest, no longer crushed with the guilt I’ve been carrying around for months now. 
 
   “Are you okay baby? Have you said everything?” I nod against the hard planes of his chest. “Can you be free now, be happy with me?” Damon sounds so vulnerable that I can’t help but look up at him. “Our love has to be enough. I can’t live not loving you, not feeling your love for me. The thought of not having you in my life, of not feeling your love is like a physical pain.”
 
   “I am free now, you set me free. You always make me happy. It just took me a while to accept it. Our love is enough. I love you so much and I want this. I want you. Our daughter will grow up and feel our love, see our love. She will know love.” Damon softly kisses me, and I melt into him, completely drained.
 
   “Let’s go to bed, beauty,” he says against my lips. I smile against his mouth, knowing we’re going to be okay. When I nod Damon stands, carrying me to our room.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER THREE
 
   September 28th 2014
 
   Ella
 
    
 
   I wake to Damon stroking my belly, and feeling lighter in my soul. Telling him what I planned to do last night has made all the difference. I finally feel like I can enjoy our life without having that hanging over my head. 
 
   I didn’t go into details about how I planned to take him down and what I did to prepare to do just that but I will. He didn’t ask for details but I know telling him will make me freer. It will finally give me my life back, and help me put it behind me once and for all.
 
   Smiling, I turn over to face my husband. My husband! I never once thought I would think those words, never expected to find someone who would love me. Especially with the man I planned to destroy. I wanted to ruin him, but instead he saved me. 
 
   From pain.
 
   From hurt.
 
   From myself.
 
   Damon will never understand what he’s done to my life, or what he means to me. I could never put into words what being in his life means. What having him in my life means. 
 
   “Morning wife,” he says with a grin, his eyes sparkling with love.
 
   “Morning husband,” I say, giggling. 
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   “Not yet but I’m sure it won’t be long before jellybean decides we need to eat a meal the size of a house.” 
 
   “Well let me know when you are. I can’t have my woman and baby hungry.” Damon’s voice is filled with merriment. It makes my heart flutter knowing he’s forgiven me so easily. 
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Well let me make you something, it’s time I lived up to the wife role.” I say as I start to sit up. Damon moves fast, pinning me on my back. I gasp in surprise as he settles himself above me, making sure not to put his weight on me. My legs part to accommodate him.  
 
   “I’m not hungry for food,” he growls, huskily. My belly instantly clenches with desire as his eyes darken. Damon begins peppering kisses all over my face before finally settling his firm lips against mine. His tongue flicks out to run along the seam of my mouth, asking for permission to enter. I open, granting him access, and I moan as his tongue slowly explores. 
 
   After Damon carried me to bed last night he tenderly made love to me, and woke me again after a few hours of sleep, like he couldn’t get enough of me. I couldn’t get enough of him either. 
 
   After the first love making session I passed out, the events of yesterday catching up to me. The worry of Damon standing me up, the wedding, Leona showing up, and my confession, it all had taken it out of me. Add that to the passion he bestowed upon me when we finally made it to bed, and I was out like a light. 
 
   The second time Damon took me was a little rougher and I feel it this morning, but not enough to turn him away. I crave him as much as he seems to crave me. 
 
   My back arches against his chest, and I press myself to him as much as I can with this large bump in the way. Pulling away from the kiss, Damon continues showering me with his lips down my neck. He licks and nibbles at my pulse point whilst cupping my breasts. I writhe against him, desperate for more.    
 
   “I’ll never get enough of your taste beauty. You taste like mine.”
 
   “I am,” I moan.
 
   “Yes you are,” he growls before moving down to pull my nipple into the warm recesses of his mouth. He pulls and tugs, adding some teeth to the mix as I push up against his mouth. My blood ignites, flowing down to my core. 
 
   “Damon,” I whimper. I want more but I know he will go at his own pace, and only when he’s ready will he take me to the heights I need. 
 
   “I’ve got you baby,” he says against my tit. He moves to my other breast, showing the same attention to my nipple before finally moving down my body, kissing as he goes. This man truly cherishes me every time he has me naked, showering me in affection until I’m ready to explode.
 
   “Are you sore beauty?” Damon asks against my mound, his breath fanning against me, making me shiver. 
 
   “No,” I rasp.
 
   Damon’s hands grasp behind my knees, pulling them open wide, pushing them up and to the side of my body, opening my pussy to him. Groaning, he dives straight in. His tongue laps at my clit, circling softly, teasingly. 
 
   “Please,” I plead, needing more. 
 
   He licks from my arsehole to my clit in long, strong swipes of his tongue before pulling my clit into his mouth, sucking hard. 
 
   “Yes, oh god, yes,” I gasp. My hands come down to hold his head against me as my hips begin bucking against his face. My heart races as my body climbs, small explosions setting off deep in my belly. My chest heaves with each pant, my breathing hard.  
 
   I grind my pussy against his mouth, hands tightening in his hair as I peak, almost flying over the edge. But Damon pulls away, knowing I’m close. I whimper in protest but he soon takes my breath away when he blows against my engorged pearl. 
 
   “Hmmm, delicious. I could eat you all day baby,” Damon rasps out. 
 
   My hips thrust forward of their own accord, pushing my pussy back towards his lips, needing his mouth on me again. He groans, then sucks my clit back into his mouth, swirling his tongue against the bundle of nerves, taking me straight back to the tip of the cliff, ready to fall and soar. 
 
   Just as I start to fall Damon pulls away again, but keeps close, his lips skimming against me but not enough to set me off. I cry out in frustration, thrashing against the bed, but he keeps me steady with his hands pushing my thighs apart. I’m sure I’d be uncomfortable with the position he’s holding my legs in if my body wasn’t so over taken with pleasure. 
 
   “Damon please.”
 
   “Not yet,” he growls. The words vibrate against me, pulling a moan from my lips. “You’re not ready.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Not yet,” he groans, before going right back to eating me. He releases my legs, draping them over his shoulders. 
 
   Moving down, Damon licks around my entrance before plunging his tongue into my core, tongue fucking me. I cry out as my walls ripple around him. I look down but can’t see anything, my large rounded belly restricting my view. 
 
   I usually love to watch Damon when he goes down on me but not being able to see him heightens my senses, making every sensation feel overwhelming.    
 
   Lapping back at my clit, Damon thrusts two fingers into me, making me moan. My pussy walls clench around him, trying to pull him in deeper. Damon sets a rhythm of gentle thrusts, slowly fucking me with his digits. I grind against him as my eyes roll back. The sensations are too much and not enough all at the same time. He hooks his fingers, hitting the right spot to make me soar.   
 
   “I’m going to come,” I pant, gripping the bed sheets in my hands, holding myself to the bed.
 
   Damon sucks my clit into his mouth, moving his face rapidly, creating new pleasure, and setting me off. I scream out as my orgasm tears through me, and lights flash behind my clenched eyes. My pussy ripples around his motionless fingers, and then he slowly strokes the bundle of nerves deep inside me, prolonging my pleasure. 
 
   When I come down, Damon is perched above me, watching me. He gives me a lazy grin, his mouth covered in my juices, glistening in the morning light filtering through the windows. 
 
   “Best breakfast ever.” Damon says, making me laugh. I can’t respond as I try to catch my breath. He moves his mouth down, crashing his lips to mine, pushing his tongue into my mouth. I can taste myself on him as he slowly gives me a deep kiss.
 
   “I want to taste you,” I say against his lips.  
 
   Damon pulls back to look into my eyes before moving to straddle my chest, bringing his thick, hard cock close to my mouth. He takes himself in hand and slowly strokes himself as I bring my hands up to rest on his thighs and flick my tongue out to taste him, the drop of pre come on the tip making me moan. 
 
   Thrusting his hips forward and pressing his cock closer, Damon groans when I don’t take him into my mouth. Instead I tease him with gentle licks over the head. He runs his hard length against my lips, begging to get in. 
 
   Parting my lips, I suck him into my mouth, suctioning on the head, but not taking him in deep. I look up into Damon’s eyes to find his fixed on my lips stretching around his dick. He slowly thrusts, going deeper, groaning as I swirl my tongue against the underside of his cock with each thrust, and suck hard with each withdrawal. I pull back slightly to tease the head again, nipping him. 
 
   “Fuck beauty. Take me deep,” he growls.
 
   His words and husky voice make my core throb. I squeeze my legs together to try and elevate the pressure. I suck him in deep like he demanded, moaning around him as he hits the back of my throat. Damon, noticing my arousal moves a hand behind him, between my legs to softly stroke my clit. I cry out around him before sucking hard.
 
   Damon grits his teeth and begins a steady thrusting into my mouth. His touch sends bolts of pleasure through my body, and my hips begin grinding against his hand. Whimpers spill from my stuffed mouth.
 
   “Enough.” Damon pulls out of my mouth and moves his fingers away. 
 
   Moving away from me, he settles on his heels, pulling me down towards him, and draping my thighs over his, leaving me wide open. He thrusts inside in one swift motion, filling me to the hilt. I moan, my back arching up from the bed. 
 
   Damon starts a slow rhythm, his hands roam all over my belly, reverently caressing me. Leaning forward he places gentle kisses over our daughter, whispering words of love to us both. My eyes fill with tears at the tender moment. He’s showing me his love. Bringing us to orgasm together.
 
   Cherishing me.
 
   Worshipping me.
 
   Loving me.
 
   ****
 
   After Damon made love to me this morning, we shared a breakfast together, and a bath. We’d gotten water everywhere getting dirty again so I made Damon leave me to clean up alone the second time, knowing we wouldn’t be able to resist one another again if we washed together, and took a long shower. 
 
   Once cleaned, Damon told me to relax whist he collected a few last minute needs for our week away. He still won’t tell me where we’re going but I’m excited none the less. I told Damon of my plans to visit my dad before we left. He wanted to join me but I declined, wanting to do this alone.
 
   I could tell he was reluctant to let me leave alone but after a few kisses of reassurance and a promise to be gone no longer than thirty minutes, he finally accepted. I know Damon wanted to argue further but he kept his arguments to himself and told me he was sorry he wouldn’t be there with me but definitely wanted to be for the next visit. 
 
   I never intended to invite Damon along and I’m sure he knew that when I told him my plans. I just wanted some alone time to share my happiness with my dad, but now I’m here I wish Damon would have come. I’m not sad anymore, and there is no pain weighing me down. 
 
   Now I have better news to tell Pops, happy memories to share with him. 
 
   Pulling up to the graveyard, I take a deep breath. I can’t remember ever coming here feeling so light. Pops’ grave is my safe place, the place I can moan and rant. I wanted to come here yesterday,  wanted to share my wedding day with him, but I knew my emotions would get the best of me so I decided to wait.
 
   I haul my arse out the driver’s seat and lock up my car before waddling my way to his grave. The first thing I notice as I approach the grave is a fresh bouquet of flowers. Colours bloom, and the fragrance perfumes the air. 
 
   A small smile pulls at my lips. Someone was here recently. The flowers can’t be a day old because they’re still fresh, not yet wilting. I’d love to know who cares for Pops as much as I do. I’d like to thank them. 
 
   “Hi Daddy,” I whisper, not wanting to disturb the peace that settles all around the sleeping masses of loved ones. I settle myself on the ground next to his headstone. “Yesterday was amazing. It was so much fun, and filled with so much love. I wish you could have been there.” Emotion clogs my throat, making me pause. I swallow before continuing.
 
   “It was magical. Flora made her house and garden look like a wonderland,” I say, smiling. “Everything went perfectly, better in fact. Then we had some party crashers. One I didn’t mind because she seemed genuine, the other, not so much.” 
 
   I still don’t know Leona’s game. She acted like she was going to blow my world apart, when really all she did was force my hand to tell Damon earlier then I wanted, and that couldn’t have worked out better for us. Damon forgave me, but knowing who I was, who my sister was, must have made everything easier to accept. 
 
   “He knew Daddy. Damon knew who I am, who Lydia was. He’s okay with it. Can you believe that? He’s really okay with it. He knows I love him, and said that’s all that matters.” I smile knowing how lucky I am. Yesterday was magical and it could have all still fallen down around me. I could have lost everything. 
 
   “He’s taking me away for a week alone. Just the two of us to enjoy the start of married life. I planned to tell him everything then but I’m glad it’s all out in the open now. We can just enjoy that time in each other’s arms without suffering, without pain.” 
 
   I take a deep cleansing breath. Although I missed Pops terribly yesterday, George and Tom eased some of my pain. They helped me forget I was missing the second most important man in my life, made it easy to realise Pops was there with me. He would always be with me in my heart.
 
   “I never thought I’d get a father daughter dance. I wouldn’t have wanted one with you not being there, but George changed all that. He made me see that just because you aren’t there doesn’t mean I can’t still have a dance and second father. When he asked me for a dance he told me he didn’t want to take it away from you Daddy, he just wanted to share it with you. I cried for most of the dance while he soothed me.” I smile. “He wanted to know all about you, he wanted to know the man who fathered me.”
 
   “I told him all about you Pops. George shed a tear or two with me. He held me, and promised that he didn’t want to replace you but wanted to share me. He called me his daughter, Daddy,” I choke out with a smile. “He’s a wonderful man. You’d like him. You’d be happy with how he treats me.” Happy tears stream down my face at finally finding a family that loves me. One that wants to keep me. 
 
   “George told me he wanted to ask to walk me down the aisle, but when he found out Tom was he knew that was the right decision. Tom’s been so good to me Daddy. He’s always been there for me, always fought for me, even when I didn’t realise he was. It was the perfect day, and the only thing that could have made it perfectly complete would have been having you there. I miss you. I miss you so much but I’m doing okay Pops. I’m living and I’m happy. I know that’s what you want for me.”  
 
   “You can’t imagine how much better I feel knowing my secrets are out, my plans are known. I feel like I’m breathing above the water now, like I’m floating along in Damon’s arms, no longer struggling below the surface, drowning in grief. He keeps me afloat to see the beauty of the world again instead of being drowned in the murky waters of loss. He gives me what you always did. Life. Love. Happiness. He’s given me a family again.” 
 
   I think back to how Damon, Flora, George and Spencer all stood tall with me, defending me when Leona wanted to tear me down. They put up a wall of protectiveness, keeping me locked in the middle, safe. I couldn’t wish for a better family to love. 
 
   “They all want me Daddy. They all care deeply for me, but I don’t want them to know what I planned. I don’t want them to look at me any differently. Damon promised they won’t ever find out and I have to believe him. I do believe him. He’ll do everything he can to keep that promise to me, I know he will.”  
 
   “I’m happy Daddy. Truly happy. I don’t want this place to be a sad place for me anymore, even a safe place. I want it to be happy. I want to share all my happiness with you, so no more moaning. I promise you I’m happy and living my life. That’s all I want to share with you now. Your little girl finally has everything you used to tell me I deserved. It took a while for me to believe that, for me to want the same things you wanted for me, but I really have it all now.”
 
   Jellybean kicks me, making me laugh. I rub my large belly in the spot where my daughter is attacking me, and feel her foot press into my palm. 
 
   “Your granddaughter wants to be included, she’s kicking me here,” I say, laughing through my tears. “I want her to know you Daddy. I want her to have this place to feel close to you even though she’ll never meet you. I’ll tell her about you every night. I’ll share my happy memories of you with her. She’ll know you Pops.” I choke in a breath, wishing more than anything that he could be here. The only thing missing in my life now is Pops. He’s the only missing piece.
 
   Trying to gather my emotions, I trace Pops’ name on his headstone. It’s a beautiful day today and the sun is shining down on my back, heating me up. The afternoon sun is high in the sky, lighting the world up around me. 
 
   “I need to head out Daddy, before Damon sends out a search party for me,” I say laughing. “He worries too much.” I stand, stretching my back. “I’ll come back soon and I’ll bring some pictures for you. I love you Pops.” I place a kiss to his headstone before walking away. 
 
   It isn’t until I near my car that I get a feeling of being watched. At first my hairs at the back of my neck stand on end, then my heart races as if it knows danger is about. I glance around, but find nothing out of place. Shaking my head I realise it’s probably Pops coming with me, keeping me safe until I return to my husband. A smile spreads on my face as I climb into my car and go back to the love of my life.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
   September 28th 2014 
 
   Ella
 
    
 
   When we arrive at the cottage in north Wales I am speechless. Damon couldn’t have picked a more perfect place for us to stay. Stepping out of the car I take a moment to appreciate the beauty that surrounds me, breathing in the sea air.
 
   Beautiful flowering bushes line the whole cottage, bursting with colour and fragrance. I follow them round the home, absorbing each breathtaking view as I travel to the rear. My breath hitches when I reach the back of the cottage. It’s stunning.
 
   Breathtaking. 
 
   There is a courtyard with beautiful wicker furniture scattered about, and an archway leading to steps that lead you down to a huge garden filled with flowers. The cottage itself is made of stone, each one different and shaped to fit perfectly, creating the magical home in front of me. French double doors gleam in the sunlight, reflecting my awed image back to me.
 
   I walk over and peek inside, noticing the French doors lead into the lounge and a bit further along, the kitchen. Jasmine fills the air, mixing with the natural smells of the coast.   
 
   I walk towards the arch and take in the breathtaking view all around me. Fields, hills, and the sea as far as the eyes can see are a picture perfect destination to share with Damon. A smile breaks across my lips as peace settles deep within my soul. Damon and I have a lot to talk about, but now isn’t the time. I have questions that need answers but I’m in no rush. We have a lifetime together. 
 
   I want to spend a few blissful days with my husband, enjoying this peaceful feeling for as long as possible. Without questions being asked. Just him and me.
 
   I feel him approach from behind, his body heat warming me when he comes to a stop, and presses his body against mine. His arms band round my ever expanding waist and he interlocks our fingers as he rests his chin on my shoulder. His breath against my skin tickles my neck with its warm caress. My body melts back into his, and I’m enjoying his company and our surroundings. I shut my eyes, trying to capture this moment in my memory forever. This feeling.
 
   Contentment. 
 
   We stand for a few moments until we hear a car pull up. Both of us turn our heads to the drive at the same time, watching as an older lady climbs out of her car before reaching into the back and pulling out a hamper basket. Damon releases his hold and clasps my hand, pulling me to greet the woman. 
 
   When we reach her, Damon pulls me to his side, his arm going around my shoulders, pulling me into the crook of his arm. His other hand settles against our daughter, softly caressing my bump. 
 
   “Ella this is Rose. She owns the cottage. Rose this is my beautiful wife, Ella.” Hearing him call me his wife makes me feel warm inside, and butterflies take flight in my heart.  I finally belong to someone.  I reach out my hand to Rose and she grips it tightly before stepping forward and pulling me into a hug. 
 
   Slightly taken aback, I pause a moment before hugging her back, feeling slightly awkward. The Welsh really are friendly. When she pulls away she is smiling as her eyes look down to my bump.
 
   “Congratulations. Damon told me the great news. When are you due?” Her question is animated, her face showing true happiness at our baby, and it puzzles me. Damon must know this lady more than just as a homeowner renting her place out. I make note to ask him about it later.  
 
   “Thank you,” I say with a smile. “I'm due at the end of January.” My hand rests on my stomach as my eyes fall to my growing bump. I still find it hard to believe I have a baby growing inside me, and I’m helping to give her life until she’s strong enough to go it alone.  
 
   “Oh my goodness, please excuse me. You don’t want to be chatting out here, it’s cold. Let’s get inside and I will show you around and then leave you to it.” We watch as she takes out a key and opens the door, walks in and deposits the basket on the kitchen side. We follow her in and as she walks around, showing us where the bedroom, bathroom and lounge are. I can’t help but smile. She reminds me of Flora.
 
   Once Rose gives us a tour and says her goodbyes, she makes a quick exit. I walk around absorbing the serenity of our accommodations. The cottage is decorated in calm, neutral tones with pops of colour tastefully placed in strategic places. Scatter cushions in teal add to the beige couch, flowered canvases adorn the walls, and the drapes match.  
 
   Damon moves between the car and the bedroom as he brings our things in. I start to unpack food items we’ve brought with us, including the basket Rose left filled with fresh eggs, bread, milk, crackers and some Welsh beer, which I'm sure Damon will enjoy later. I finally put the last of the groceries away and move to stand in front of the glass doors, to watch the sun going down.
 
   Pinks, reds, oranges, and purples paint the sky, streaks finely blended together to create a magical backdrop to the surrounding countryside. 
 
   I sense Damon approach me from behind, but he doesn’t put his arms around me as I expect. Instead his fingers run from my wrist up to my shoulder leaving a trail of fire on my skin. Hooking a finger under the strap of my vest, he slowly lowers it. I feel his hot breath on my shoulder making a shiver run through me before I feel the press of his lips against my skin. He peppers kisses along my shoulder and up my neck, setting my whole body on fire, before he repeats his actions on the other side. 
 
    Damon's hands move to cup my breasts, squeezing my nipples. It feels incredible. I let out a moan as heat spreads through my body, his touch setting an inferno of lust running through my veins. I arch back into him, pressing my arse against him and thrusting my chest further into his hands. He growls in my ear, setting goosebumps off across every inch of my body. He pushes back into me, letting me feel his arousal.
 
   Grasping the hem of my tank top, he quickly removes it, and then he unclasps my bra and frees my breasts. Cold settles around me as he steps away with my top and bra, and I know he’s just looking at me, just watching. My breasts feel heavy and achy. The loss of his touch makes me lift my hands to gently massage my tits, squeezing and lifting them. Pinching my nipples does nothing to ease the fire inside. I need Damon’s touch. My body craves him.
 
   Damon stops me from turning when I attempt to, by placing his hands on my shoulders, and keeping me facing the outside. Running his palms down my arms until they reach my fingers he gently lifts my arms, pressing them into the cold glass door, so that they are above my head. I let out a sigh when my swollen nipples make contact with the glass.  His hands skim down my arms slowly, grazing my breasts as he continues his path down to my hips, and he grips me tightly, pressing against me.  
 
   “You’re so beautiful Ella,” he rasps.
 
   As he trails his fingers up and down my spine my legs begin to shake. I feel his hot lips kissing my shoulder at the same time.  His hand gently grazes across my breast and I arch slightly so that he can cup it but instead he moves further down over my bump until he reaches my maternity jeans. He tugs on them, taking my knickers with him, and slides them down my legs, which are now shaking with need. 
 
   Placing his hand around my ankle he lifts my foot to help me step out of my jeans. Now that I am completely naked he turns me to face him. His mouth meets mine in a gentle kiss, and I moan out loud at the connection. 
 
   Damon pulls away as I try to deepen the kiss, making me sigh in frustration. He lets out a chuckle and my eyes snap open. When I look at his face he looks amused, but ducks his head to kiss along my collarbone. When his mouth reaches my nipple, I move forward to give him the access I crave, but he continues to kiss down. When he drops to his knees, and his hands rest on my hips as his lips kiss along my ever growing stomach, I let out a long loud moan. 
 
   With his cheek resting on my stomach, I run my fingers through his hair, wrapping my arms around his head and cradling him to me. It’s so intimate, and the moment hits me hard as an overwhelming feeling of love washes over me at how much he already loves our daughter. 
 
   We stay like this for a few minutes, until our little jellybean moves, making flutters inside. I laugh and Damon looks at me in question. I tell him she moved and he looks at me in awe. I listen as he begins to whisper sweet nothings to our daughter before he stands up and lifts me into his arms. When he starts walking to the back of the cottage I think he is going to take me to the bedroom but instead he walks us into the bathroom. When he opens the door hot steam hits me as I see he ran me a bath when he finished bringing our things in from the car. He checks to make sure it’s not too hot before picking me up and placing me in the bubbly water. 
 
   I watch as he turns and leaves without saying a word, only to reappear a few minutes later carrying a basket that he places down on the side of the tub.  It's filled with a variety of beauty treatments. He reaches into the basket and pulls out a bag of candles placing them around the bathroom before taking a few moments to light them. 
 
   Satisfied that he has them all lit, he comes and stands at the side of the bath, looking down at me with a smile. My husband is delicious, even just standing there with a slight sheen of sweat gathering on his face from the steam inside the room. His t shirt clings to his muscular body making my mouth water. 
 
   “Are you coming in?” I ask. My voice comes out barely above a whisper and I wait longingly for his answer to be yes.
 
   He reaches for the button on his jeans, and slowly unbuttons them, letting them fall to the floor. He steps out of them, pulling his t shirt over his head at the same time. He is a god.  Seeing his body makes my mouth water and my core clench.
 
   I move forward in the bath tub so Damon can climb in behind me, and when he is settled, I rest my back against his strong chest. Clutching me to him, his hands come round to rest on my stomach, and he softly strokes my bump. 
 
   “I wonder what she will be like,” he muses. 
 
   “Beautiful, just like you,” I answer. I always picture her with the Hunt’s looks. They’re all naturally stunning. 
 
   “She is going to keep me on my toes, just like her mother.” Damon says calmly. I turn my head to look at him and laugh at the small grin gracing his perfect lips. 
 
   “You mean just like her father?” I ask with a raised brow. Damon chuckles. 
 
   “Okay, she will be just like us both, but with your beautiful looks.” His hand gently rubs along my stomach, softly massaging it as he goes along.
 
   I turn so I'm now straddling his lap. He scoots forwards so I can wrap my legs around his waist, and I have to lean back slightly as my bump rests against his stomach. His eyes glaze over as his hands move up to cup my breasts.
 
   “You’re fucking beautiful Ella. You’re more than I deserve,” he says. I shake my head in disagreement. I feel the same about Damon. In him I’ve found myself, and I know he’s more than I deserve. After everything I’ve done in the past I know I’m undeserving. 
 
   “I feel the same about you.” I whisper, as I reach my hand down and position his penis at my opening. I hesitate a second before I slowly sink down, and moan as he fills me, stretching me. I shift, leaning slightly back so I can take him deeper. “We fit each other perfectly Damon.” 
 
   His hand moves round to grip my arse cheeks and he encourages me to move. I slowly start to ride him as his large hands firmly grasp my hips, setting the pace. I moan out loud at the friction of his cock inside me. His head moves to take my nipple into his mouth, sucking gently. I gasp and toss my head back. 
 
   Damon releases me to bring a hand up to the back of my neck, his fingers move to entwine in my hair. He tips my head forward, bringing my forehead to rest against his as he stares deeply into my eyes.
 
   “Mine,” he growls. “You're fucking mine beauty. Every single part of this body is mine.” I gasp and squeeze my eyes shut. His other hand moves down between my legs to where we’re connected, and when his fingers find my clit I cry out as my orgasm takes hold. Panting, I lean my head on his shoulder as he continues to chase his own orgasm.
 
   “Yes Damon, I’m yours. Forever,” I say through gasping breaths as my orgasm rolls on and on, wave after wave. I bite down on his shoulder and feel his cock swell and harden further inside me. He bucks up into me causing me to whimper with the force. When I bite down harder he lets out a roar at his release.
 
   We stay together for a while, his arms wrapped tightly around my back. When the water starts getting cold, Damon reaches over me to release the plug before standing. He lifts me, places me on my feet and turns to power up the shower to clean us off. 
 
   Reaching into the basket that Damon brought, I lift out a sponge and some shower gel, and begin washing his whole body. My body is pressed so tightly to his that I'm washing myself too.  
 
   He spins me around, taking the sponge from me so he can wash me from head to toe before reaching for the shampoo and washing my hair. When he is satisfied that I'm all clean, he turns me to face him again, cupping my face in his hands.
 
   “I'm never letting you go, baby. You belong to me,” he husks. 
 
   “I'm never leaving Damon. As long as you want me I’ll be here.” I tell him honestly. His eyes look searchingly at me, as though he doesn’t believe what I'm saying, and it couldn’t possibly be true that I’m his. “Forever Damon. I promise to love you forever.” He seems satisfied with my answer. 
 
   Shutting the water off, he steps out of the bathtub, and holds his hand out to assist me out of the tub.  He reaches for the towel and wraps it around me. Gently, he begins to towel dry my hair before bending down and giving me a gentle kiss on my lips. Making quick work of drying us both, he scoops me up into his arms and carries me to the bedroom.
 
   ****
 
   I’m sitting on the counter watching as Damon attempts to cook us a meal. Every few minutes he leaves the stove to come and kiss me or just be near me. He feels like home to me.
 
   I never envisioned a future like this. I never thought I’d be a mother to be, and wife, sitting contentedly as my husband cooks us an evening meal.  I’ve never given myself time to look forward to a future. When I was younger I enjoyed my youth with Pops and then when I lost Lydia I only planned for each day. My life is now so far from what it was at just the beginning of this year. 
 
   “Motherfucker,” Damon growls. His words bring me from my thoughts and I chuckle at him as he shakes his hand out in pain.  
 
   “Do you need a hand?” I ask, trying to mask my amusement at his flustered state. Damon spins in my direction with a predatory look.
 
   “Are you laughing at me Mrs. Hunt?” he growls. I shake my head innocently and flutter my eyelashes at him. 
 
   “Would I?” I mock gasp.
 
   “I think you would and I think you do,” he states as he stalks over to me.
 
   “Everything okay, babe?” I ask, suddenly breathless. Damon reaches me and places his hands on either side of my body , caging me in. His eyes swim with an unknown emotion and he shakes his head no. 
 
   “What did you just say?” he asks in a quiet whisper. His voice has a rasp to it that I only ever hear when he’s speaking of his love for me or when he’s aroused. I’m happy with either of those reasons. 
 
   “I asked if everything was okay.”
 
   “No. Not that, beauty, the other part. What did you call me?” he rasps. I think back and my eyes widen as I remember calling him babe. Is that what has him turned on? I gasp when he presses his erection against me.
 
   “Babe. I called you babe,” I breathe. His lips crushing down on mine takes me by surprise and I have to pull away after a second to take a breath. My heart skips a beat when I look into his eyes and see them darken with lust, but brighten with love.
 
   “I like it. It’s the first time you’ve ever used a term of endearment to me, beauty,” he whispers. He moves away from me, leaving me happy that I pleased him. I hadn’t realised I had never said it before.
 
   “Do you need any help Damon?” He shakes his head no and I continue to watch him as he turns his attention back to cooking. I watch each muscle contract as he stirs the food and my mind conjures up the image of him using those same hands to stir my body to life. 
 
   After watching Damon it appears he finally seems to have everything under control and he comes to stand in front of me, between my parted thighs. 
 
   “Are you okay beauty? Can I get you anything?” he asks softly. 
 
   “I'm fine Damon. I'm enjoying watching you cook. It’s enlightening.”
 
   “Oh yeah? How is it enlightening you wife, pray tell?” I laugh at his old fashioned phrasing, and wrap my legs around his body. 
 
   “What are you, like a hundred?” I tease, laughing. “Who says that? You’re like a caveman.”
 
   Damon brings his hands from around me and beats them against his chest, like a caveman. He laughs and I snort with laughter at his antics. I bury my face in his neck and giggle until I feel a change in the atmosphere. Damon is silent as I bring my gaze to his. The laughter in his face has now been replaced with lust, and his eyes have darkened, his gaze feral. His body inches closer towards me and he grasps my hips and pulls me towards him, pressing me into his hard cock.
 
   Letting out a growl, Damon begins kissing down my neck, nipping along the way. He spreads my legs wider and thrusts against me. I'm not wearing any underwear so the move has my naked core open to him. 
 
   His hand runs up to the nape of my neck and wraps my hair around his fist gently, tugging so my chin juts up into the air and my eyes are staring directly into his.
 
   “You are so fucking beautiful, you take my breath away Ella.” 
 
   I can’t help but blush at his words. I love how much he loves me and that he feels the same way I do. I don’t think I will ever have enough of him. 
 
   I'm about to reply when I smell something burning, Damon must notice it the same time as I do as he quickly pushes away from me and runs to the stove. Picking up a towel, he lifts the burning pan of what was a tomato sauce of some kind, and throws it in the sink. 
 
   He turns around and looks at me and I have to bite my cheeks to stop myself from laughing. He looks so dejected. Picking up his mobile from the counter, he scrolls through before dialing a number.  
 
   “Hi, I would like to order some Chinese please.”
 
   I listen as he finishes his order, ends the call and places his phone on the counter.  Turning off the rest of the pans and chucking them in the sink too, he looks into the oven and takes out the chicken he was cooking. He puts it on a plate and covers it with foil.
 
   I watch every movement he makes, taking it all in. When he finally stops puttering about he walks back towards me.
 
   “They said it would take half an hour.” His eyes sparkle in humour as he lifts me into his arms and carries me to the bedroom.
 
   “There’s a lot I can do to you in half an hour.” 
 
   He sets me down on the bed and quickly strips out of his clothes.
 
   “What do you plan to do to me Mr. Hunt?” I wait for him to turn and look at me, and when he does I let out an audible gasp as he stalks towards me.
 
   “A lot Mrs. Hunt. I plan to do a lot.” I swear he licks his lips, looking like a lion who just found his prey. And by the looks of it, I'm the main course.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
   October 2nd 2014
 
   Damon
 
    
 
   Walking through the house I’m searching for my beauty. I hate spending time away from her, so I’m eager to get her in my arms and feel her lips pressed to mine.
 
   “Ella,” I call, as I make my way upstairs. When I don’t get a reply a smile splits my face. She’s probably asleep, and that means I can wake her up with a treat, a treat of my mouth on her pussy. My mouth waters as I think about tasting her, no one ever tasted as good as my beauty.
 
   As I near our bedroom door a baby’s cry sounds out, startling me. I pause mid-step and listen to the cries. My eyes widen as the cries get louder and louder. It’s not coming from our room, or even the room we planned to have as a nursery. It’s coming from further down the hall, from the last guest bedroom.
 
   What the fuck? 
 
   I start walking again, picking up my pace. Has Ella given birth to our daughter alone? My heart fucking thumps against my ribs, and tries to break out of my chest cavity. It’s too early. The baby won’t survive.
 
   “Ella!” I shout. When I still get no reply I begin running to the room where the cries are coming from but I can’t get there. No matter how fast and far I run, I can’t close the distance. It’s like the hall is expanding with each stride I take, and the distance keeps growing.
 
   My feet pound on the carpeted floor but I don’t seem to be moving. Panic claws at me, dragging me into the darkness, away from my beauty. What the hell is happening? 
 
   Blood roars in my ears as I finally reach the closed bedroom door, but as I start to open it the cries disappear. Everything is eerily silent. I hold my breath and open the door to find nothing. 
 
   Ella isn’t in here and neither is a baby.
 
   I frown and look around the room puzzled. What is going on? 
 
   “Ella,” I shout through the silent house. 
 
   “I’m in the bedroom Damon,” she calls.
 
   Relief fills me when I hear her sweet voice, but my heart doesn’t slow its beat any. I need to see her, hold her in my arms, to fucking feel her against me. I take off out the guest bedroom and quickly make my way to our room to find her. 
 
   Closing in on our bedroom I hear her cooing and it brings a smile to my face. My beauty is ready for our daughter, she’s always cooing to her bump now. Pushing the door open, I stop dead in my tracks when red fills my vision.
 
   Blood is everywhere.
 
   Where the fuck is all this blood from? Ella has her back to me and is cradling something in her arms as she softly sways and sings. She’s had the baby? 
 
   “Beauty,” I breathe. “Are you okay?” 
 
   Ella doesn’t respond to me. She begins singing a lullaby to the bundle in her arms. My pulse races at the thought of meeting our daughter but fear soon sets in when I realise all this blood must have come from somewhere.
 
   “Hush little baby don’t say a word,” she mumbles quietly.  
 
   “Ella?” I question again when she doesn’t turn to face me or acknowledge me. 
 
   Her back goes rigid and she slowly turns to face me but what I see when she does turns my blood cold. Her green eyes are soulless. She stares at me like she doesn’t know me and the blood coating her clothes and body seems to be dry. 
 
   My eyes slide down her front to the baby cradled in her arms but it’s lifeless. There are no flailing arms and legs, no sounds to be heard. It’s still. I try to cough past my constricting throat as I look back to Ella’s face but it’s no use. The sight of pain in her eyes nearly drops me to my fucking knees and cuts off all air flow to my lungs. 
 
   Our baby isn’t alive. 
 
   “No,” I whisper. “Tell me she’s okay.”
 
   A sob rips from Ella, and our daughter falls from her arms to land with a thump against the floor, sending me into action. I stride across the room a scoop the baby up, needing to do something, anything, to help her. 
 
   “Call 999 Ella!” I shout in panic. I wipe blood and gore from her tiny face, trying to clear her airways but my hands just seem to smear it more. “Come on baby,” I rasp.
 
   Ella doesn’t move. She stands silently behind me, no longer crying, as I work to do something for our daughter. We can’t lose her. My beauty won’t survive another loss in her life. She’ll shut down and I’m not fucking sure I’ll be able to bring her back to life from a loss like this. 
 
   Fuck, I’m not sure I’ll survive this. 
 
   Unbearable pain slices through me as I remove the bloody towel wrapped around the baby and see nothing but more blood. Where the fuck is all the blood coming from? 
 
   “Ella,” I shout, needing her to snap out of her state of shock and help me. I freeze when a maniacal laugh spills from behind me. Turning my head, a wounded sound tears from me and I stumble back and land on my arse at the sight that greets me. It’s not Ella.
 
   It’s Lydia. 
 
   Blood oozes from her wrists and spills onto the floor as her arms hang limply at her sides. She tilts her head to an odd angle and watches me and I try to back away with the baby. She steps forward, following us with a glint in her eyes that scares the ever living shit out of me.
 
   “Lydia?”
 
   A grin spreads across her lips, blood coating her teeth. It’s not a nice grin, not pleasant or friendly. It’s a twisted grin. Her eyes hold me captive as she tilts her head to the other side. 
 
   “Do you like it?” she questions, motioning around the room. I follow her lead and look around to all the blood smeared everywhere. “This is for you. You did this,” she says, bringing my attention back to her. 
 
   “No,” I deny, shaking my head. Lydia slowly nods her head up and down.
 
   “You did this. All this blood is on your hands.”
 
   I look down at my hands and they’re covered in blood. My baby’s blood. I search around looking for her. She was just in my lap, but don’t find her. She’s gone.
 
   “Where is she?” I ask. That maniacal laugh spills from Lydia again. It’s not a natural sound, it’s raw and animalistic. “Where is my baby?” I shout.  
 
   “You killed her. You killed them both,” she sings in delight as she points behind me. 
 
   Turning my head, my stomach drops out my fucking arse. Ella is lying in a heap on the floor in the corner, and a pool of blood is spread out around her motionless form. 
 
   “No, no, no, no. NO! She’s not dead. She’s not.” Crawling along the floor to get to my beauty is hard. I slip and slide in all the blood, not able to reach her. “ELLA!” I shout, denying what I’m seeing, trying to purge the pain I feel out of my body so I can focus. My beautiful Ella. I killed her, destroyed her.
 
   Like I knew I would. 
 
   Finally making it to her, I pull her into my arms, brushing her bloodied brown locks away from her face. She’s dead. She’s fucking dead. I already know it by the lifeless weight of her body. I choke on tears as they blur my vision and block my throat.
 
   “NOOOOOO.” I reach for her mouth, checking her airway. I need to save her. Pressing my lips to hers I blow air into her lungs, trying to breathe life back into her. “NO, NO, NO, NO, NO. God no.” I feel arms on me, pulling me away from her, but I struggle, refusing to be moved.
 
   I won’t fucking leave her. I won’t give up. 
 
   I look back down and now Ella is dying right before me as she gasps for air. I try to pry myself away from the grasping hands, but there are too many. I’m pulled away and a strangled cry escapes me, but then I hear my name being called. I fight and get free, rushing back to my beauty. 
 
   “NO!” I choke out. Silence settles around me and I rub frantic fingers over Ella’s beautiful face. I need to see her face. I need her to breathe, for her, for me, for us. 
 
   Pressure pushes down on my heart, squeezing the life out of me. I can’t live without her, without them. A blood curdling scream shatters the otherwise silent room and I turn to see Lydia with a knife in her hand. She waves it around maniacally as she continues to scream. I back up, pressing my back against the wall and place my body over Ella’s, not wanting her to come to anymore harm.  
 
   “You killed us. It’s entirely your fault,” Lydia screams. “You’re a murderer. You don’t deserve to live.”
 
   “I didn’t do this. I love her,” I argue.
 
   “You did,” Lydia spits. “You killed Ella like you killed me and the baby.”
 
   “NOOOOOOO,” I roar.
 
   Stepping forward, Lydia thrusts the knife towards me and I shut my eyes waiting for the inevitable – waiting to feel my life drain away, to escape the pain of not having Ella in my life. 
 
   Nothing happens. 
 
   I open my eyes and find black, nothing but black. The room is cloaked in darkness. I’m disorientated, not knowing what’s happening. My hands frantically search around me, trying to locate Ella in the dark, but she’s not here. She’s gone. 
 
   “No, no, no, no. NO!” I’m drowning in panic as I continue my blind search. The tightness in my chest is excruciating, I feel like I’m having a fucking heart attack. My life is slowly, and painfully, being drained from me. 
 
   “NOOOOOO!” I won’t accept it. I need to find my beauty. 
 
   I fumble and stand, trying to find a light switch to help me see, gasping for air. Bright light suddenly illuminates around me. I squint as I try to see where I am. 
 
   “Damon.” Someone screams.
 
   That voice. I know that voice but it’s not possible, it can’t be real. I strain my ears to see if I can hear it again, before looking back down to find the floor empty. Ella is gone.
 
   “Damon.” I turn and start running in the direction I hear her calling me from.  
 
   I shout out to her, needing her to hear me, so I can find her. I need to be with her. I fight to get to her, struggling to free myself from grappling hands trying to hold me back again, desperately needing to hold her, to bring her back to me. I feel trapped. I’m suffocating in the pain taking over my body. 
 
   I’m drowning in despair. 
 
   “Damon.” I turn and run in the direction I hear her calling me from. “Damon, wake up.” 
 
   I shout out to her, needing her to hear me, to help me find her. I need to be with her. 
 
   My eyes snap open, I’m gasping for breath. I see her beautiful face in front of me. I'm frightened she will disappear so I grab her arm, and hold her to me, trying to catch my breath as I pant. The look on her face is alarmed, her eyes wide with panic. 
 
   “Ella?” I question, needing to be sure she’s really here. 
 
   “I’m here Damon.”
 
   I sink back into bed, holding her to me. My beauty is safe.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER SIX
 
   October 2nd 2014
 
   Damon
 
    
 
   “Damon, it’s okay. I’m here,” Ella soothes. I’m clinging to her with a death grip, making sure she’s really okay. Dreams have been haunting me for years, never giving me peace. The dreams have never been like this though. Not twisted. That dream was a mix of reality and my fears. 
 
   “Ella,” I gasp. Sweat is coating my shaking body, the bed sheets damp and twisted around my body. Fuck. I hope I didn’t thrash about and hit Ella. Will I ever be free of Lydia Knight?
 
   I pull back to look into her eyes, taking a deep breath when I see she’s really is here, not dead. There is so much Ella doesn’t know. So much she can’t know because if she did, she wouldn’t love her sister so much. There would be no missing pieces of her heart for her sister. 
 
   Telling Ella will break her.
 
   I’m not even sure she’ll believe me but I have to. I can only hope she lets me explain everything before she decides if she can stay with the monster in me. 
 
   “Beauty,” I whisper. “I can’t lose you.”
 
   “You won’t.” I can see and hear the pain in her at seeing me such a mess. I feel like a fucking pussy needing reassurance from her, but I can’t lose her. She’s my fucking life. 
 
   I breathe for her. 
 
   I live for her. 
 
   I need her.
 
   I pull her body against mine, settling her body flush with me – as flush as our growing daughter will allow. My heart calms at the feel of hers, our hearts beating in sync. Breathing her in, drawing from her strength, I know I have to start telling her my sins, but I need to start with the easier stuff. 
 
   How did I ever live without her? She makes everything bad in my life better. She makes loving her easy. She takes the darkness away. 
 
   “Ella I fucking love you.”
 
   “I love you too.” The sincerity in her voice soothes me. She really does love me. I just hope it’s enough love to forgive me.
 
   “Do you want to talk about your dream Damon?”
 
   “Not really,” I sigh. I really don’t want to tell her.
 
   “What was it about?”
 
   “Lydia.” That one name makes Ella go rigid in my embrace. My hands sweep down the length of her spine and back up in a calming gesture, trying to ease her stress. I know she thinks everything that needs to be said has already been put out there, but it hasn’t. I have a lot to say. 
 
   “Will you tell me about her?” she asks quietly. “What really happened with Lydia, Damon?” 
 
   Her question shocks me. I expected her to ask me questions days ago but she didn’t, and I just figured she didn’t give a shit. To tell her this I’m going to have to tell her more than I’m ready to, but I know I have to. 
 
   “What do you want to know Ella? I don’t want to hurt and upset you.” 
 
   “Everything. I want to know everything Damon. She loved you. Really loved you. She thought you loved her too but I want to truth. What really happened with my sister and you?”
 
   I shut my eyes and take a steadying breath, not knowing what to say or where to start. This is so much fucking harder than I ever thought it would be. 
 
   “Damon, just tell me what happened to my sister. I need to know. I know she wasn’t well, I know it wasn’t what I thought happened, and it wasn’t what she wrote.” She pauses and takes a deep breath. “She came to work for you and instantly fell for you. How did that happen?”
 
   I sigh. I don’t even know the details of how everything happened. I can pinpoint bits but not much when it comes to Lydia. 
 
   “I don’t know Ella,” I say honestly.
 
   “What? How can you not know?” she says with confusion. “She started working for you. You started taking her out on dates, and she fell for you. Hard. I just want to know everything you know Damon. Why you broke up with her, what happened after you broke up. I want to know it all Damon. Everything you know,” she pleads. 
 
   I sit in stunned silence at her words as her eyes pierce into me, but I don’t look at her. What the fuck? None of that happened, apart from her working for me none of that is true. Is this really what Ella has believed these past three years? That I played her sister and hurt her on purpose? I might be a monster with blood on my hands but I never did any of it on purpose. I didn’t want to make the mistakes I did, but it happened.
 
   I need to make my beauty understand. She needs to know the truth. She has it all fucking wrong. Where she got these atrocious ideas is beyond me.  
 
   “Baby,” I whisper, trying to find the right words. “It didn’t happen like that. I never took your sister out Ella. Never.” I say with as much conviction as I can as I lift my eyes to hers, pleading with her to believe me. “She came to business dinners with me but that’s it.”
 
   Ella frowns at me and I watch as a million questions pass through her forest green eyes as she searches mine, looking for the truth. She swallows hard before finally speaking.
 
   “You didn’t have a relationship with her at all? Not even sex?” I shake my head no. “I don’t understand. Tell me everything from your perspective Damon because that’s not what Lydia thought. She worked for you and you fired her but she loved you.” Ella pauses, closing her eyes. “What did she do?” she finishes on a whisper, her breath hitching.   
 
   “She was shy at first but a damn good PA. Within days of her starting to work for me she had everything organised, and made my work life easier,” I tell her honestly. “I don’t know when lines got crossed in her mind, but she went from shy to flirty in a couple of weeks. Just innocent touches at first but it soon turned inappropriate. She started getting snippy with clients at meetings if they were female, and she would place her hands on me like she had a claim. I decided the best way to handle it was to pull her aside and let her know we had a professional relationship only. She took it well and for a week she seemed okay. She went back to working and acting professionally again.” 
 
   I stop, trying to gather my thoughts on what happened. Ella sits quietly as she waits for me to continue. She’s concentrating on my words like they’re puzzle pieces she’s trying to fit together.
 
   “I’d catch her just standing at the door staring at me, and when I’d ask if she was okay she’d just walk away.” I frown, remembering the amount of times I caught her just watching me. It was fucking strange. “She sort of shut off for a few days, just staring into space a lot. It was like she wasn’t there in mind but was in body, but she snapped out of that and went right back to being friendly with a little flirt.” 
 
   “When she started rubbing against me and being overly flirty again I decided to make myself seem unavailable, hoping she’d move on, but she didn’t. I’d been invited to a black and white ball but I wasn’t going to go. They bore the shit out of me. When Lydia began being inappropriate again I decided to go and take a friend to try and get her to back off. The next day she didn’t turn up at work. She went to see my mum and dad instead.” Ella gasps, bringing her hand up to her mouth in shock. Her eyes are wide with dread. I fucking hate stressing her out and I can see this is.  
 
   “Ella, are you sure you want to hear more?” She nods her head, not able to speak. I sigh as I bring my hands to her bump. “I was scared when my dad called to tell me she was there. I remember the fear I felt because Lydia’s mood changes were erratic in just a few weeks. Fear settled in my gut, eating away at me, as I raced to get there.” I stop, shaking my head. I didn’t think she’d ever hurt anyone but I shit myself at what she was doing there. She had no reason to be. 
 
   “I knew the situation was worse when she tried telling my parents we were in love.” I look into Ella’s tear filled eyes. She places a compassionate hand on my cheek as she looks down at me. “I wasn’t sure what to do beauty. I didn’t want to involve the police and get her in trouble.”
 
   “Why?” she asks, astonished. I shake my head at her. I can’t explain that yet.
 
   “She introduced herself to Spencer the next day, telling him she was my girlfriend. Spence knows me well and told her she was full of shit. He said she went batshit crazy, screaming at him and they had to throw her out the club where they were.” Ella silently cries, but doesn’t take her eyes from mine. 
 
   “She began turning up everywhere I was. She’d make scenes when I was at lunch meetings, accusing me of letting her down for our lunch dates. She was making clients uncomfortable so I had no choice but to let her go.” 
 
   “I had to protect my family, and when she slapped Leona I knew she’d become unhinged. Spencer told me to get a restraining order but I couldn’t do it. She needed help, not to be arrested. When she slapped Leona I knew I needed to help her. I tried talking to her but she kept saying I set her up. She said I’d ask her to dinner and lunch only to be there with someone else. I couldn’t fucking get through to her. She wasn’t hearing me at all. It was like she was in another world.” 
 
   “Lydia’s following me escalated and when she badly attacked Abbi just for talking to me, I knew I had no choice but to get a restraining order so she couldn’t go near my family.”
 
   “You didn’t get one for you?” Ella gasps.
 
   “No,” I say and shake my head at the same time. “I wanted to help her but I needed to take care of Abigail. She was a mess. Every time I saw Lydia following me I tried to go talk to her but she’d leave quickly. I could never fucking catch her.” My heart pounds against my ribs as I remember everything that happened next. 
 
   “Why weren’t the police involved? How did she get away with attacking Abbi?” Ella asks, as her body shakes through her sobs.  
 
   “I spent the week trying to track her down but I was too late. I’m so fucking sorry beauty. I was too late,” I choke out. My emotions are drowning me. “It’s my fault you sister is dead. I couldn’t get to her to save her. She needed help and I couldn’t fucking get it for her.”
 
   Ella pulls back, shocked before her face hardens. 
 
   “No! No, Damon. You don’t do that,” Ella says, tightly gripping my chin in her hand. “It wasn’t your fault. I see that now. Lydia wasn’t well and she chose to end her life. I wish more than anything that I could have seen she needed help. I could have helped her if I’d known. I wasn’t your fault Damon.” Her words shock me. 
 
    “But–” I try to speak but Ella cuts me off.
 
   “No Damon. There are no buts. Lydia took her own life. She wasn’t well. It’s taken me over three years to realise that. I blamed you but there is no blame. You didn’t do anything.”
 
   “Exactly. I should have tried harder.”
 
   “Baby,” she says softly. “You’re not to blame for Lydia’s death.”
 
   I swallow past the lump in my throat and try to look away but Ella holds steady, not letting me turn my face. Bringing her face closer to mine, she gently presses her lips against mine. 
 
   “It’s not your fault Damon,” she says against my mouth.
 
   My woman blows my mind.
 
   Pulling back she gives me a small smile before cuddling into my side. We lie silently for a few minutes, our breathing and hearts in sync, as we both take in her words. My beauty doesn’t blame me. She might not think I’m a monster but I am. I need her to see me for who I really am.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
   October 2nd 2014
 
   Ella
 
    
 
   When Damon told me about his history with Lydia everything clicked into place. Tom and Damon’s stories match. Lydia really was ill but there was no relationship at all? That blows my mind, but I believe him. Damon hasn’t ever given me a reason not to trust him and I trust Tom with my life. 
 
   All this time I blamed Damon and he did nothing.
 
   All this time Damon blamed himself.
 
   There is no blame.
 
   Lydia decided to end her life and Damon had no part in that. It wasn’t his fault. I feel numb as three years worth of regret fills me. I planned to hurt the man I now love, and he did nothing wrong. That’s hard to take in. 
 
   I feel sick at how much I loathed Damon, and it was for no reason. I loved my sister, still love her, but she was ill. That’s no one’s fault.  
 
   “It’s not your fault Damon.”
 
   He tenses against me, his arms tightening around me. I pull back to look at him and agony fills his face. I gasp at the pain I see flashing across his features before rage fills his dark eyes. The laugh that leaves his downturned lips is anything but happy. Mirthless. 
 
   “Isn’t it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” He snaps. “I’m not a good person Ella. I’m not this perfect man you seem to see me as. I’m a fucking monster.” His voice is angry but I know it’s not aimed at me. It’s anger towards himself. 
 
   “You’re not!”
 
   Untangling himself from me, Damon climbs from the bed and begins pacing. Naked. Every muscle is contorting with his movement. His chest heaves as he stops and grasps his hair, fisting it in despair.  
 
   “You’re not a monster Damon,” I say quietly. 
 
   “You don’t fucking know me!” he shouts, slamming his palm flat against his chest. “You don’t know what I’ve done.” 
 
   “Tell me then!” I shout, as I climb to my knees on the bed. “You keep saying that you’re a monster but I don’t see it Damon. Why are you such a monster in your own eyes? What have you done to deserve such self hate?”
 
   “I’m a killer!” he roars. He pants but I hold my breath. Everything slows down, everything stops. I can’t think straight. Did I really just hear him right? I look at him begging for more, needing to know what he’s talking about but he can’t look me in the eyes. He’s looking anywhere but at me.
 
   “What?” I whisper.
 
   “I’ve got blood on my hands Ella. I may not have taken their lives but their blood is on my hands nonetheless.”
 
   My heart feels like it’s working overtime as it pounds against my ribs, like a sledgehammer to concrete. I search his face looking for denial but there is none. What has he done? Tears sting my eyes and my throat closes.   
 
   When he looks back to me his eyes are wild. Taking a step towards me he looks in complete despair. “I’m a killer Ella,” he rasps, before turning and slumping down at the bottom of the bed. His shoulders slump, head hanging low, hair fisted in hands, and elbows on knees. 
 
   Defeated. 
 
   I want to go to him, I want to wrap myself around him and comfort him, but I can’t. I can’t move. I’m frozen to the spot, scared to speak and break him further. He’s open, completely cut open and bleeding right before my eyes. 
 
   “My life has been one massive mess. It’s been hit after hit after hit.” He sighs and shakes his head. “I thought I had it all, a bright future ahead of me. I was cocky and sure of myself. I had a fun girl on my arm, good mates, and parties every weekend. It was just assumed Abbi and I would marry, but it never felt like I needed her to be mine. I never had a need to claim her. I was just rolling with it.”
 
   “She was talking about marriage again and I just wasn’t interested and it pissed her off. We said some stupid shit, it got nasty with words and she left. We met up later for a night out and we argued again. I left. She went to a party and got trashed, slept with some punk. Losing her didn’t make me lose control, but being on the receiving end of pitiful looks fucked me off. Girls turned to sharks, circling their prey, me. They all wanted me, wanted to be the shoulder I’d cry on. I took advantage of them, fucking girls everywhere. Drinking and fucking became routine for me, made me forget the loss of control.”
 
   I sink back to my heels, trying to be as quiet as possible. I don’t want to disturb him now he’s talking, finally letting out all his haunting secrets. I stay silent and wait for him to gather his thoughts and continue. 
 
   “Spencer eventually had had enough of my shit and knocked some sense into me when I got behind the wheel drunk. He gave me an ear full and a reality check. Not trusting my judgement and being disappointed in me made Spence get me a driver.” Damon pauses and sighs. “Fuck,” he mumbles. 
 
   Turning to face me, his expression makes me hold my breath. He looks torn, broken. Like his next words are going to finish him off. I’ve never seen Damon look scared but right here, right now, he looks petrified. 
 
   “Your dad became my driver beauty.” My breath gushes out of me like I’ve been punched in the guts. I grip my bump like I’ve taken a physical blow from his words. I’m shocked. Confused. Dumbfounded. Seeing my inability to speak he continues with a pleading look in his eyes.
 
   “You have to understand baby. He saved me. Fucking pulled me out of my self destruct mode. Your dad was the first touch of light I’d felt in my life for months. He laid it all out for me, made me see what I was letting myself become.” A small smile lifts his lips. “He basically told me that if his daughter ever brought a man like me to his house to meet him, he would chase him out with his shotgun. Told me straight up that I wasn’t worthy for any woman in my state, I wasn’t man enough,” he laughs, shaking his head. 
 
   A giggle escapes my lips before I can stop myself. That is so like my Pops. He was always overprotective. He loved his girls with his whole being and wasn’t afraid to let it show. In fact, he was proud to be our dad, and told people on numerous occasions. Damon sobers quickly, his gaze piercing through me. 
 
   “He was right. I was acting like a pussy, pissing my life away. Wasting it. The night of his accident he wasn’t well. He had a headache and I told him to go home early but he refused, said he’d had a pain pill and would be fine.” Damon stops to run a hand through his hair whilst clenching his jaw. “I should have made him leave. I should have fucking drove him home myself.” 
 
   I gasp at his words, finally understanding his words earlier. He blames himself for not only Lydia’s death, but my Pops’ death too. I move quickly and press myself firmly against his back, needing to feel him against me, needing him to feel me. 
 
   “You can’t take that blame on Damon. It wasn’t your fault.” I tell him with as much conviction as I can. He needs all my strength. “It was an accident, it wasn’t on you. You can’t carry that blame.”
 
   “That’s not all,” he confesses. I wait with baited breath for his next words. “The day Lydia passed. I ended another life.”
 
   “Her death isn’t on you Damon.”
 
   “No. No, it was Leona. She was pregnant and I... I... she...” he shakes his head not knowing how to finish. I gasp. Leona was pregnant? Damon was going to be a dad? Is this why he decided he didn’t want children?
 
   “Damon,” I choke out.
 
   “Lydia rang me Ella. She told me what she was going to do and I rushed to get there. Leona tried to stop me but I needed to do something. I had to try something, anything. I raced to get to your sister, and in my rush I pushed Leona out of the way.” He pauses and swallows hard. “She fell and lost the baby. I didn’t know at the time.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I cry as silent tears fall from my eyes at his loss. My hand drops to my bump and I cry for the loss of his first child, cradling his second child growing inside me. Damon moves quickly, pulling me into his lap, holding me tightly to him. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, burying my face into his neck.
 
   “Stop, baby. It’s not your fault. It was mine. I pushed her out the way and she lost her baby.” I pull back from his neck when he says her baby. Was the baby not his? He must see my confusion because he gives me a small smile and caresses my cheek. “I’ve never slept with Leona, beauty. Never.”
 
   “Never?” He shakes his head no. I should feel guilty for feeling relief at his words, but I can’t. I’m glad she never got her claws all the way into him. “Then who was?” I leave my question hanging, letting him fill in the blanks. With a slight shake of his head I can tell that is not up for discussion or he doesn’t know. I’m hoping for the latter.
 
   “Everything led to you Ella,” he says quietly. So quiet I almost missed it.
 
   “What?” I ask. I need to know that’s what he said.
 
   “I lost Abbi and gained your dad. He was so proud of you both, could never stop speaking of his daughters. I saw so many pictures of you both. He would pull them out every chance he got, always the proud dad. When he passed away I vowed I’d make sure Lydia and you would want for nothing. When she turned up for a job of course I gave it her.”
 
   “That’s why you wouldn’t involve the police when she became ill, and why you stopped Abbi from pressing charges isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes,” he sighs. “When Lydia took her life I was there with you baby. I held you as the paramedics worked to see if there was anything that could be done. I held you as you cried, as you broke for your sister and I knew, I fucking knew baby, that I would do anything for you. I looked into your eyes and saw a world of pain, and I wanted to take that pain away.”
 
   “I knew then and there that I would never be enough for you, that I didn’t deserve you. I watched you from afar, making sure you were okay, but then you came into my life like a hurricane and turned everything on its head.” He stops, smiling, before kissing me softly. “It all led to you, beauty.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   October 6th 2014
 
   Ella
 
    
 
   We’ve been home for a few days and it’s been blissful. Damon is finally open about everything. He’s let me in and left himself open to everyone he loves. I can feel the lightness in his soul, and see it in his eyes on a daily basis. 
 
   He’s finally free of his demons. 
 
   After Damon’s nightmare we had an amazing honeymoon. Damon was quick to show me around the small town. He confessed that the owner Rose is, in fact, Sofia and Faith’s mum, and that he’s spent a few times there at the cottage alone when he needed to think things through. 
 
   I stroke my hand down Damon’s chest as I lay snuggled against him in the early morning light. It’s a cooler morning today and I don’t want to leave the warmth of our bed, and I said as much to him, making him pull me closer to him and cocoon me within his embrace.
 
   I’ve been thinking about Lydia the last few days and made a decision to finally sort through her belongings I have in storage, and at my old apartment. I’ve never found the strength before now, but I know with Damon at my side I can face it. 
 
   I can’t believe it was Abbi who Lydia attacked. Tom said it was bad and that makes guilt build within me. My sister attacked her for no reason and she seemed really sweet at my wedding. 
 
   “Will you tell me about Abbi?” I blurt.
 
   “What do you want to know beauty?” He asks me with a calm voice, but his tense body gives away his apprehension. 
 
   “You loved her.” It’s not a question, it’s a statement. I just know he did, I can see them together. 
 
   “No,” Damon says without hesitation. Pulling back I look at him with astonishment. “I thought I did,” he says looking into my eyes.
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “What I felt for Abigail isn’t even one percent of what I feel for you. I thought I loved her but I didn’t really know what love is until you beauty.” His hand cups my face and his thumb softly strokes my bottom lip. “When she saw us out on your birthday, she knew I loved you. She saw it and it hurt her. She knew I’d given my heart away and she knew she never really had it to begin with. I love you Ella. When I say that, I mean it with my soul. Fuck. Baby, you’ve changed my life.” 
 
   Hearing him express his love for me melts my heart. I couldn’t love this man more if I tried. Insecurity is a bitch though, and I still believe they have unfinished business.  
 
   “I love you too.”    
 
   “I know,” he says with a smile. “It’s a good job because I’m keeping you.” 
 
   “Why did you and Abigail split up?” I ask. 
 
   “She cheated,” he says nonchalantly. 
 
   “What?” I gasp. I vaguely remember him mentioning on our honeymoon that she slept with some punk, but at the time I had bigger revelations to think about. It completely slipped my mind.
 
   “That’s all there is to it. She expected me to forgive her but that’s not me. She broke my trust and there was no going back.”
 
   “How did you find out?” I question.
 
   “It doesn’t matter. The point is, she cheated,” he says. I can hear his annoyance in his voice. He doesn’t want to talk about this but I’m curious enough to push him further.
 
   “Did she tell you?” I say absently, as my fingers make circular patterns against his hard warm flesh.
 
   “No,” he growls.
 
   “So how do you know she did it?”
 
   “I got enough proof and that’s all I needed.”
 
   Knowing that’s Damon’s way of closing the subject I rest my head back against his chest and sigh contently. 
 
   Jellybean moves inside me and it makes me giggle, my hand automatically grabbing Damon’s and placing his palm flat against my bump. Our daughter’s movements haven’t been forceful enough for him to feel her move yet but I’m sure that kick was enough. Damon shoots up in bed when our daughter moves again, a look of wonder crosses his face as he looks at me with surprise. 
 
   “Was that... was that our jellybean?” he asks excitedly. I laugh and nod my head. 
 
   Damon moves down the bed, bringing his face eye level with my bump. He softly caresses my belly, placing gentle kisses against me. 
 
   “Hello Princess,” he says against my belly. “Can you move again for Daddy?” I laugh at him and my bump bounces as my body shakes. Damon’s chocolate eyes clash with mine as he gives me a smirk before going back to talking to our daughter. “Give Daddy a high five baby, push against my hand.”
 
   I giggle uncontrollably until the baby kicks right where Damon’s hand is. I’m so shocked that I freeze, my eyes flying to Damon’s in astonishment. He has a smug look as he smiles at me. 
 
   “She did it!” I say in disbelief.
 
   “That’s because she’s a daddy’s girl already, isn’t that right baby?” he says to my bump.
 
   My smile is big as I watch him speak to our daughter. I can’t help it. It’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever seen. Damon has so much love to give, and I couldn’t be happier that he’s chosen to love me and that he’s chosen to share his life with me and our daughter.
 
   I want Damon in every way possible, and that includes his past demons. Damon might not believe Abbi’s words but I’m sure there is more to it than he thinks. Abbi seems to really, truly still love Damon, and she seems like a nice woman. Not the type of woman to throw away the best thing that probably ever happened to her. 
 
   “How would you feel if I spoke to Abbi?” I ask, and hold my breath as I let him take in my question. He moves his head away from my stomach and looks at me. 
 
   “Why?” He asks softly.
 
   “She seemed nice at our wedding and I’d like to thank her for standing up for me,” I whisper. I know he won’t be able to refuse me something I want and although what I said is true, I have a bigger reason for wanting to speak to her.
 
   Damon searches my eyes a minute, not saying a word. I know this subject must puzzle him, I mean how many wives want to get to know their husbands exes? It’s not about their past as much as it is about Damon’s demons. 
 
   “I’ll call and speak to her,” he answers, but before he’s finished I’m already shaking my head.
 
   “I’d rather call her myself. I don’t want her to feel pressured, and if she chooses not to meet then I’d at least get to thank her on the phone.” Damon gives me a small nod in acceptance and I quickly detangle myself from him, climbing from the bed naked, and collect his mobile phone. I pass it to him with a smile and wait for him find Abbi’s number. 
 
   Damon’s face is a picture when he passes his phone back to me and I give him a big smile then turn to walk out of the bedroom, sans clothes. I quietly giggle as I hear him scramble from the bed to follow behind me. I dash down the hall as quickly as I can, making my way to the kitchen.  
 
   Damon enters just as I’m pouring a glass of cold water. I giggle as he strides over to me with a growl, and hoists me up onto the counter, nuzzling my neck as he mutters his displeasure at me leaving the bed. The cold marble top makes me gasp but my body heats from deep inside at Damon’s touch.
 
   He squeezes in between my legs and begins slowly kissing down my neck. I laugh and push him away, trying to climb down, but Damon refuses to move. 
 
   “I was just getting a drink. If you’ll excuse me, I have a call to make,” I say.  
 
   “I don’t excuse you. You can call her with me here,” he replies. I frown and try to push him away again. 
 
   “Don’t you trust me?” I ask, sullenly. 
 
   “I absolutely trust you beauty. I’m just curious as to why you don’t want me to hear. You’re not planning on comparing notes are you? Because I’m going to be honest here, I wasn’t as good at fucking when I was younger. I’ve never met anyone who reacts to me the way you do, and if it’s going to put you off me, I’d rather you didn’t compare notes.” He smirks and I know he’s just joking. “Seriously, though, I’ll leave you alone but why do you want privacy?” he asks. I can hear genuine curiosity in his voice.
 
   “I don’t really mind,” I say, frowning. It makes no difference if he hears but I just figured he’s give me some space. “I call her now whilst you’re here if it means so much to you.”
 
   “No it’s okay. I just wondered. Make sure you hurry back to bed.” Damon helps me down from the counter, setting me on my feet, patting my arse as he goes to leave. I grab his muscular arm firmly, pulling him to a stop.
 
   “Stay,” I say. “We can call her together.” 
 
   Damon searches my eyes before smiling. He picks me up and deposits me back on the counter top. Picking up his phone, he rings Abigail and sets the call to speaker. It rings a couple of times before the call connects.
 
   “Damon?” Abbi questions through the line.
 
   “Abigail,” Damon replies. “I have you on speaker and Ella is here. She’d like to talk to you if that’s okay?”
 
   “Oh, sure. Hello Ella.” I can hear the smile in her voice as she speaks. “Did you have a nice honeymoon?” Her question takes me by surprise. I didn’t expect her to be so friendly. 
 
   “Hey. Yes, it was great thanks. It was beautiful and peaceful–” Damon interrupts me before I can finish.
 
   “Not that we saw much outside of the cottage,” he says with a chuckle as his nuzzles my neck. I slap his shoulder making him laugh louder. Abbi joins in. 
 
   “I imagine not,” she replies to him. An awkward silence settles and I realise now is the time to talk. Taking a deep breath I begin.
 
   “Abbi, I wanted to thank you for standing up to Leona at our wedding. Thank you. Also I was wondering if you’d like to meet up for a coffee or lunch. No pressure. I completely understand if that would be too awkward.” I know I’m rambling but I’m nervous. I really want to meet with her. I think Damon could conquer another demon if I’m guessing correctly about their ultimate relationship end and I’m hoping to put my insecurities to rest once and for all. 
 
   “Of course. That would be great. I’m free for over an hour in forty five minutes if that’s any help?” she asks. I sit stunned for a second. I didn’t expect to meet so soon but I don’t see why we shouldn’t. 
 
   “Now is not a good time,” Damon answers for me. I pull away from him until he looks up at me. 
 
   “Forty five is great,” I say with a raised brow, daring Damon to argue with me. When he doesn’t I continue. “Where would be convenient for you?”
 
   After telling me to meet her at Mrs. Baps, close to Damon’s office, we hang up. Damon kisses me long and deep. My pulse races as he runs his hands across my skin in feather soft touches. He nibbles my bottom lip before thrusting his tongue deeply into my mouth. 
 
   When he finally lets me up for air I’m clinging onto him. He untangles my hands which are clinging to his shirt and hair, and he steps back. I sit breathless and lean back against the counter as he turns and walks away. 
 
   I’m sprawled naked on our kitchen counter as molten fire spreads through my veins and my heart pounds as my arousal refuses to abate. I’m desperate for him and he just turned away like he wasn’t affected. Closing my eyes and taking a deep breath, I flatten my palms against the cold marble beneath me, and slowly begin to calm down.
 
   By the time I’m calm enough to move, I have a drink of water and make my way upstairs. Damon is just exiting the bathroom as I walk into our room. His body glistens with water as he walks naked to the walk in closet, rubbing his hair dry with a towel. 
 
   I follow his wet footprints on the carpet in a trance and watch as he moves, selecting today’s suit. My mouth waters as each muscle moves and bulges, his tight arse tensing with each step he makes. His back is just as sexy as his front. 
 
   Turning, he spots me and gives me a grin. He knows what he’s doing to me. My gaze moves slowly down the planes of his body, taking in each wet sinewy muscle. I lick my lips and let out a little moan before my eyes return to his. It doesn’t stop me noticing his burgeoning arousal, growing harder with each second my gaze is on him. 
 
   Damon’s eyes have darkened and he steps towards me. I grin and step back until I’m back outside the closet and in our bedroom. I make my way to the bathroom and turn, shutting the door behind me. I catch his smirk before the door fully shuts and I know he knows I just played him at his own game. 
 
   I giggle quietly before getting myself ready to meet up with my husband’s first love.  
 
   ****
 
   I arrive at the coffee shop to meet Abigail five minutes early, but she’s already waiting for me. She looks serene sitting at a window table, staring outside.  She already has a drink in front of her so I make my way to the counter and order a pot of tea and some shortbread biscuits.  
 
   Abbi notices me as I make my way towards her and gives me a welcoming smile. I take a seat opposite her and place my phone on the table and my bag on the floor.
 
   “Thank you for agreeing to meet me,” I say with a small smile. I don’t want this meeting to be awkward because I think I could like Abbi. 
 
   “I’m really glad you called. You look well Ella.” 
 
   “Thank you,” I reply. Abigail looks well. She’d dressed casual in sweats and an off the shoulder top, her hair pulled high on her head in a ponytail, and natural makeup, but she looks good. “You do too.”
 
   “I was actually hoping you would call,” she says. I stare at her in question. She sounds like she has a lot she wants to say and I didn’t expect that. “I don’t want there to be any concerns over my feelings for Damon. I didn’t come to the wedding to cause trouble. I just needed to know he was making the right decision and that he’s happy. I saw it when he looked at you Ella. He loves you. I could see it every time his eyes were on you, which was most of the time. You’re utterly perfect for him. Everything he needs.” Abbi sounds genuine as she speaks so I give her another small smile. 
 
   “Thank you. He is pretty perfect.  I know coming to my wedding must have been hard for you, and I don’t know the full story of what happened between you and Damon, but I know you loved him and I’m thankful that you were looking out for him,” I say with complete honesty. Looking up, I see Abbi looks sad, her eyes are filled with tears but she’s trying to hold them at bay. This cannot be easy speaking to the wife of the man you love and I know she still loves him. I can see it. I can see the raw pain of loving someone you shouldn’t. She lifts her eyes to mine when she realises I’ve stopped talking and I hand her a tissue. She gives me a watery smile as she dabs her tears away.
 
   “I'm sorry. I didn’t want to cry, and I really did love him Ella. We were happy one time, and then it all went wrong,” she says sadly.
 
   “What happened?” I ask. I know Damon’s side of the story but I want Abbi’s. They always say there are three sides to every story. I want to know both Damon and Abbi’s then hopefully I can work out the truth. I don’t believe you can love somebody still, after all this time like Abigail does, and have been the one to break that relationship in the first place. Something doesn’t sound right in Damon’s story and I want to find out what. Call it woman’s intuition. Abbi searches my eyes for a moment before she tells me about Damon and her past. 
 
    “I always thought Damon and I would marry. He was my fairytale,” she says with a watery smile. “It was never official and Damon never asked me but we’d spoken about it. My family moved next door to Flora and George and our parents became fast friends when I was sixteen. Within a week it was obvious Damon, Spencer and Wesley were top dogs at school, and I wanted to avoid that at all costs. Not that I thought I would stand a chance at becoming friends with them,” she says with a laugh as she remembers meeting the Hunt boys and their friend. 
 
   “Why?” I ask with a laugh.
 
   A waitress brings my tea and biscuits, interrupting us for a minute. Abbi answers my question as soon as we’re alone again. I dig in to my shortbread, needing food in my empty stomach, washing it down with a sip of tea as I listen. 
 
   “They were popular but no one ever got in their inner circle. They were happy just being the three guys and of course Sofia too. I quickly learned that Sofia had declared Wesley as her future husband from the age of five and they’d been together ever since.”
 
   My brows rise at that. Five years old? That’s a bit young. Abigail laughs at me, seeing my confusion, and takes a minute before she speaks again.
 
   “I suppose she laid her claim to him as best friends and then when they were older they became an official couple. I don’t know the full ins and outs. Sofia never really spoke much about it to me. Anyway, when we moved next to the Hunt’s I did everything I could to avoid them. I was shy, quiet, and very much a loner. As you can imagine I didn’t want to be centre of attention and knew I would be if I was to go anywhere near them so I stayed within my own little bubble. That is until my mum forced me to hang out with those four several times. We all became friends and our relationship just sort of happened.”
 
    Jealousy burns within me as I think of Damon’s life before me. I know it’s silly to feel that way but I feel like there is still so much more to Damon than he’s shown me. I think I will always worry that maybe Abbi and Damon’s past isn’t finished and until I can find out the whole truth behind their past, I don’t think I’ll ever feel secure. 
 
   “I’ll be honest, in my head we were perfect and made for each other, but looking back now I know that’s not the case. We didn’t have that forever, all consuming love like you do,” she says. Giving me a grin, she looks away and then gulps her drink down. 
 
   I can feel her pain just from watching her try to avoid my gaze as she gathers herself. 
 
   “I always thought I’d marry Damon.” She looks me straight in the eyes now. “But a stupid fight ruined it and I lost it all,” she says sadly. Tears glisten in her eyes again but she doesn’t stop. She releases her pain through her tears. “I loved him. I loved him so much Ella. I felt lost when he left me. I didn’t even know why. I’m still not entirely sure.” Her laugh is hollow and haunting. She’s never had closure and I don’t think Damon has. He’s convinced she cheated but I don’t believe it. This broken woman in front of me loved him too much to throw it all away. 
 
   “Abbi,” I say softly. “What do you think happened? Have you never asked Damon?” She laughs bitterly. 
 
   “I hounded him. Begged for him to speak to me and let me try to fix what had broken but he wouldn’t give me the time of day,” she says sadly. “I know I had a good thing with Damon and I didn’t want to lose it. I refused to leave it. It wasn’t until you that I finally accepted we were over. There was a time when I thought we might have something again. I was attacked and Damon was there to save me. He took care of me.” I swallow at her words. Is she talking about when Lydia attacked her?
 
   “What happened?” I ask gently. I offer Abbi some of my shortbread but she declines. I wrap my hands around the cup of tea and wait for her to continue. I want to know what happened when Lydia attacked her.
 
   “I tried to kiss him and he pushed me away. He told me we didn’t have a relationship like that anymore and that he was sorry,” she pauses and I know she’s becoming close to her limit. I have some questions and really want to push her to speak but I don’t think she’s ready for it now. I want to know about Lydia, how Leona fits into it all, and I want to give Abbi what she needs. 
 
   Closure. 
 
   I know Leona is involved somehow. After Abbi’s words at my wedding I know there is a lot more I still don’t know. Before I can speak Abigail excuses herself to go to the ladies, so I sit staring out the window. What part did Leona play? How was she involved? Abbi hasn’t mentioned her name once so where does her animosity towards Leona come from? 
 
   My phone vibrates, alerting me to a text message. I laugh when I see it’s from ‘The Daddy’, knowing Damon has changed his name without me realising, and quickly open it.
 
   The Daddy: I love you. Hurry home to me, I miss you xx  
 
   My heart melts. I’ve only been gone a little over an hour but seeing his text has made me realise I miss him too. Damon dressed to go to work this morning, but after hearing my plans he chose to work from home, no doubt so he can interrogate me when I return. 
 
   I’m hoping to have a visitor with me though.  
 
   I love you xx
 
   I quickly reply and place my phone down on the table as Abbi comes back to take a seat. She gives me a small smile. “Are you okay?” I ask.
 
   “Yes. Thank you. Sorry, I needed a breather.”
 
   “No worries,” I say with a smile. “Abbi, I think you should come back with me and talk to Damon.” Abigail is already shaking her head. I reach across the table and grasp her hand. “You need closure. You both do. Damon has a different story than you and I’m almost positive it’s incorrect. I really think you should.”
 
   “He won’t talk about it Ella. I’ve tried,” she says. 
 
   “He will. I’ll ask him to. You both need this. Please Abbi,” I plead. We all need this. Abbi inhales deeply before releasing it. 
 
   “Okay,” she says. I give her a smile of encouragement and squeeze her hand gently before pulling back. 
 
   “Can you tell me what happened? Why did you fight?” I ask gently. She frowns before nodding.
 
   “We fought over Leona,” she says. I gasp. I fucking knew it was something to do with that woman. 
 
   “What happened? How was she involved?” I ask. Abigail laughs resentfully. 
 
   “Leona lived next door to me. We were all neighbours but she didn’t speak to me at school. It wasn’t until we were at college that we started to speak and after a while she befriended me. Damon and I had been together for two years before Leona popped on the scene. It took me a while to let her in because she’d never been bothered before so I guess you could say I was cautious at first. After a while we were inseparable. Wesley and Sofia started coming out less and less, because they didn’t like her much but she was my friend. She was fun, and we were young. I wanted fun.”
 
   “Spencer always went off to find girls after a few drinks so most nights out it was Leona, Damon and me left. Leona was always flirty but that was how she was with everyone. I think that’s why Sofia didn’t like her. It never bothered me until she popped into Damon’s house one day, unannounced, and was shocked to see me there. Damon was just as shocked as me to see her there. She had no reason to be, and had just decided to drop by.” I can tell by her heavy breathing that she’s mad just speaking about it all. Abbi takes another drink before she continues.
 
   “After that, though, she began to be inappropriate with her flirting. She’d rub against Damon and turn her back to me when she spoke to him, as if to cut me out of the conversation. She always had to be touching him, and talking into his ear as if their conversations were private. Damon seemed unaffected, like he didn’t notice it, or it didn’t bother him.” I stare at her in shock. Damon really doesn’t notice her. He’s told me time and again that he doesn’t, hasn’t and will never look at Leona like that and until Abbi has just spoken of his unaffected behaviour it never really clicked. Now it has. It’s like she’s invisible to him. Leona is invisible to Damon. She always has been. Abigail cuts off my train of thought.  
 
   “I was so angry with her. I ended the friendship and moved on. I had more time with Damon which I loved, but I also missed my friend. Stupid I know, but she was my only real friend I guess. Sofia had pulled away more by this point and I was lonely.” Looking back at me, she lets me see the pain in her eyes. 
 
   “I can understand loneliness Abbi,” I say softly. 
 
   “One Saturday night she rang me and said she needed a girl’s night out. I was excited to get some girl time. She apologised to me.” I raise my brow at her. I never thought I’d hear of Leona saying sorry. Abbi laughs. “I was shocked too. I accepted and invited her out with us the following weekend. She agreed and said she was excited.”
 
   “What did she do?” I ask. I know it’s coming, the part where Leona shows her claws, and breaks up their relationship. Abigail shakes her head.
 
   “Nothing. We had fun that night and made plans for the following weekend. Damon wasn’t happy when I told him and we fell out. He thought it was wrong to invite her out knowing she made Sofia, Wesley and himself uncomfortable, but I wasn’t bothered. He relented and begrudgingly agreed that she could come out. But all night he sat there brooding. He was angry and quiet which set my temper off.  PMS,” she says with an eye roll. “I wanted to have fun and he was causing a stink. I was young and stupid Ella. I decided to forget his mood, and Leona and I got drunk. We kept drinking and dancing until Damon had had enough and told me we were leaving. I refused to leave and we argued again. I told him to leave,” she chokes out. “I told him to just go and leave me the fuck alone, and he did.” 
 
   Her choked words bring a lump to my throat. 
 
   “He left and that was it. He never took me back.” She whispers. Tears brim her eyes before spilling over, slowly tracking down her cheeks. “I sobered quickly after he left, my buzz gone, but Leona tried to cheer me up with more drinks. I didn’t want to drink anymore, I just wanted to chase after Damon and tell him I was sorry for telling him to go. I didn’t mean it.” She looks me dead in the eyes as she says it. Like she thinks that’s why they ended. She thinks that because she sent him away he decided to stay away. I need the rest of the story. 
 
   “What happened then?” I ask.
 
   “What do you mean?” she questions as she wipes away her falling tears.
 
   “Did you stay out? How did you and Leona stop being friends?”
 
   “Not for long. Leona saw how upset I was and asked if I wanted to go somewhere quieter where I could think and have some more fun while getting my head together. She told me to give Damon time, and to think about everything I wanted to say to him about his behaviour and then enjoy our night. There was no point in being upset because Damon needed time to cool off and so did I, so I agreed. We went to a house party where I sat in the corner feeling down. I wanted to go to him so badly but I knew Leona was right so I texted him. I told him I was sorry and I loved him. I waited for a reply but my battery died before he did. I finally passed out from all the drinks I’d had previously and woke to Leona helping me upstairs. We crashed in a room together and left in the morning. I went straight to Damon but he wasn’t home,” she pauses, getting tearful again.
 
   I sit in silence, waiting for her to continue. She takes deep breaths and closes her eyes. I give her time to gather her emotions, knowing she’s sharing the most painful part. She’s sharing her loss. 
 
   “I went home and put my phone on charge. He replied to my text from the night before telling me he loved me too and I seriously needed to rethink my friendship with Leona. He told me I was changing because of her and it was ruining our relationship. After calling him and getting voicemail again and again I decided to have a nap then go track him down so we could get back on the same page. I loved him Ella, and if he needed me to not be friends with Leona then I was okay with that. When I found him hours later he was drunk. Really drunk.” Abbi shudders as she recalls finding him and stops speaking. 
 
   “It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me,” I say softly, grabbing her hand again. I give her a squeeze as she cries and gets her emotions under control again. 
 
   “He was so mean,” she whispers. “I’ve never seen him so angry Ella. Damon shouted at me then slammed the door in my face. I was stunned. I tried calling and seeing him but he wouldn’t. He just left for good. He ripped himself from my life.” Abbi looks lost as she speaks. Like a child alone in the world. I want to lean over and hug her. Instead I give her a squeeze and caress my bump when my daughter kicks.   
 
   “I was so sad and pleaded with anyone who would listen to me to let me see him, but they wouldn’t let me. For months I begged them to let me see him. I forgot everything else in my life. I just let the pain of losing my boyfriend consume me, and the need to have him in my life take over. He was my best friend and I was lost. I went to his parents one day and just as I was about to knock, the door opened.” 
 
   Abbi’s fist clenches in my hand and her jaw works back and forth. 
 
   “Leona walked out, shutting door behind her. She acted shocked to see me at first. I remember being confused. It was only seeing her that reminded me I hadn’t seen her for weeks, no months. Not since that night. That night I lost my future,” she says. Her voice has turned emotionless and I know this is it. This next part is what Leona did.
 
   “What did you say to her?” I say as softly as I can. I really want to know what Leona did and I don’t want Abigail to stop speaking. 
 
   “I didn’t. I was too shocked at first. She looked sorry for me and tried to comfort me and when I asked if Damon was there she said he wouldn’t see me. She told me he decided we were too young and needed to live our lives. She said I should move on, that Damon said that’s what he wanted.”
 
   I shake my head at Leona’s sneaky ways, looking at Abigail with pity. I really do feel sorry for her.
 
   “Anger overtook me then and I started pounding on the closed door.” She says, heatedly. “He wanted me to just move on and he didn’t even have the guts to tell me to my face. I’ve never been so angry. Damon finally opened the door and he looked a state. He didn’t speak. He just looked at me like I was filth. I broke down and begged him to listen to me and speak to me but he was emotionless. Leona went to his side to guide him back inside and she smirked at me. I saw the real Leona in that second. Her touch on him was too familiar and I knew he’d moved on with my only friend. I was destroyed. I started following life and stopped living after that. I went through the motions and shut it all out, but it wasn’t until I’d see him out and he’d be living that I would break. I couldn’t let go because every time I did see him I’d see that same pain I felt reflected back at me. It wasn’t until I saw him with you that I could finally accept it was over. I’ve never seen him so happy Ella and that’s all we can ever want for people we love. The heart settles when you see someone you care for fall in love.”
 
   Her words pin me in place but they don’t hurt me. I can see she’s accepted they’re over. Now I need to see if Damon fully accepts they are. I can’t live knowing that he could have his first love back if they speak and share the truth. Abbi didn’t cheat on him and I worry that if he knows that he will want her back. I’m testing fate by bringing her home with me but I need to know. I will always feel that insecure doubt until I know for sure.
 
   “You and Damon have a lot to speak about Abigail. Are you ready?” I tentatively ask. 
 
   “I need to cancel my next appointment I think and just freshen up if that’s okay. Shall I follow you there?” she asks. 
 
   “Yes,” I reply. “It will give me a chance to speak to Damon first. I won’t tell him what you’ve said but you should tell him everything you remember and then see what he has to say.” I stand, giving her a smile when she stands too. We collect our things and part ways. I’m not sure if she will turn up but I hope she does.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER NINE
 
   October 6th 2014
 
   Damon
 
    
 
   I’m pacing the floor in my home office. I can’t concentrate on anything. Ella left over an hour ago and I want her back home. I can’t say I know why she wanted to meet up with Abigail, because I don’t. I can’t think of one thing that should bring my wife and first girlfriend together in the same room, let alone meeting for tea.
 
   I trust Ella implicitly and I know Abbi will do nothing to hurt her so I’m not sure what has me on edge. I’m burning a fucking hole in the wooden flooring with all my pacing. I’ve already texted Ella once so I could check on her. Her reply made me relax a little but I’ve since again taken up being a fucking pussy.
 
   Why the hell am I nervous?
 
   Hearing a car door slamming has my legs moving before I register what the sound is. I’m almost at the front door when I hear Ella’s mobile ringing. Her muttered words as she tries to locate her phone in her handbag makes me grin. I pause and wait for her to enter the house. 
 
   My wife makes my heart race whenever I see her. Hell my heart races when I just think about her, which is most of the day. The door opens and Ella steps in, mobile clutched to her ear.
 
   “Hello?” she answers. She stops and frowns, still not having noticed me. “Hello?” After a pause she pulls the phone away and shrugs, shoving it back into her bag after ending the call. Ella moves forward just as I take a step towards her. 
 
   Looking up, her eyes clash with mine, and she stops. Her eyes widen and she swallows nervously. That one look makes me pause. Why is my beauty nervous? I close the gap between us and pull her into my arms, kissing her head. One hand rests on the small of her back and the other caresses our growing daughter.
 
   Ella nuzzles my neck and chills run through me. Fucking chills. I chuckle at how much effect my wife has on me. She holds all the power, and she doesn’t even realise it. Whenever I speak of my love for her it’s not enough. Words can never describe how much I love my beauty. There aren’t enough words to convey my feelings for her so she would understand. 
 
   I can only show my love enough so she understands.   
 
   Wrapping her arms around my shoulders, Ella kisses up my neck until her lips reach mine. I devour her mouth, and groan at her taste. She has her own flavour, she’s delectable. People would pay highly for a taste so divine.   
 
   Nothing tastes better than Ella.
 
   “Did you enjoy tea?” I ask against her lips.
 
   “Mmm hmm,” she mumbles. Her tongue thrusts into my mouth, claiming me before she tears herself away. “No time for sexy time. Abbi is on her way. You need to talk.” Ella steps back as she says this and won’t make eye contact. So this is what has her nervous.
 
   “Why is Abigail coming here beauty?” I ask. I have no issues with it if Ella needs this. I will do anything she needs to feel settled. I know she wants to help me crack my demons but what she doesn’t realise is that Abbi isn’t a demon for me, and Ella has already helped me face my demons. She’s already done what she’s now trying to do. 
 
   She’s already fixed me by being her. 
 
   “I, erm, I thought... Damon.” She looks frustrated as she tries to find the right words.
 
   “Just tell me baby. I have no problem with Abbi being here if you’re comfortable with it, and I will speak to her about anything if it makes you happy.”
 
   “It’s about the past Damon. I don’t think she did cheat,” she answers quickly. “There is a lot you assume but you’ve never given her the chance to explain her side.”
 
   “What is there to explain Ella? I’ve got fucking photos showing her with a man, his hand slipping in her fucking trousers. She was out all night with him. I don’t need to have this dredged up when it’s pointless. It won’t change a fucking thing. Abbi is my past.” Ella holds up her hand to stop me from speaking.
 
   “I know Damon. But she needs closure as much as you do.” I don’t need closure like she thinks but I’ll play along to keep my beauty happy. “She needs for you to know the truth before she can move on. Let her move on Damon.”
 
   Ella’s words make me frown. I never really thought about Abbi’s feelings in all of this. Each time Abigail has tried to talk about that period in our life I refuse to acknowledge it. Not because I didn’t want to hear it, but because I knew it changed nothing. I didn’t want Abbi to get false hope that we could go back to what we were if she ever tried talking her way out of cheating. Not that she could talk her way out of it. 
 
   Photographs don’t lie. 
 
   “I’ll speak to her then but I don’t see what you hope to achieve baby. This still won’t be happy for Abbi, and I think it could cause more harm than good,” I tell her honestly. 
 
   “What if things aren’t as they seem Damon? What if she didn’t cheat?” she asks.
 
   “She did,” I growl. “Ella pictures don’t lie. That’s all the proof I needed.” 
 
   “What if she was unaware? What if she passed out drunk or was drugged and doesn’t know something has been done to her?” My mind spins at Ella’s words. Why did I not think of that before? She gives me a small smile. “See, maybe things didn’t happen as you think.” 
 
   “It still changes nothing,” I say, pulling Ella back into my arms. It’s a bitter pill to swallow knowing that something could have happened to Abbi and she may not know about it. Why Ella feels she needs to speak to Abbi about that part of my past I have no clue. I can see no happy ending in speaking things through, and it could cause more damage than good. Abigail is my past. Ella and my daughter are my future, and that’s all that matters.  If this is something Ella needs to do then I won’t stand in her way. She is my fucking whole world and I won’t deny her anything. 
 
   Even if it means more pain for Abbi.
 
   “She’ll hopefully be here soon. I didn’t tell her anything you’ve told me. Do you still have your proof?” she questions.
 
   I frown and really think about it. It’s been years since I’ve seen those pictures but I know they’re around somewhere. The last time I saw the photographs were when Pops was still alive. We were sharing past photos and he wanted to know what happened to harden me to the world. I came across those pictures then, and shoved them in my safe.
 
   “I have them somewhere,” I say.
 
   “I think you might need them,” Ella replies softly. 
 
   I nod and kiss her thoroughly. I know my beauty is doing this for me and I fucking love her for it but I think it’s going to stir up more trouble. But if Ella is right then Abbi deserves to know. 
 
   “I’ll go and see if I can find them,” I say, pulling away. Placing one last chaste kiss against her soft lips, I leave her to wait for Abbi whilst I move to the home office to check the safe. It takes me ten minutes to locate them and when I do my gut tightens. 
 
   This is not going to be good for Abbi. It’s going to hurt her and I still, to this day, hate seeing her in pain. That’s one of the reasons I had to cut her out my life. I knew she would make me forgive her and I wasn’t ready to. Over time I just decided it was better left alone. I now understand that that was probably a mistake. Maybe Abigail would have moved on before now if I’d have given her closure. 
 
   I look at the photo, really look at it, and for the first time I realise I could have been wrong all this time. It’s a grainy image of Abbi laying on a bed. Her top is bunched above her breasts. Some punk has his hand moulded against her tit as he lays at the side of her and his other hand is slipping into the top of her unbuttoned trousers. Her eyes are shut, and I always thought they were shut from pleasure but she could just as easy be passed out.
 
   When Leona gave me this picture I saw red. Abigail threw our relationship away for a quick lay I thought, but I could’ve been wrong. I never really gave it much thought before, but looking at the photo again makes me realise that at least three people were in that room. Abbi, the man, and whoever took the photo. 
 
   I wouldn’t change one thing from my past because it all led me to my beauty, but I now wish I could have at least have given Abbi the chance to explain what she knows so she wouldn’t have suffered for so long. Not that anything would have turned out differently. Fate had a way of making my life complete by giving me Ella. 
 
   She may have been broken but we’ve fixed each other. 
 
   I make my way to the lounge and find Ella nervously fidgeting with her hands in her lap. I know exactly what’s going on in her mind and I need to get those fucking thoughts out of there. This talk with Abbi changes nothing. 
 
   “Beauty,” I whisper. Ella’s head swings in my direction and I can see fear in her emerald eyes. I stride over to her and pull her up into my arms before taking a seat and placing her in my lap. I put the photo down on the side table and cup Ella’s face with a hand. “I love you. No one but you. You are my everything.” My other hand comes to rest against her stomach. “You and our daughter are my life and nothing, nothing, will fucking change that. You’re it for me. You’re mine. Both of you.”
 
   I kiss her, letting her taste my desperate need for her. It’s never enough, I always want more. I will never have enough of my wife. 
 
   “How can you be sure?” she says quietly. And there is it. The real reason behind Ella needing me to do this. She needs reassurance of my love, and I’m going to make sure I do everything I can to give her what she needs. 
 
   “Love can't be deserved or earned. It can't be claimed, ordered, or forced. Love just is, baby. You don't pick and choose. Love does. The heart does. My heart has, and it's chosen you Ella. Forever. You are my forever beauty,” I tell her honestly. “You’re blind to my feelings, Ella. I love you more than I can express.” I look deep into her eyes as I give her the words I know she needs. “My soul has attached to you and I’m keeping you. Forever. What do I have to do to get you to believe me? My heart hadn’t beaten for so long. I’m not sure it ever did. Not until I saw you. You kick started my heart and gave me life. You made me live baby. You gave me breath to survive, strength to believe, and hope to feel. You’re my home Ella and you’re the first and last home for me. Everything begins and ends with you. You and our family.” I say, caressing our daughter. 
 
   “You’re my home too,” she whispers. I can hear she’s getting choked up and I don’t want that. I never want Ella to be anything but happy. My beauty makes me feel exultant with love and I want to be that for her. 
 
   I want to be her every fucking thing. 
 
   “You’re everything good in my life, and nothing I deserve. I’m convinced you’re also everything good in the fucking world but I know you’ll say I’m being biased,” I say with a chuckle. Ella slaps my chest with a small smile but I can see her love shining deep within her forest green eyes. “I’m yours. I’m only yours Ella.”
 
   “I love you,” she whispers, with a smile. I cup her face before crashing my lips to hers. I explore her mouth slowly, expressing my love through our kiss. My cock twitches when she rubs against me, pressing into the kiss. Claiming me. My wife moaning is the sexiest fucking sound I’ve ever heard. It’s right up there with her gasping my name. 
 
   A soft knock on the door brings us out of the moment but I don’t move to answer it yet. I rest my forehead against Ella’s and get my breathing under control. 
 
   I lose all control in Ella’s arms.
 
   “You should get that. I’m going to give you some time alone.” Ella says as she stares into my eyes. I could lose myself in her stare. Placing one last kiss on her nose, I help her stand and slap her arse. She glares at me before reaching around me, slapping my arse back. 
 
   I walk away laughing and go to answer the door. My wife’s giggle follows me. I open the door and come face to face with Leona. 
 
   What the fuck?
 
   “What are you doing here?” I growl. Rage builds in my gut as I look at my former friend. Disgust flows through my veins as I take in her disconcerted state.  
 
   “I came to say I’m sorry.”
 
   “Okay,” I say, closing the door. Leona’s hand shoots out to press against the wooden door to hold it open. 
 
   “Wait... I’m sorry, Damon. I’m sorry for what I did. Please forgive me,” she rasps. Tears fill her eyes but I know it’s a ploy. Leona is the queen of waterworks. 
 
   “I accept your apology. I don’t and won’t ever forgive you Leona, but I accept your apology. What you did was fucked up and I won’t have that in my wife and daughter’s life. This is the end of the road. I have nothing more to say to you. Goodbye.”  
 
   “I love you,” she whispers. 
 
   “I love my wife.”
 
   “I... I know that Damon.” Leona’s voice catches and she looks away. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You should leave,” I demand. “I don’t want to see you again Leona. I want you nowhere near me or my family.”
 
   “I know. Goodbye Damon.” She turns and walks away. Ella’s arms wrap around me from behind as much as they can with her bump in the way. I know she’s just heard what I said to Leona. 
 
   A car coming up the drive draws my attention and Leona looks up at the same time. A sneer appears on her face as she sees Abigail pulling up. Abbi climbs from her car, and spares a glance at Leona before looking at me. A genuine smile pulls on her lips as she makes her way towards Ella and me. Her whole face lights up and she looks just like she did the first time I met her. 
 
   Abbi has always had lightness to her. It shines bright when she’s happy, and I know that look. She’s happy. I sigh. This is going to be hard. Ella gives me a squeeze of encouragement before releasing me. She steps to my side and gives Abbi a wave. 
 
   Leona’s car door slams and in the next second she speeds away, leaving rubber burns behind.  
 
   Grabbing Ella’s hand in mine, I invite Abigail in and the three of us walk into the lounge. I motion for Abbi to take a seat and she does. This situation feels surreal; my new wife hanging out with my ex girlfriend. I never thought my past would clash so much with my life with Ella but I’m beginning to see that it always will until everything is laid to rest. This talk is the right thing to do for Abbi’s, Ella’s, and my sake. 
 
   “Would anyone like some tea?” Ella's question pulls me from my thoughts and I shake my head no. I need something a lot stronger than tea. Walking over to the bar I pour myself a scotch, and drink it in one gulp before quickly refilling. I have a feeling I am going to need it.  
 
   “I’m going to leave you both to talk,” Ella says. I spin in her direction, and she walks towards me, lifting her palm to my face. She cups my face and I turn my cheek into the embrace kissing her palm.
 
   “Stay,” I demand. I have nothing to hide from Ella and I would feel better if she was here with me whilst I speak to Abbi. She shakes her head no, and kisses me softly.
 
   “You need to listen to her Damon.” I stare directly into Ella’s forest eyes as her soft words hit my ears, and search her eyes for the truth. Does she really want this? I need to get this over with so it can show her nothing has changed. “Please listen to her. I won’t be far. I’ll wait in the other room but you need to hear what she has to say, okay?” I give her a small nod before pulling her against me. I wrap my hands in her hair and claim her mouth with mine. 
 
   I devour her. 
 
   Reassure her. 
 
   Ella pushes me away, pressing her palms flat against my chest to keep me away. Giving me a breath stealing smile, she turns and walks out the room, but not before giving Abigail an encouraging smile. My wife amazes me.
 
   When I finally turn around to face Abigail I see she is sitting with her eyes fixed on the floor. I walk over to her and sit down on the coffee table directly opposite her, and wait until she is ready to finally have this long overdue conversation. Abbi’s eyes snap to meet mine and I instantly feel like a fucker. She looks so sad, and I know part of that is my fault. She looks away and the pain I see on her face makes me feel like a prick.
 
   “I'm sorry for being an arsehole and not doing this sooner,” I begin. I know I need to take this conversation carefully because if Ella is right then this could be life altering for Abbi. She sniffs and nods her head before looking at me. “Abbi, you need to tell me what happened that night.” I don’t want to throw the cheating accusation at her if she doesn’t know it happened. 
 
   Abbi looks at me with a smile, and reaches out to rest her hand on my leg. I tense, and quickly push her hand away but she grips my thigh. 
 
   “Damon stop being so tense. You’re making me nervous.” Abbi says before releasing her hold. 
 
   “Sorry,” I reply.
 
   “I don’t know what you expect me to tell you Damon. You know everything that happened until you left that night. I got upset after we argued and I wanted to come after you but Leona said to let you calm down. We went to a party. Leona was getting it on with a man she knew. I sat in a corner drinking and I texted you. My battery died. I fell asleep and Leona helped me to a guest room. We slept in there together and left the next morning. I tried looking for you but you weren’t home so I went home and waited until I found you drunk later that night. That’s all I know Damon.” 
 
   Looking into her eyes I know she’s speaking the truth. Maybe Ella is right, maybe this was all a misunderstanding. 
 
   “You never gave me a reason, or said what went wrong. I just... I didn’t know what to do. Then you got with Leona and I knew you didn’t want me anymore. I tried to move on but I could see your pain and I couldn’t move on when you wouldn’t. I watched you become a different man, a closed off man. That hurt the most. Seeing you become a shell of the real you.” A smile graces her lips. “Then you met Ella and I watched you light up. I watched you become the man I loved. It hurt but I’m happy for you. Ella is really nice,” Abbi says softly. 
 
   I don’t know how to respond. How do you tell someone something they may not know happened? My mind is a jumble of questions and thoughts so I grab onto the first thing in her speech that caught my attention and I want to clarify.   
 
   “Leona and I were never anything. Ever.” 
 
   Abigail’s gaze pierces into mine as she searches my eyes for the truth. I never gave her a fucking reason not to trust me and I’m hoping she’ll believe me. I don’t want that in her head. Taking a deep breath, she nods and accepts the truth.
 
   “What happened Damon?” she asks. I inhale as much as I can, holding it and look at her icy blue eyes. Will she admit she cheated? Will she break down if what Ella thinks is true? This could go either way. Standing, I release my breath and begin to pace. I want to catch her off guard to get a real reaction from her. I don’t want to be mean to Abbi, but getting her fired up might be the best emotion for her to deal with.
 
   “You fucking cheated. That’s what happened,” I intentionally snap. Abigail tenses at the tone of my voice before she takes in what I said. When it sinks in her eyes widen and her mouth drops open. A look of total disbelief quickly turns to anger once she’s processed my words.
 
   “Wh...what?” she stammers. “What? Who said that?” she asks, stunned. Her eyes widen and she tenses her jaw. “Never mind. It was Leona I know it was. That fucking twisted bitch.” I don’t speak. I stand silently watching her process this new information before hitting her with the photo. I wish it never existed. I wish she didn’t have to go through what she’s about to. I need Ella by my side. I’m not good with Abigail’s emotions. 
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?” Astonishment evident in her voice as defeat fills her eyes. Abbi lets out a mirthless laugh. “So that’s how she did it,” she mumbles, shaking her head, and her shoulders slump. Looking away she swallows thickly before looking at me with pain in her icy blue eyes. Hurt. 
 
   Betrayed.   
 
   That one look makes my heart fucking pound. She didn’t cheat. Well, she had no idea of ever being touched. Abigail has never been a good liar and I know her reaction is genuine. I search her face, waiting for her to cry. Tears brim her eyes but she’s holding them back. 
 
   “You really believe I would do that to you?” she asks, sounding wounded.  
 
   A fucking ball sits in my stomach as I gather the courage to tell her why I chose to walk rather than trust her, because that’s ultimately what it comes down to. 
 
   I didn’t trust her. 
 
   That realisation is like a sucker punch to the gut. Years ago I thought I loved Abbi but it’s not a patch on what I feel for Ella. Abbi was my best friend and I loved her as one, but never as my soul mate. I never opened myself to her.
 
   Only Ella has ever seen the real me. 
 
   Abigail was my best friend and I didn’t trust her enough to stay in my life as a friend when she realised I didn’t love her the way I should, so I chose to walk away before she could leave me.  
 
   I hoped she would eventually move on and I would be forgotten but that didn’t happen. She clung to me and I left her behind. I ruined her. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I mutter. I know words will never make up for the way I’ve treated Abigail but I know I’ll try for as long as she’ll allow me to be her friend again. 
 
    Rage twists on Abigail’s face, and she stands suddenly, stalking over to me. Stopping in front of me, she pokes my chest. Hard. I’ve never been on the receiving end of Abbi’s wrath before, but she sure does stand her ground. I watch her cautiously as she fumes.
 
   “You believed I could do that to you? I loved you Damon. I would never.” She sounds disappointed in me and takes a step back. “You were my fucking everything and you chose to take the word of a back stabbing slut over your girlfriend. I never really knew you if you could do that to me. To us. You took Leona’s word as fact without giving me a chance to defend myself. You’re a pig.” I nod, accepting her words. I’m a prick but I sure as shit am going to defend myself. I’ve wronged her but not because of what she thinks. 
 
   “Leona sent me a photograph of you in a...” I pause, trying to think of an appropriate word. “...compromising position. I guess I saw what was there and didn’t look past what was really happening. I’m sorry Abigail,” I tell her honestly. I am truly sorry for a lot of things I’ve done when it comes to Abbi, but none of that needs bringing up unnecessarily. I don’t want to hurt her more than I have to.
 
   “What photo?” she asks with a frown. Stepping around Abbi I go to the side table and pluck it up, holding it against me. I don’t want to show her now the time is here. It’s going to cause a shit storm. I need to man the fuck up and be a support for her. 
 
   I turn and look at Abigail and notice she hasn’t turned. She’s frozen. Lost in thought. 
 
   “Abbi, I can see this picture isn’t as I thought now and I’d rather you accepted my answer rather than see the proof. It will change nothing. I love Ella and we will never be together again. Can we just accept that I made a mistake and move forward as friends?”
 
   She slowly turns to face me and lets out a sigh.
 
   “No Damon. I need to see it. I need to see what Leona did. I need to understand how you could believe I would betray you like that when you knew I loved you with everything I had in me. I thought you a better man and I need to see that now. I need to see your reasoning before I can accept your friendship.”  
 
   I nod, accepting her answer. I hold out the photograph to Abbi and wait for her to take it. She tentatively steps forward and takes it from me, not taking her eyes from mine. She takes a deep pull of oxygen and holds it before looking at the photo in her hand. She gasps and covers her mouth with her hand, staring at the image in shock. 
 
   “I’m sorry Abbi. I should have said something. I should have done something,” I say guiltily. Abigail shakes her head and looks at me.
 
   “No. No Damon. You were right. I would have believed too, if I’d have seen you like this, but it’s not what it looks like. Nothing happened–” 
 
   “I know that now. I’m sorry it took me so long to speak about this. I could have saved you a lot of pain,” I say. I look away, not able to look at her after the way I’ve treated her. 
 
   “I should feel violated. I should feel abused, but I just feel peace. My head is quiet for once. It’s nice. It finally makes sense why you left and... I get it Damon,” she says on a sigh. “It’s been years but I need time to absorb this. I’m glad you’re happy Damon. I want to be happy too now.” Abbi takes a step towards me and places her hand on my arm. “Thank you for giving me closure.”
 
   The smile on her face makes me smile. We have a lot of memories together and I hope she can take them as happy times and make new, better memories for herself. I pull her into my arms and give her a hug. She’s a strong woman and I’m glad to have the past settled. 
 
   We needed this.
 
   Ella knew I needed it.
 
   “Ella’s a good woman.” Abigail says as if she can read my thoughts. “She’s good for you. She’s nice,” she says with a laugh. “And she had Leona pegged. She’s smart.”
 
   I laugh and give her a gentle squeeze before releasing her and stepping back. 
 
   “I like seeing you happy,” she says with a sparkle in her eye that I haven’t seen for a while. I smile at her praying she’ll go find her own happiness now. Abbi soon decides to go, popping into the kitchen to say goodbye to Ella before she leaves. 
 
   Ella is my angel. Giving me everything I need without me knowing I need it. I feel like my path is clear and I can finally find my peaceful happiness with Ella and our baby girl. I go and show my wife how much I adore her for the rest of the afternoon, showering her with my heart, soul and body.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER TEN
 
   October 17th 2014
 
   Ella
 
    
 
   It’s Friday night and we have agreed to meet everyone at Hunters as we haven’t seen them since the wedding. 
 
   Damon has been different since his chat with Abby. It’s like a weight has been lifted off his shoulders and he is finally free to be himself. He’s carefree. It’s been hard to get to the place we are now but I'm so grateful that we are finally here, and can just be together.
 
   Leona has been quiet since the other week, which I'm not sure I like. She doesn’t appear to give in easily so I’m expecting something. I’m just not sure what.
 
   When we arrive, Hunters is already filling up, and there is a queue of people forming, trying to get in. I always feel embarrassed when we pass the queues, and people glare. They act like we’ve broken the law pushing in front of them, even though my husband owns the club. 
 
   Damon grabs my hand, leading me to the front doors and his security removes the rope and lets us straight through. My hand is gripped in Damon's like a vice as he leads us through the crowds, and I give him a squeeze to let up on my throbbing hand. He pulls me along being careful not to go too fast, so that I can keep up with him, and making sure we have plenty of room to move. Being almost six months pregnant I'm not as fast as I used to be, and Damon wraps me in cotton wool whenever we’re in larger crowds now.
 
   When we arrive at our usual table I see all our friends are already there waiting for us, and when Lacy spots us walking towards them she stands and heads towards us, enveloping me in a hug. Damon doesn’t release his hold on my hand so it’s an awkward hug making Lacy chuckle, and a knowing look swirls in her eyes.
 
   “Ella you look amazing,” she says with a smile. “I have been dying to see you both. How was the honeymoon?” I look up at Damon and give him a secret smile. It wasn’t the easiest of times with everything that happened, but we needed it that way so we could both move on.
 
   “It was perfect Lacy,” I answer, looking back at her. “It was exactly what we needed.” Giving me a swift kiss on the cheek and my bump a caress she then focuses her attention on Damon. 
 
   I look over her shoulder towards the others, noticing for the first time that Faith and Abbi are also sitting at the table. Spencer is sitting away from Faith but his eyes are firmly locked on her as she animatedly speaks to Abbi. He quickly looks away when she casts a glance in his direction, bringing his gaze to mine. A grin spreads on his face the minute he notices me. 
 
   Spencer quickly stands, drawing Faiths eyes to him, and makes his way to my side. Faith’s eyes remain locked on Spence as he crosses to me and I giggle at the game they’re both playing. Spence takes me into his arms, as much as he can, and squeezes me. I hug him back and feel my heart expand for this man embracing me. He feels like a brother, just like Tom. 
 
   Stepping back, Spencer releases me, and looks me up and down.
 
   “You look great Ellie Belly. You’re glowing Sis.” Spencer’s term of endearment takes me by surprise and my eyes fill up with tears. “Hey are you okay?” he asks, concerned. I nod my head, yes, at a now worried Spencer. I cup his cheek, and look at him through blurry eyes, giving him a smile.
 
   “I’m sorry. Stupid pregnancy hormones,” I say as explanation. Spencer lets out a chuckle and looks over my head just as I’m scooped up. I squeal in surprise as Damon strides forward, closing the remaining distance between us and our friends, with me locked in his hold. He takes a seat, arranging me just right on his lap, before looking up.
 
   “Mine,” he growls at his brother. Spencer laughs as he reclaims his seat, and the rest of our friends laugh at Damon’s antics along with him. They already know how Damon behaves when it comes to me, but they still find it amusing. 
 
   Damon pays them no attention. He nuzzles into my hair and breathes in my ear. My breath hitches when his warm tongue darts out to taste the skin on my neck, just below my ear. A shiver races down my spine and my fingers move to clutch onto Damon’s arm. 
 
   Damon chuckles at me and pulls away to acknowledge our friends. My eyes seek out Abbi and I find her watching us with a small smile. I smile back, truly feeling happy to have her here with us.
 
   A waitress appears and my husband orders a round of drinks for everyone, much to their annoyance. Damon usually always ends up footing the bill for nights out because he simply refuses to allow them to pay. 
 
   “Well isn’t this just fucking cosy?” Leona spits. She sways on her feet slightly, whether that’s from her heels or drink, I don’t know. Damon tenses beneath me and his arms tighten around me as the temperature plummets. 
 
   Leona brings literal chills with her whenever she’s around. Her eyes shoot daggers between Abbi and me and the table falls silent, the happy atmosphere gone. Damon’s body begins to shake in fury, his rage from our last few run-ins with her boiling to the surface again. I turn to Leona and speak before Damon can explode, trying to defuse the situation before it gets out of control.
 
   “Leona I'm sick of saying this, but why don’t you fuck off? You’re not wanted here, you’re not welcome here, and you’re banned. Now get the fuck out this club and don’t come back,” I demand. Leona rolls her eyes at me, looking at Abbi with disdain, dismissing me completely. Ferociousness fills me, rage boiling through my bloodstream, and I jump to my feet. 
 
   Damon always says what’s his is mine and I will never fully accept that, but I sure will stand up to this bitch and ban her from my husband’s club if it means protecting Damon. He’s suffered enough because of Leona, and I won’t let her continue to torture him.
 
   “Leave. Get the fuck out of here Leona. When are you going to leave us alone? Hasn’t the fact that we are married gotten through that thick head of yours? Damon isn’t yours. He will never be yours and you need to back off bitch. He’s mine,” I snap. I know she’s just here to goad me, and I know I shouldn’t let her get to me, but I’m feeling just as fiercely protective over Damon as he is to me. 
 
   Her eyes darken, filling with hate, and she takes a step closer to me, leaning across the table. Damon and Spencer both stand at the same time, flanking me, but I don’t need them to protect me. I step forward, showing her I won’t back down. Her eyes flit between Damon and Spencer before focusing back on me.
 
   “You think they’re going to stop me if I wanted to hurt you? You’re a silly little girl living in a fantasy world. Do you honestly believe it’s going to last? Why the fuck do you get to be happy? I wish you would both fucking die,” she snarls, glaring at my stomach. Her words are like venom, poisoning my body, igniting the blaze of heat coursing through me and turning me in protective mother mode. 
 
   Something inside me snaps and I launch myself at her, ready to maul. I’m going to tear her apart, limb by painful limb. She can threaten me any time she wants, but to say something so fucking cruel about my baby is unacceptable. I don’t even register that my hand has risen. It’s not until I hear the deafening slapping sound and feel the sting in my palm as my hand makes contact, that I realise I’ve struck her, forcing her head to the side. 
 
   Strong arms band round me, pulling me back and I'm pushed behind Damon. But I’m not ready to stop. I want blood. I must look possessed, but I don’t care. I only want to hurt her like her words hurt me. I struggle to get back at Leona but when I look into her eyes I stop. Something inside her has shattered. She’s crushed.
 
   Splintered. 
 
   “She will never see you for what you are. A murdering monster,” she whispers. “Why does she get to keep her baby when you killed mine?” Tears fill her eyes and pain shadows her haunted gaze. 
 
   An audible gasp fills the room at her words and all eyes turn towards Damon. I place my hand in his shoulder, letting him know that I am here for him, and stand by him. He’s already told me the truth about what occurred, and I know he feels responsible for what happened to Leona's baby, but it wasn’t his fault and I won’t allow him to carry that blame.
 
   Damon's eyes meet mine over his shoulder and I give him a reassuring smile. Nothing she can say will make me love this man less.
 
   “Leona it was an accident, and I have already told Ella the truth. She knows everything.” Damon’s voice is strong and sure and our friend’s shoulders relax when they hear he has his temper under control. 
 
   Damon looks to our friends, looking each one in the eye before looking directly at Sofia. I guess her opinion of him means a lot. 
 
   “The baby wasn’t mine.” He states, imploring Sofia to believe him. All eyes are now focused on Damon but his are fixed on his oldest female friend, pleading with her to understand. Sofia gives him a smile just as I step around him, slipping Spencer’s hold easily. My anger is easily forgotten at the pain in my husband’s voice. I step in front of him, placing my hand on his solid chest, taking in his tortured expression. 
 
   “It’s okay,” I say softly. 
 
   Leaning forward, he presses his lips to my forehead, inhaling deeply. 
 
   “I think it’s time you left Leona.” Damon says but looks at me. His eyes take on a serene look before he looks over my shoulder. I quickly turn to face her too just she snaps her head up at Damon. Her eyes flit between Damon and me, as we stand as a united front, before casting a glance at our audience. Security makes their way towards us and I know Leona spies them when her next words ring out.
 
   “If you want me out, you’re going to have to throw me out. Then again, you’re good at that, isn’t he Abbi?” Leona turns at looks at Abbi with a smug look, trying to throw one last jab before she’s removed from the club.  
 
   Damon takes a step towards her, his front pushing flush with my back. “If I ever see you in any of my clubs or near my wife again, I won’t be held accountable for my actions. Stay the fuck away Leona,” he growls. At his words, a body guard grabs Leona's arm and begins to hauling her out. Leona struggles and manages to get free, turning back to us.
 
   “You will regret this Damon. You and your fucking whore will pay for this,” she spits. Spittle flies past her lips in her seething rage. The bouncer lifts her up and throws her over his shoulder while she begins to kick and scream. Leona is quickly removed and collectively we all breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
   Damon sits back down and pulls me into the crook of his arm, easily moving the night along, not letting Leona’s interruption ruin our gathering.  
 
   My mind is whirling with everything that just happened. A shudder runs through my body at Leona's threat and Damon tightens his hold on me. 
 
   I have a feeling this isn’t the end.
 
   “I love you beauty.” I look into his chocolate eyes and can see his love for me lighting his eyes, making the brown depth look like swirling, melted chocolate.
 
   “I love you.” I tell him, meaning it more than words could ever express. 
 
   ****
 
   We left the club early. After Leona's outburst we just wanted to be alone. Damon needed time to get his thoughts together and I can see how much this has messed with his head.
 
   Arriving back at the house I head straight into the lounge, kicking off my heels on the way, and plop down on the sofa. Damon sits next to me, lifting my feet into his lap so that he can rub them. His face is drawn, twisted with dread, and I know that what Leona said is playing on his mind. I know I have to speak first to get him to open up, to get him to release his misplaced guilt. 
 
   “Damon,” I say, getting his attention. “What Leona said isn't true. I don't believe it for one minute. You’re not a murderer.” I tell him quietly. “It was an accident. You didn't push her on purpose. Will you tell me more about it? What happened?” 
 
   He sighs, leaning his head back against the couch, pinching the bridge of his nose as though he has a headache. He takes a few moments before he speaks.
 
   “We'd been out drinking all day for Spencer's birthday. Leona was there as usual, and I was about to leave when she asked if I'd go back with her. I told her no and I know she wasn't happy. She sat there pouting like a child, but I didn't give a shit. She knew I didn't see her like that.” He pauses, his jaw clenched tightly. “She fucking knew.”
 
   “When I left the club I saw Lydia standing in the street. I walked towards her to see if she was okay - I'd just fired her and I hated to do it but I had no option, no choices left. I went to speak to her because I still wanted to make sure she was safe, and I wanted her to move on. I owed it to Pops to make sure his daughter was okay.” 
 
   I remain silent. Just the mention of Pops' name consumes me with grief and longing just to be near him, but I know I need to stay strong for my husband. I stare down at my entwined fingers, fidgeting as he continues rubbing my feet. We sit in silence for a few minutes before he speaks again. 
 
   “She acted like she was there by accident but I knew she was waiting for me. I told her she should go home because it was cold out. She asked if I would see her soon with a hopeful look in her eyes. I knew what she meant but I pretended I didn't. I just wanted her to leave without causing a scene so I didn't answer her. I just raised my hand to a passing taxi.”
 
   “When the taxi pulled up I pushed Lydia inside, telling the driver to take her straight home, giving him your address. I watched as the taxi pulled away with your sister before jumping into the next taxi that came along.”
 
   “When I was half way home my phone rang and I saw that it was Leona, but I felt too tired and drained to answer it. I rejected the call and pocketed it, wanting to get home and relax. A few minutes later it rang again, and after the third time I answered. Leona said that she needed me to pick her up as she didn't want to go home alone. I said it was too late and that I was home already. She said that she was scared because there was a guy at the club that made her feel uneasy. I told her that she was fine and to just get a taxi home. I hung up telling her I would ring her in the morning.” Damon's fingers tighten around my foot but I don't say anything. I don't want to interrupt his thoughts as he reveals more of his past to me. 
 
   He stays silent for a minute, continuing to massage my feet, putting all his energy and attention into what he's doing.
 
   “A few days later Leona called me and she was upset. She begged me to come to her house because she needed to talk. At first I wanted to refuse. We were never really close but she clung to me, tried to make things be different than what they were. There was something in her voice that caught my attention though, she sounded desperate, and so I went. She told me she had been raped and didn't know what to do.” He shakes his head in disbelief. “She acted strong but I could see how much it had destroyed her. She even flinched when I tried to hug her. I felt so destroyed. If I had gone back for her it wouldn't have happened. That piece of scum wouldn't have been able to touch her.”
 
   He stops rubbing my feet and leans forward resting his head in his hands, gripping his hair as he recalls the past. 
 
   “I spent all my spare time with Leona, making sure she felt safe after what happened.” He laughs a mirthless laugh and shakes his head. “She was a mess for a while. More so when she found out three weeks later that she was pregnant. I assured her that we could say the baby was ours so she wouldn't have to tell anyone about the rape.”
 
   I gasp. Damon was going to let people believe he fathered a child with Leona just so she wouldn’t have to tell people her secret. How can he not see himself as the good man he is? Something niggles in my mind, but it passes too quickly for me to grasp onto it so I let it go.
 
   “I tried convincing her that it wasn't her fault and she should report it so he couldn't do it again to someone else but she just wanted to forget. The day that Lydia died I was round Leona's house. My phone was ringing nonstop, there was call after call and texts, all from Lydia, but I ignored her. When she left a voicemail telling me what she planned to do, I panicked. I had to try and stop her. I didn't drive your dad home and he lost his life, and I didn't help Leona and she got raped, so I had to try and do something for your sister. I couldn't deal with any more loss. I rushed out of the house, pushing Leona out of the way when she tried to stop me as I went.” 
 
   Damon stops, his chest heaving as he drags up the past. When he looks at me his eyes are wild, desperate for me to understand.
 
   “I didn't mean to bump her, beauty, it just happened. She fell over but I didn't stop. Hell, I didn't even realise she'd taken a hit.” 
 
   I move, pulling my legs from his lap and shift to sit next to him. I already know the scene he found when he got to my house. Finding me cradling Lydia's body must haunt him as much as it does me. 
 
   “I was devastated that I couldn't help Lydia. It felt like everything in my life was spiralling out of control again. I should have seen what path she would take but I didn't. When I left you at the hospital I went back to my house and cried like a fucking baby. For the first time in my adult life I let tears flow. All my mistakes surfaced, and began pulling me under the darkness, consuming me. Drowning me. I didn't help Leona and she was raped, I didn't help Lydia and she died. Then Leona called me, said she needed to see me, and I needed to be with someone too. After your devastation I was lost, I saw and felt every bit of pain you felt and I couldn't shake it. It followed me home, your face haunting me. I couldn't stay in on my own so I went to Leona's.”
 
   “When I got there her eyes were red rimmed from crying. When I asked if she was okay she said that she had lost the baby. She fell when I rushed out and hit her stomach. She told me it wasn't my fault and that she forgave me. Hearing those words and seeing what state she was in finished me off. I knew then that I was a monster. It was the final nail in the coffin for me and I knew that I needed to live my life single. I couldn't share my evil with anyone. I needed to deal with it alone.” 
 
   I wrap my arms around his neck in comfort, hoping to take away the burden he has carried for all these years, all the blame he felt, all the lives lost that he felt responsible for.
 
   “Damon it's not true. Pops' death was an accident, and there was no way you could have predicted what happened to Lydia. I was her sister and I didn't see it. And truthfully Damon, I don't believe a single word that Leona says. She probably was never even pregnant. She already lied about enough things for me to discredit her honesty. You have to let go and forgive yourself before it destroys you.” I take his hand and place it on my stomach so he can see why he needs to let go of the past. “We're all that matters now you, me and this little girl. Your little girl. The past is just that, the past, and you need to let it go now.”
 
   He nods his head, pulling me into a kiss before standing and lifting me into his arms,
 
   “Come on beauty, let’s go to bed,” he says softly. I nod my head, burying my face into his neck as he carries me up the stairs.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
   October 25th 2014
 
   Ella
 
    
 
   It's Saturday afternoon, and I have been lazing about for the past few hours, vegging on the sofa with snacks and watching films. Damon had to leave to go into a meeting to finalise a deal that he and Spencer are keen to close. I expected him to be back already, and I keep glancing at my phone waiting for him to ring or text. 
 
   I’m driving myself crazy. 
 
   The emptiness I feel when he leaves consumes me, and that just pisses me off. I’ve never been a needy person before but since I found out I’m pregnant I have been clinging. Damon keeps me calm though, and when I start freaking out about becoming a mother he is there to help settle me. I feel like half of me is missing even when he’s gone for only short periods of time.
 
   I’ve become a clingy wife.
 
   I hate it.
 
   My phone beeping alerts me to a new message. I can't help feeling disappointed that I see it's from Tom.
 
   Tom: What are you doing? Are you free for a visit?
 
   Me: Nothing, just watching a movie. Do you want to come over?
 
   I don’t even have to think about it. I want to see Tom. I have so much swimming in my head and a laugh with Tom is just what I need. I shoot him a quick reply before tidying up the wrappers from my snacks. By the time I return from the kitchen Tom has replied.
 
   Tom: Yes! See you soon. You need me to pick up anything?
 
   Me: Pickled Onions!!!! 
 
   Tom: Err, another craving? Okay, won’t be long :)
 
   I didn’t think much about wanting pickled onions but I guess he’s right. 
 
   Placing my phone back down on the table, I feel restless. I need to do something to keep myself occupied until Tom gets here. Standing, I cross over to the large mirror above the fire place, and check out my appearance. My hair looks a mess so I grab my brush from my bag and pull it roughly through my hair, which wasn't a good idea as it’s now filled with static and pointing in every direction. I tie it back in a messy bun, giving up trying to make it look decent. 
 
   I can't believe how much I have changed. A few months ago I wouldn't even dare leave the bedroom without a face full of makeup. I was shallow, I see that now, but it was all part of my game. Part of my act. 
 
   Part of my plan.
 
   To win I had to look the part in order to play the part.  It was never really me though. I can finally feel comfortable with who I am again.   
 
   I take in my surroundings and everything looks perfect, nothing is out of place.  Everything in the room is Damon's. The furniture, the pictures, some of which are timeless classics that I’m sure cost a fortune, but don't look out of place, mixed in with the abundance of family photos scattered around the room. Everything I see is Damon but I love it. I find it comforting how easily I have been able to just slide into his life, and still feel at home. I still can’t quite believe it. This is my home.  I know this house is Damon's but it's the only place since Pops died that has ever felt like home to me.     
 
   The doorbell ringing pulls me from my thoughts. I dash to the front door and can see though the glass that it is Tom. He’s stand casually, leaning against the wall, his hands shoved into his jacket pockets, and a burgundy scarf wrapped around his neck. I pull open the door to greet him and he gives me a smile, holding out the pickled onions to me. 
 
   I snatch them from his grasp, taking them from him with more force than necessary, and quickly unscrew the lid. 
 
   Sinking my fingers in and pulling out a handful, I eat at least five in one go. Crunching loudly and savouring the pickled vinegar as it makes my taste buds dance, exploding with flavour. I invite Tom in with a grunt and nod. 
 
   Satisfaction washes over me as I close my eyes, savouring every single mouthful. The only thing that could make this better is something sweet. Chocolate.  I spin on my heel and quickly rush into the kitchen, opening and closing the cupboards until I find what I’m searching for. 
 
   Taking a fork from the drawer, I stab it into the pickle, snagging one before dipping it in the chocolate spread. 
 
   Oh my gosh! 
 
   The taste is magic in my mouth, and I can’t help the moan that escapes my lips as I repeat. The pickle mixed with the smooth creamy chocolate is heavenly. A waterfall gushes in my mouth as my taste buds have a whole new explosion experience. 
 
   After a few mouthfuls I finally remember Tom, and glance in his direction to find a disgusted look on his face.
 
   “What?” I ask around a mouthful of lushness, not bothering with manners. 
 
   “Ella, you really are disgusting. That is the grossest thing I have ever seen.” He states, not hiding the repulsion from his voice, his face twisted with a grimace.  
 
   I put the fork down and walk over to him with a warm smile. Tom has always kept me grounded and never been afraid to tell me the truth. I love that about him. 
 
   Tom pulls me into a brotherly hug, pressing against my bump and just as I’m about to pull away his hand sneaks up to playfully ruffle my hair.
 
   I giggle and escape his clutches, not bothering to sort my mess of hair out. Brown locks stick out around my head, pieces sticking to my lips and eye lashes but I want revenge. I dive at Tom to mess his perfectly gelled hair. He dodges me, feigning right but slipping to the left and quickly spinning to seize me from behind. I struggle and fake annoyance.
 
   “Tom, it took me ages to do my hair,” I whine.
 
   “Really Ella? It looks like you fell out of bed and just pulled a brush through it,” he says whilst laughing. I blush at how close he is to the truth, but I haven’t just fallen out of bed, I’ve been up hours. I’ll keep that to myself. I’d rather he think I’ve been napping instead of just being a lazy arse, pining after her husband. 
 
   Tom spins me to face him, his eyes lit up with merriment, but his gaze pins me in place. His piercing blue eyes see into me and I clamp up, feeling uncomfortable.
 
   “Can I get you a drink?” I ask, moving from his hold and walking back to the counter. I need a breather away from his all seeing eyes. What he was seeing I don’t know. 
 
   It made me feel bare. 
 
   “Yes please. Can I get a coffee?” Tom’s voice has deepened; hurt lowering the tone, but I don’t look at him. I can feel his eyes still on me, burning a hole into my soul, reading me. In my peripheral vision I notice him moving closer to me, crossing the kitchen, and leaning casually against the counter. I begin making us a drink, using more force than necessary with the utensils.   
 
   I’m avoiding the obvious. Tom made me feel cut open with one look, and although he’s never been afraid to tell me how it is, he never really shares his feelings.
 
   His knowing eyes dissected me on the spot and I couldn’t deal with it. I’ve put my walls up and he knows I have.  
 
   “You're looking good Ella. Your bump is really growing.” His voice is soft when he speaks, letting me know he’s going to drop it, whatever it was, like he usually does. He always gives me what I need. I know that my little girl will be no different. 
 
   I smile knowing she will always be taken care of by her uncles. There will be no messing with her with Spencer and her honorary Uncle Tom standing guard.
 
   But I know they’ll always be a step behind Damon. He will stop at nothing to protect, love and care for his daughter.
 
   My hand moves to my stomach, rubbing in circular motions when she moves. She kicks my hand as if acknowledging my touch. I reach out to Tom, quickly crossing to his side, and take his hand and place it gently on my bump so that he can feel too.  When she gives another kick his eyes widen in amazement.
 
   “Wow Ella,” he gasps in wonderment. “That's freaky and amazing at the same time. Make her do it again,” he demands. 
 
   Laughing, I press on my stomach a little and we both wait to see if Jellybean will do it again, but after a few minutes of nothing happening he drops his hand away.  
 
   “I guess she’s nervous around Uncle Tom too,” he says in a knowing voice. “I can't believe you’re going to be a mum Ella. I'm going to be an uncle.” He says it with such pride that my heart swells with love for him and I choose to ignore his first comment. 
 
   “She is going to love her Uncle Tom just as much as she will love her Uncle Spencer.  And who knows, she may have a little friend to play with soon enough?” I add with a little humour, hinting at him and Lacy. Tom’s face is a picture.  
 
   “I don't know about that Els. We’re not ready for that yet,” he exclaims, and his voice is filled with panic.
 
   “Relax Tom, I was kidding.” I can’t help but add, “But you never know...” and let it hang there, and I can tell by his face that I’ve got him thinking.
 
   “Come on lets go sit in the lounge,” I say, grabbing our drinks and nudging him out the kitchen. Tom leads the way into the lounge, and removes his coat, throwing it down on the chair. I walk over to set our drinks on the coffee table before moving to pick up Tom’s coat, and walking back out to the hall to hang it on the coat hook. When I return to the lounge, Tom is looking at me in mock shock. His mouth is hanging open, but his eyes full of humour.
 
   “What?” I ask giving him a questioning look, maybe even a little suspicious.
 
   “Since when have you picked up after me?” he asks. Shrugging I cross over to the sofa and plop down, patting the seat beside me. “It's usually you leaving things lying around and me picking up after you,” he says jokingly. I know he is only messing with me.
 
    Things are different now. I have a safe place, a home, and that makes me happy. Being happy makes me enjoy my life, and mine and Damon's home is beautiful because of our happiness.  
 
   Kicking off his shoes, Tom throws himself down on the couch, slouching, half laying and half sitting, and kicks his feet up on the table.
 
   “Make yourself comfortable Tom.” I say sarcastically, making Tom laugh.
 
   “Thanks babe. I will,” he teases.  I pick up a cushion and hit him across the head and giggle at his shocked face. 
 
   “So what's been going on? How are things with Lacy?” I ask when the laughter dies down.  At just the mention of Lacy's name Tom’s face lights up. His eyes glaze over and an adorable goofy smile plays on his lips.
 
   “Lacy is great. Things are good. I never dreamed I could meet anyone like her. Jesus, I sound like a pussy, but she makes me happy.” He sounds so sure of himself, of them, and it makes me smile at his obvious love for her. I wonder if he has told her yet, or if he even realises. 
 
   “I'm glad Tom. How come she isn’t with you?” 
 
   “She’s gone to stay with her family for a few days. She’ll be back tomorrow,” he replies. Tom doesn't sound very happy that she’s away, and this only confirms my suspicions that he has finally fallen in love. I'm glad that he doesn't have to rush off though because it's been ages since we’ve spent some real time together. 
 
   “So how was the honeymoon? Did you guys talk?” he asks, and waits patiently while I decide what to tell him.  
 
    “Yes, we had to Tom. For us to be able to move forward we needed to tell each other everything.” I take in a much needed breath and make the decision to share some things. “You were right about Lydia. The only relationship between them was in her head. Damon really was innocent in all that. All the blame and anger I felt towards him was for nothing.” I answer truthfully, and drop my eyes, unable to look at him. 
 
   Tom was the only one who knew the truth about everything I had done before meeting Damon, things that I am not proud of and I regret deeply. 
 
   Things I haven’t told Damon yet. 
 
   I thought Damon would have a lot of questions for me but he seems to have just let everything go. I’m happy, but I know one day he will ask and I’ll have to tell him. Until that day I’m happy to stay silent.
 
   Tom’s voice softens, bringing my eyes to his, and his blue eyes are filled with understanding. He might not agree with what I’ve done but he understands. I can see he is really thinking about his next words. “Don't blame yourself Ella. If you hadn’t believed Lydia's diary then none of the good stuff would have happened either,” he says gently. Tom’s voice is filled with sincerity and that has always had the ability to calm me. 
 
   It’s no different now and I instantly relax. 
 
   Scooting closer so he is sitting right next to me, his hand moves to rest gently on my stomach. “You wouldn’t have this little one, and that would be a shame,” he says with such authenticity. Tears sting my eyes and I have to blink a few times to stop myself from crying.
 
   Tom is right. If I hadn’t believed Lydia's diary then Damon would not have become my husband.
 
   “What did Damon say when you told him the truth?” Tom asks gently.
 
   “He was shocked. I know he was hurt, deeply hurt, but he tried to hide it. I all but told him that for the first few weeks of our relationship I was using him.” My voice shakes as I remember how hurt Damon was when I told him the truth. The look in his eyes when he thought I didn’t really love him, the pain in them, sliced me apart.  I will never forget it and it’s one that I never want to see again.
 
    “Did he tell you about Lydia?  What happened between them? Does he know about the diary? Are you planning on showing him the diary?” he probed.  
 
   I shake my head no and he frowns. “It's not what you think. I'm not hiding it from him. Damon knows what’s inside, and I told him what Lydia wrote. He chose not to read it.” I pause to see if he believes me, and when his face relaxes I continue. “If he asks to read it later down the line I will give it to him, but he hasn’t. I'm not going to shove it in his face and make him read it. He has been through so much and it would be like rubbing salt in his already bleeding wounds.”  
 
   “What do you mean?” he asks full of confusion. I don’t think Tom ever really understood Damon. He has never seen what I see in him. Not many people can see his pain. 
 
   I waver for a second, wondering if I should spill Damon's secrets.  It's Tom, he is like my brother. I know I can trust him with my life but they’re Damon’s to tell. I feel like I can share the parts that include Lydia and Pops, but the rest aren’t mine to disclose.
 
   “Damon knew me from before, years before,” I say, waiting and letting that sink in. “When he was younger he lost someone important, and Spencer saw he was on a path of self destruction, drinking heavily. To make sure he didn't see his brother wrapped around a tree Spencer hired a driver for him. That driver was Pops.” Tom’s eyes widen at my words, shock at what I just said is evident on his face. I don’t wait for him to say anything, I just continue.
 
   “The night that Pops died he had been working for Damon. Pops hadn't been well. He had been complaining of a headache all day and when Damon told him to go home, Pops refused. He claimed he was fine and would stay until his shift was over.” I know my Pops, he was such a proud man, and I know he would have refused. He would never slack off so I know he wouldn’t have left early. 
 
   I let out sigh as I remember Damon’s words. The guilt he feels for the death of my father has been an unnecessary burden on him for years. “He blamed himself for Pops’ Death.” 
 
   I know Tom understands from the look of compassion in his azure eyes. 
 
   “He believes if he had forced him to go home earlier the accident wouldn't have happened, but that's what it was, an accident.” I say. “I know my dad well and I know with one hundred percent of my heart that no matter what Damon did, my Pops wouldn’t have left early. He wasn’t weak and to him, leaving early would have been a weak move in his eyes.” 
 
   Tom grasps my hand and gives me a gentle squeeze, encouraging me to continue. 
 
   “That's why Damon gave Lydia a job as his PA. He felt like he owed it to Pops to look after us.  It's also why he didn't go to the police when Lydia attacked Abbi.” Tom’s eyes widen and I give him a small nod, letting him know it was Abbi. I’m surprised he didn’t recognise her, but then again I don’t know the full extent of Abbi’s injuries. Maybe there was too much blood? I shudder at the thought. 
 
   “Shit,” Tom whispers.
 
   “Shit indeed,” I reply. “He was trying to do the right thing by Pops, by helping Lydia.  He was trying to protect her from getting into trouble. He knew Lydia needed help, not jail time.”
 
   “Has he told you about Leona? What his reasons were for always leaving and helping her?” he asks.
 
   I nod my head yes at him.
 
   “It’s bad. Not my place to say but I understand. I can’t say I agree with his reasoning and I can’t honestly say I believe the story. Not that I disbelieve Damon, I don’t believe Leona.”
 
   “Damon hates himself Tom. He blames himself for some terrible things but none were his fault. He believed he was a monster but he’s not. He was just carrying a lot of unnecessary guilt. Leona hasn’t helped the situation and I’m sure she’s used his guilt to get him running to her,” I say bitterly.
 
   Tom has only ever seen strong Damon, the one who is always so sure about everything, and at my words he looks shocked. “All he saw when he looked at himself was a monster. To the world he is confident and successful, but deep down he is broken. Everything that happened after nearly destroyed him,” I say, my voice breaking slightly with emotion. 
 
   Tom picks up his drink that is probably now cold and gulps it down.  He turns back to me and waits for me to start to speak again. 
 
   “When Lydia killed herself Damon took another hit. Took on more guilt.” I say sadly. “Lydia texted and called Damon nonstop the day she committed suicide. After a lot of ignored calls Lydia finally left Damon a voice message. She told him what she planned to do and Damon panicked. He knew he had to try and stop her.” My words come out in a rush as I try to tell Damon’s story, but my memories of that day force themselves to the front of my mind, and my pain tries to take over. 
 
   Tom feels my apprehension as I struggle to keep my shaking voice under control. 
 
   “Ella, if this is too much for you, you don’t have to tell me. It’s okay,” he says in a cool and calm voice. It's the complete opposite of the emotional turmoil I'm feeling inside, and as he rubs my back gently, it calms me, giving me the focus that I need to continue.
 
   “It's okay, I think I want to talk about it Tom. No, I need to talk about it. It purges my soul. Speaking the truth out loud helps me accept the truth easier.” I know he understands what I feel because he has seen me at my darkest – when I was the empty shell of a person I used to be.
 
   “Okay Ella.  If it gets too much we can stop. It's in the past and it doesn’t matter anymore,” he says softly. Inhaling a deep breath I take a moment before I continue. 
 
   “By the time he got to our flat all he could hear was me screaming. He kicked open the door the same time the paramedics arrived. He was the one who pulled me away from her body, Tom. I had always thought it was a paramedic. I never realised it was him. I blocked it out.” The pain of that day is still so raw for me, and I now know Lydia was sick but she was my sister and I loved her.
 
   I love her.
 
   Still. After everything I’ve learnt, I still love her.
 
   “Damon left me at the hospital and he was broken, and filled with remorse. It was another death on his hands in his eyes. He refused to speak to anyone, just drank and drowned in his own pain,” I say through my own tears that are now cascading down my cheeks. I understand now what Flora meant when she told me I brought back her son. “He says I saved him Tom. Damon believes he isn't worth loving, but I know he is. I’m trying to show him he is. He’s worth everything to me. It was Damon who saved me, not the other way around.” I let out a sob just as I feel Tom's arm come around my shoulders, and pull me into a hug. 
 
   “You saved each other,” Tom says softly.
 
   “You did save me beauty. Maybe Tom is right, we saved each other.” Unaware that Damon is standing behind us, we both jump at his words, startled. I stand up on the sofa and throw myself into his arms, needing to be as close as our bodies can get. I wrap myself around him, trying to fuse each of my limbs with his.
 
   “I missed you babe,” I say into Damon’s neck. He chuckles and turns my head out of the crook of his neck with a hand in my chin, making me look at him. The dark gleam in his eyes tells me he’s happy with my reaction. 
 
   “I love you,” he says, his voice gritty.
 
   Damon’s lips descend to mine, cutting me off before I can reply and tell him I love him more. I relax into the embrace, and let him take what he wants from me, opening my mouth wider for him, forgetting we’re not alone. I moan into his mouth, as my husband’s taste washes over me, drowning me in excitement as my blood heats up.  
 
   Tom clearing his throat registers in my brain, but I don’t care. I’m desperate for more of my husband. Damon pulls his mouth away from mine, but only for a second. Settling me back on my feet, his lips graze mine in torturously slow strokes. I melt against him, and with a final firm kiss on the lips he pulls away, leaving me panting. A smirk paints his face and the sparkle in his eyes lets me know I’m in for a treat when we’re alone.
 
   I’m suddenly ready for Tom to leave.
 
   “Tom it’s good to see you man. How are you?” Damon asks, pulling Tom into a friendly man-hug back-slap. I listen to their polite exchange with a smile on my face. I may want my husband desperately, but seeing him and Tom getting along so well makes my heart swell. Happiness washes over me at how close they have become as of late. Because Tom is important to me, he is now important to Damon too, and as long as I need him in my life, Damon will always welcome him. 
 
   I love that I get to have them both in my life. Things could have been a lot different if my plans worked. I would not have had either of them in my life and that would be devastating. 
 
   If there had ever been a choice it would have always been Damon, but I'm selfish enough that I’m happy I get to keep both.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   October 31st 2014
 
   Ella
 
    
 
   We pull into the parking lot at Hunter Enterprises. Damon asked me if I would like to come into work with him for a few hours while he goes into a board meeting. We’re going for tea at Flora and Georges tonight, so it makes sense to go from the office. My work load is pretty quiet at the moment, especially as I really haven’t taken on any planning events since meeting Damon.
 
   Damon turns off the engine, quickly exits the car, and makes his way around to open my door. He helps me out before grasping my hand tightly in his, and we make our way inside. 
 
   This is the first time I’ve been inside Hunter Enterprises since being with Damon. Security is tight, and visitors have to sign in and collect a visitors badge before they can gain access to anywhere other than reception. A tall, bulky, intimidating security guard stands in plain sight of the front doors. 
 
   Marble floors shine in the afternoon sun’s reflection, gleaming and polished. Workers are quickly moving about, already well into their work day. Damon leads me to the elevator and we swiftly move up to the twentieth floor, as he keeps my hand tightly locked in his. 
 
   The elevator opens to a large, white sterile reception area with a dark full-wall desk. A young man sits behind it, taking calls and directing visitors to the correct offices. Flower bouquets adorn every spare surface available, giving a vibrant feel to the spotlessly clean office. 
 
   Damon leads me past open offices as we make our way to his. Floor to ceiling windows provide a beautiful view of the city surrounding us from every direction. When we reach Damon’s office he presses his thumb against a door pad to gain access through the double glass doors. They swiftly open and Damon steps through, pulling me along behind him. 
 
   Just being here sends me into an emotional spin. My heart pounds as thoughts of Lydia swim through my mind.  Knowing that she was once in this very office fills me with sadness. 
 
   I pause, stopping Damon short. Two large dark wooden desks sit outside two separate offices; one on each side of the suite. A young, pretty blonde is sitting outside one office on the right hand side. She looks up and smiles when she spots Damon, and quickly stands. 
 
   “Mr. Hunt,” she says, politely. “Spencer is in conference room one with your guests. Would you like refreshments brought through?” 
 
   “No, give it a half hour Samantha. I’ll buzz through when we’re ready. I imagine they’ve already been offered drinks?” Damon speaks with a clipped tone. He’s not even looking in her direction, he’s watching me. 
 
   “Of course,” Samantha replies.
 
   “Beauty?” He gently pulls my hand, bringing me a step closer to him, and looks at me with concern. “Are you okay?” I nod and swallow.
 
   Breaking eye contact, I look around the office space. My eyes land on the empty desk and I know, I just know that Lydia used to sit there. I don’t know how I know but I just do. My hairs stand on end and I hold my breath as I visualise Lydia sitting there now. 
 
   Damon steps closer to me and wraps his arms around me. I swallow past the lump in my throat and press my forehead against his neck and take a deep breath, inhaling Damon’s scent. 
 
   I didn’t think this would be so hard.   
 
   Just being here, feeling her presence even though I know it’s only in my head, makes me want to cry. This place is what broke my sister. 
 
   Damon presses his lips against my hair and gently strokes my back until I calm. I pull back and look up into his gorgeous brown eyes. They look like liquid chocolate as they swirl with concern and love.
 
   I look away, stepping back, needing to gather myself. My sister had a whole other life here within these walls and I want to know everything about it. Did she have any friends here? Someone she could talk to and laugh with? Did she ever really enjoy working here? I quickly scan the room again before looking back at my husband. 
 
   His worry for me is evident on his face, and my eyes flit between his as I look for signs of what, I don’t know. I have so many questions I want to ask but I know he doesn’t know the answers. He doesn’t have the answers.
 
   I step forward and press my swollen stomach against his firm abs, getting as close as I can, before I stand on my tiptoes and lift my lips to his. Damon’s hands instantly go to my hips and hold me to him. I kiss him with all my love because I have the sudden urge to show him my love is real. Our love is real. 
 
   He blamed himself for so much. I blamed him for so much. I know the true story now, but there is still so much I don’t know. I need to reassure myself that I already have real. I have my husband’s love. 
 
   That’s all that matters.
 
   Damon’s hand slides up my back and slips into my hair, fisting it, and he holds me locked in his embrace, deepening the kiss. I moan against his lips but it turns to a groan when he pulls away, leaving me breathless. My heart is beating its own rhythm, pounding against my ribs. He brings his hands around to cup my cheek and looks deeply into my eyes.  
 
   “It's okay beauty, I'm here. Just breathe Ella,” he says in a soft voice. Focusing my eyes firmly on his, his piercing gaze holds me captive as my heart rate steadies again.
 
   “I'm sorry.” I look away in embarrassment. My husband reads me so easily. “Just seeing where she sat, got to me. I'm okay now,” I mumble. Damon grasps my chin and brings my face back to his, forcing me to look into his eyes. The concern in his gaze doesn't subside and his eyes don’t leave my face.  
 
   Forcing all of my feelings down, I muster up a smile to show that I am, in fact, really okay.  Leaning his body in closer, his lips graze against my forehead, and he hovers for a moment before placing a gentle kiss on me.
 
   “Don’t ever be ashamed to show how you feel beauty. I know this is hard on you, but you don’t have to hide it from me,” he says in a husky voice. Husky with emotion. I know that whenever Damon sees me in pain he feels it himself. It’s the same for me. When I see him hurting I feel it too. I wrap my arms around his waist and hug him close for a moment.  
 
   Separating, he takes my hand in his again, pulling me towards his office. It’s only then I notice that Samantha discreetly left at some point during our moment. I'm grateful Damon and Spencer keep their offices apart from their staff. This would have been so much harder with more people witnessing my pause. Walking past Lydia's desk, I give it a brief glance before following Damon through the doors and into his own office. 
 
   ****
 
   Damon left me about half an hour ago to attend his meeting, and I’ve spent some of that time decorating my belly. Damon has a habit of uncovering my bump at every opportunity so I’m planning on giving him a surprise. 
 
   Every so often a smartly dressed person walks past, staring in at me through the glass doors as I sit outside Damon’s office. I feel like something on display. I’m being sized up by women, and getting questioning looks from men. 
 
   They all know Damon had gotten married recently, and it seems like they’re all fascinated with who captured him. I’m sure they’re all wondering why me, and how I got so lucky. I wonder the same things. Everything happened so fast. I’m sure many people are in doubt about our love.
 
   I’ve seen a few familiar faces but none have stopped by to speak. Everyone is going about their work day as normal but some are curious about me. I can see it in their eyes.   
 
   I move back into Damon’s office, preferring to move out of view. I explore his office as only a good wife should, and find nothing worth noting.
 
   After another twenty minutes of doing nothing but sitting here twiddling my thumbs, boredom sets in. I’ve looked at all the books on the bookshelves that line one wall. I stared at the view of London at my feet through the floor to ceiling windows. I even sat in every chair in Damon’s office, just trying to find a comfortable place to sit. 
 
   Being pregnant makes relaxing difficult at times, and now is one of those times. I’m feeling hot, restless, and curious. I’m currently sitting in one of the chairs at a table for six in the middle of the room. Damon’s office has three separate seating areas, a table for meetings in the centre of the room, to the back left sits his large dark desk with two office chairs across from him, and to the far left is a comfortable seating area. Two two-seater sofas are positioned on either side of a small coffee table, but both are angled just right to be able to take in the spectacular skyline from wherever you sit.
 
   Standing, I make my way over to Damon’s desk and take a seat in his chair. It’s large and shaped to mould to the human form. It feels like I’m cocooned within the leather of the chair. I nudge the mouse pad on Damon’s laptop to see if it’s switched on. 
 
   It is and what I see takes my breath away, and shocks me to no end. At first I’m embarrassed, and then anger simmers. The photo he’s using as his desktop background is a picture of me. 
 
   Naked and asleep. 
 
   It’s a black and white photograph of me sprawled across our bed at home. The sheets are twisted low on my hips, covering me. My cheeks appear to be flushed, my eyes shut in slumber, but I know it’s really the glow of orgasm. My bare breasts are on display, swollen and rounded, my nipples tightly peaked. My hand visible on the picture is grasping the sheets beneath me. It’s a beautiful photo and my bump is defined with the arch of my spine.  
 
   It’s beautiful.
 
   It’s private.
 
   Anyone could see this photo. Anger mixed with confusion twists in my gut. Why would Damon have this photo on display for anyone to see? Okay, so it’s not completely on display as long as no one looks at his computer, but the possibility of that happening is very real. 
 
   I move to look through the computer files for Damon’s other pictures and find picture upon picture of me. Nothing but me. My heart warms as I look through them all and find candid shots in all different settings. There are pictures of me sleeping, eating, laughing, pouting, concentrating, and quite a few of me with a post coital glow.
 
   As much as my heart warms at all the photos of me I’m also a little miffed that he would use such a private image of me as his desktop background. How many people have accidentally seen me in that picture? I need to do something to take my mind off my thoughts but there isn’t much here I can do. I would go and see Spencer, but I know that he is in the meeting with Damon. Standing up, I stretch and walk out the door.  A girl around my age is sitting at the desk outside Damon’s office, Samantha is nowhere to be seen, and as soon as the girl sees me she jumps to her feet and rushes forward with a small smile.
 
   “Are you okay Mrs. Hunt? Can I get you anything?” she asks, flustered. I shake my head no, and return her smile.  
 
   “I'm fine, thank you. Please call me Ella. I’m still not used to being Mrs. Hunt,” I say with an awkward laugh. 
 
   “Okay Ella. I'm Phoebe, Mr. Hunt's personal assistant,” she says, grasping my hand. “It’s so nice to meet you!” she exclaims. She’s polite and it’s refreshing to see how enthusiastic she is to please. I instantly like her.
 
   “Thank you,” I reply feeling a little shy. The way she’s looking at me is as if I’m royalty. 
 
   “If you need anything please let me know Ella.”
 
   “Thank you. Actually you can do something for me. Could you please show me where I can get something to drink?” I ask. 
 
   “I can fetch you a drink if you’d like?” she asks.
 
   “I’d like to stretch my legs a little. I’m a tad stiff. You can give me directions if you can’t leave your desk,” I suggest.
 
   “No, it’s fine. I’ll take you. I’m ready for a drink myself,” she says with a wink.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Phoebe nods her head before moving to her desk. She logs off her computer and hits a button on her desk phone. Giving me a gentle smile, she walks over to me and motions towards the glass doors. I follow her out and we head down the corridor and towards the elevator.
 
   Conversations come to a halt as we pass by, and people sitting at their desks stop and stare. I’m sure seeing their boss’s new wife, who is obviously pregnant, but never having met her before is puzzling. It’s all happened quickly. I bet some of his employees think I’m a gold digger but that thought no longer bothers me. 
 
   The people who matter know the truth. They know our love is real. It’s true. 
 
   Knowing most of these women probably lust after my husband makes me smile. Damon is mine and he’s more than happy to let people know. I’m confident in his love for me. 
 
   Phoebe makes small talk as we walk, asking me about the wedding and baby. My hand rests against my bump as I answer her questions politely. 
 
   Reaching the lift, Phoebe presses the call button and the doors instantly glide open. Stepping in, we travel down to the first floor in silence, and once we come to a stop, we step out, and I follow Phoebe into a staff restaurant. 
 
   The aroma of spiced foods float to me in the air to me and my mouth waters. It’s a cosy place, homey. Different stations offer a variety of foods, from curries, to salads, to roast dinners. There’s a selection of different seating areas to chose from, whether that be in a cosy booth, open tables, or longer social tables. The decor is grey and white with splashes of colour from flowers placed upon tabletops.
 
   This is amazing for a work canteen.
 
   I quickly grab myself a juice and fruit bowl before following Phoebe back towards the lift, and as we approach I see Samantha frantically speaking with a blonde woman whose back is to me. We reach them just as the elevator doors open, and follow the pair into the enclosed space. It isn’t until I step over the threshold that I realise the blonde woman is none other than Sandra Goodridge.
 
   My steps falter for a beat but I hastily recover and fully enter the lift.
 
   Sandra’s eyes widen in shock before her face screws up in a scowl. The atmosphere drops to chilling as I step into her space. I won’t back down from this woman, and for her to think she can walk into Damon’s work and cause him stress is laughable. I will tear her apart. She won’t be messing with my man.
 
   “What are you doing here Sandra?” I demand.
 
   Sandra looks through me and complete dismisses me, looking ahead, above my shoulder. Her ignorance spikes my temper and I want to slap her but refrain. Will the Goodridge women ever give me peace?
 
   “You need to leave,” I growl.
 
   Phoebe sucks in a quick gasp behind me while Samantha places herself between Sandra and me.
 
   “It’s okay Mrs. Hunt.” She places an encouraging hand on my arm and I look at her to see her giving me a supportive smile. I return her smile, but I know mine is anything but encouraging. I’m ready to battle. “Phoebe, can you fetch security please? Mrs. Goodridge, along with her daughter, have been put on security watch and are not permitted to enter Hunter Enterprises any longer.” Samantha’s voice is business-like and confident. Phoebe scuttles out of the elevator to reception as Samantha turns to address Sandra. “Mrs. Goodridge, if you could exit the lift, we can contact Mr. Hunt to see if he’s able to speak with you, but I can’t allow you to go any further.
 
    “Oh yes?” Sandra asks, amusement lacing her voice. She leans to the button panel and presses Damon’s floor before looking at Samantha. “And you’re going to stop me?” she says laughing. The metal doors slide shut and the lift begins its ascent to the twentieth floor.
 
   Sandra thinks she’s invincible.
 
   Untouchable.
 
   She’s not. 
 
   I’m glad she’s trapped us in this confined space because it gives me the perfect opportunity to say what I want to. I have no doubt that Phoebe would have explained to security the situation happening in the lift, and I know they will have no choice but to interrupt Damon’s meeting. I expect Damon to be on his way to the elevator right now so I face Sandra straight on and step into her again. She takes a small step back and seems a little more apprehensive now.
 
   “You and your daughter need to stay away from my husband. You’re poison and I won’t allow your toxicity to infect him. I’ve told your daughter, and now I’m telling you. Stay. The. Fuck. Away.  You were told at my wedding that you’re no longer welcome and that still stands. If you think I’m going to let you step into Damon’s office space you have another thing coming.”
 
   The lift begins to slow then stops, the doors gliding open to reveal Damon and Spencer. I lean closer, bringing my lips to her ear, “You say so much as “boo” to my husband, and I’m coming for you. I won’t stop until you lose it all. Crazy suits you and a restraining order will paint the perfect picture.” I know my words will hit their mark. Sandra is reputable and is all about her reputation, and telling her I’ll ruin her family name has gotten her attention. I step away and reach to press the lobby button, challenging her. 
 
   “Stay away Sandra,” I warn, and step out of the elevator and into Damon’s arms. Samantha steps out behind me and turns to watch Sandra for a reaction. Her jaw is clenched in anger but she does well to contain it. She remains in the lift and allows it to close and take her down without a fuss. 
 
   “Are you okay beauty?” Damon asks. Samantha tries explaining but he growls at her to be silent. Spencer leads her away with a hand on her elbow. I nod my head at him and hold my head high. I won’t feel bad for what I said. Damon has her on security watch because he doesn’t want to deal with her. If he doesn’t want to speak with her I will stand in her way, protecting him like he would me. 
 
   “I'm fine Damon. I’m just pissed off with those Goodridge women thinking they can do as they please. Urgh. When will they just back off? Irritating bitches,” I mutter. 
 
   I expect Damon to ask more questions, but instead he surprises me by crashing his mouth down to mine, claiming me in a deep kiss. I press against him after a shocked second and that’s all the permission he needs to possess me. His tongue meets mine to battle, and his flavour floods my senses.
 
   He pulls away far too soon for my liking, leaving me breathless. Looking around I see different people in a state of shock at Damon's public display of affection. He notices it too and lets out a loud laugh, startling his employees.
 
   “I’m all finished here if you’re ready to head out?” he says against my lips when he leans in for a last kiss. 
 
   “Yes,” I reply breathlessly. 
 
   He chuckles, and leads the way to collect our things to go.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
   October 31st 2014
 
   Damon
 
    
 
   It’s Halloween and Ella wanted to visit her dad’s grave before going to my parents. It’s the first time I’d accompanied her to his grave but not the first time I’d been. I’ve been visiting Pops ever since he passed away and I’m expecting Ella to realise that soon. I know she’s pre occupied with what happened with Sandra earlier, but I don’t want her over thinking things. 
 
   After situating Ella in the car, I make my way around to the driver’s side and climb in. I’m expecting several questions from her as we head to my parents for a meal. Sandra turning up at the office, and Ella getting rid of her, turned me the fuck on. 
 
   I’ve been adjusting myself every time I think about seeing my beauty go into battle. She’s so beautiful, but sexy at the same time.
 
   Starting the engine, I pull out and head towards my mums. 
 
    “You’ve been going to Pops’ grave,” Ella states quietly. She doesn’t need to ask if I have, because she knows it was me. I buy the same flowers every time I go, and have done for years. 
 
   “Yes,” I answer just as quietly. I’m not sure where her head is at and I don’t want to upset her any more than she has been today. 
 
   “How long?” she questions.
 
   “Years.”
 
   “It was you who took care of his grave when I didn’t,” she says sadly.
 
   “There were times when I went to visit and I’d find a girl talking to Pops so I left, giving her space. I’d return later and the grave was clean and tidy, flowers and presents were left behind. That was you,” I state. I didn’t know at the time it was Ella. I never approached her but I know her now, and I know she’s the same girl from before. “After Lydia passed I never saw you there again. I began visiting more and more, cleaning his space, and making the area as pretty as you always made it. It didn’t help ease the guilt, but it made me feel like I was helping you whilst you were grieving. After a while it turned into a habit. If I wanted peace and quiet, somewhere to talk and think, I went to the grave. I turned to Pops to find comfort away from my self-hatred.”
 
   We come to a stop at the traffic lights and Ella remains silent. I fucking hate not knowing what she’s thinking. I clench my jaw and wait for her to speak again. It isn’t until we’re driving forward again that she finally speaks.
 
   “Thank you,” she whispers. I quickly glance at her to find her emerald eyes on me. I wish I wasn’t fucking driving. I’d pull my beauty into my arms and assure her no thanks are necessary. Instead all I can do is tell her.
 
   “Don’t ever thank me baby. You have absolutely nothing to thank me for. It’s me who is thankful,” I tell her.
 
   “I’m thankful to you for a lot Damon, and I will make sure you know that,” she says with a smile. “You might not believe yourself to be the man I know you are, but I want you to believe in me, and believing in me means believing in you. I love you Damon. You. Just you. It doesn’t matter what happened in the past, and it doesn’t matter if we make mistakes now. All that matters is that I love you because of who you are. Everything you are is perfect for me, and I know we can get through anything if we do it together,” she says seriously.
 
   My heart fucking drums in my chest, trying to break free. How this woman loves me and sees me as the man she does befuddles my brain. 
 
   Ella stupefies me. 
 
   She astounds me.
 
   I pull over, and unbuckle myself, not able to continue driving until I’m kissing the ever loving shit out of her. I need her taste, love, and passion on my tongue. I need to feel her words.
 
   Ella must feel the same because she’s unbuckled and climbing out her seat to me before I’ve completely brought the car to a halt. Taking her into my arms, I pull her into my lap as her lips attach to mine. I let her keep control of the kiss to begin with, but when she moans into my mouth I can’t refrain any longer. I take over. 
 
   Possessing her.
 
   I take my fill, swirling my tongue into her mouth and plunging deep. I thread my fingers through her brown hair to lock her in place and devour her. Ella presses against me, as close as our daughter will allow, and my cock stiffens. She rubs against me, fucking turning me upside down, inside out, and backwards. I lose all brain function when I’m kissing my beauty. The only thing my mind can concentrate on is her moans and whimpers, her taste, and her body pressed against mine.
 
   She takes over my senses every time. 
 
   Ella pulls away, panting, her breasts heaving with each inhale and exhale, and her eyes a darker green with arousal. I try to get myself under control but it’s futile. My whole body is thrumming, anxious for release, desperate to sink deep into her tight, warm, wet pussy. 
 
   I can smell her arousal and it sends mine to rocketing highs. I groan, pressing my forehead against Ella’s as I adjust myself so my zipper isn’t cutting off the blood flow from my cock back to my body.  
 
   “Wow,” Ella whispers. “Kisses with you never get old. It always feels like the first kiss again with you Damon. Every. Time.” Ella sounds as breathless as I fucking feel.
 
   Shit, my wife blows me away. 
 
   “You’re delicious,” I tell her. “Your taste is addictive beauty, but what blows me away is your love for me. How did I get so fucking lucky?”
 
   Ella laughs at me, her eyes sparkling with happiness. My heart swells in my chest because I put that happiness in her forest eyes.
 
   “Let’s go have some food then I can get you home as soon as possible. I want to show you my love. I worship you baby, and I plan to worship you all night,” I say. I don’t want to fucking eat now, I just want to go home and sink deep into Ella but I know she needs to eat so my needs will wait. 
 
   “Can’t we just skip?” Ella asks. 
 
   Fuck.
 
   My woman tempts me beyond reason, but she’s got to be hungry and I know one thing will take her mind off what my mind is on. 
 
   “You sure you can miss out on cherry pie?” I ask, waiting for my words to hit. Ella looks torn as she looks into my eyes then down to my hard cock. She chews her bottom lip in indecision, making me laugh. I detangle her arms from around me and help her back to her seat, taking the decision from her. She needs to eat. “Cherry pie it is,” I say, strapping her seatbelt around her, and stroking her bump. I place a quick kiss to her lips and secure my seatbelt too.
 
   Once settled, I start the car and finish the journey to my parent’s house, my cock cursing me for not taking her up on skipping.
 
   ****
 
   When we arrived at my parents thirty minutes ago, Ella was promptly whisked away by my mum, and I joined my dad and Spencer in the lounge. Spencer went to find Ella fifteen minutes ago when she didn’t pop in to say hello and he hasn’t returned since. 
 
   My dad keeps giving me a knowing smile. He knows I’m eager to go and find my beauty but his side glances are keeping me in place. For some reason I feel like he’s laughing at me, but also waiting for me to cave. 
 
   I give him a suspicious glance and he laughs at me. What the fuck? I feel like he’s examining me, like I’m some sort of caged animal being studied. His scrutiny is driving me crazy. 
 
   “What?” I ask. My dad just shakes his head, laughing. “Why are you looking at me like that?” I snap. My tone catches my dad off guard and his laugher instantly vanishes, and I immediately feel like a fucking prick. “Sorry dad,” I say, looking into his eyes, so similar to mine. “I feel like I’m being examined.” 
 
   “It’s okay son. You were.” He says it nonchalantly, but with a smirk on his face and my eyes narrow. I was? Why?
 
   “And why are you examining me dad?” I ask.
 
   “Well Damon, when you arrived it was obvious you wanted to be anywhere but here, and by the looks of it, it was to do with wanting alone time with your wife,” he says, selecting his words carefully. “I’m guessing she has you all twisted up inside, like your mother still does to me, and your brother decided to toss out a wager. He thought you’d last five minutes before seeking out your wife. Your mum thought you would follow them immediately,” he says, full grin on his face.
 
   “And you said?” I growl.
 
   “I said...” he says, pausing for effect and pissing me off more. He stands, looking down at me. “You’d stay in here until I went into the kitchen to greet my daughter in law. I guess I’m right,” he says, laughing. My dad strides across the room, leaving me sitting here in shock. 
 
   He fucking played me.
 
   He knew I wouldn’t leave without finding out why he was staring at me – analysing me – and looking at me the way he was. It was his way to keep me sitting here, his way to win. He knows me too well. I stand, but pause. Now, if I walk in there I’ll prove him right and have to look at his smug face. If I stay here, he loses, but so do I. I’ll be away from Ella longer, and I’ve been away from her long enough already.    
 
   Gritting my teeth, I stomp towards the kitchen, and as I near I hear Ella let out a moan that should only ever be heard by my ears. My dick instantly starts to stiffen and I pick up my pace. Pushing the door open slightly, I see everyone gathered around the marble island all staring at Ella, all with different expressions. I can’t help the laugh that escapes me as I take in their faces. I step inside.  
 
   My beauty is devouring pie, her eyes shut, and her face a state of bliss as she chews. She looks like an angel in her own private heaven. She’s practically hugging a plate with a half eaten slice of my mum's cherry pie.
 
   Spencer looks like he’s in pain but can’t take his eyes away from my wife. I want to claw his fucking eyes out. He’s looking at my beauty. Mine.
 
   My mum is watching my wife with adoration, her eyes sparkling with love. I smile watching the adulation she openly displays for Ella to see. One look at my mum and my wife will know she isn’t alone. She has the mum she never had. 
 
   My dad is looking at Ella with a mixture of envy and awe. He’s just as crazy over my mum’s cherry pie as his granddaughter will be, if her mother’s cravings are anything to go by. I’m sure he’s salivating with want, but he won’t have a slice until Ella has had her fill. In the last few months, we Hunt men have had to wait until my mum is satisfied Ella has been taken care of before us, and that means no pie if Ella hasn’t eaten any. The entire pie will be sent home with us for her and typically the craving will come back with force, and I’ll find her having a midnight snack. Occasionally she’ll share the remaining pie with me, but she’s commonly half asleep and doesn’t notice me until she’s eaten the last piece.   
 
   Everyone is watching Ella in amazement while she takes bite after bite, letting out long satisfying moans. The moans are usually what make my cock twitch, but watching her suck on that spoon with a satisfying pop makes me think of my cock in her mouth, and that makes me throb painfully.  
 
   I move into the kitchen and take a seat at the island, continuing to watch her as she eats the last mouthful. 
 
   It isn’t until she’s slipped the last mouthful in that she pays attention to her audience. When she looks up and sees all eyes are on her a light blush creeps into her cheeks. She looks so fucking sexy with that pink hue colouring her face. It’s similar to the flush she gets when I’m buried inside her and she’s milking my cock through her orgasm.  
 
   I need to get my head out of the bedroom. I’ll never be able to hug my mum goodbye any time soon in this state.
 
   “Was that good beauty?” I ask, wishing that we were alone. She nods he head yes. 
 
   “Would you like another slice Ella?” My mother asks, rising to her feet. Both she and Ella jump when a resounding “Nooooooo!” echoes around the room. I look at Spence and can’t help laughing my arse off, earning a glare from him. He looks ready to pass out and has the decency to look ashamed. I can’t blame him. My wife doing something as simple as eating pie is a huge fucking turn on. The blush on Ella's face deepens as she takes in Spencer's expression. 
 
   “I'm sorry Ella, but I have never seen anyone enjoy pie quite like that before. Maybe you could enjoy another slice at home, or when I’ve left?” he pleads in a strangled voice. Ella nods her head, unable to look at him. Her eyes are focused on me and she tries to hide her face behind her hair.  Reaching my hand out, I tuck her hair behind her ear and give her a grin. God, I love her. My dad clears his throat before releasing a bellowing laugh. 
 
   “I won,” he declares. Ella looks at him puzzled, mum and Spence mutter to themselves, and I smile.
 
   I fucking love my family.
 
   I lean over and pluck my wife from her seat and sit her in my lap, caressing our daughter.
 
   “Is our Jellybean satisfied now?” I ask. Ella laughs and nods. I pull her top up to feel her skin and almost fall off the stool. My wife begins giggling hysterically whilst I look at her large pumpkin bump. The entirety of her bump is painted bright orange with black triangle eyes decorate above her black nose-bellybutton, and a jagged mouth grins at me. It’s quite sloppy and I know Ella has done this herself from the off angle brush strokes where she’s painted the underside of her bump – where she can no longer see. 
 
   I laugh, looking into her gorgeous green eyes, exhilaration shinning from deep within their depths, and contentment fills me. My family’s laugher soon joins mine and Ella’s.  
 
   “She’s not satisfied yet,” she finally replies. We all wait with baited breath. Ella hops down from my lap and walks to her over sized handbag. Pulling out two jars she quickly gets a fork from the drawer and makes her way back to me. 
 
   Once she’s comfortably sitting in my lap she opens a jar of pickled onions and a jar of chocolate spread and proceeds to eat. We all sit in stunned silence.
 
   Gross.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
   November 12th 2014
 
   Ella
 
    
 
   The sun shining down on my face wakes me, and I stretch out trying to ease my aching back. Being unable to sleep on my stomach is not easy when that’s my preferred sleeping position. I know I fidget a lot more now but Damon doesn’t seem to mind. 
 
   Reaching out to Damon my hand hits nothing but empty space. His side of the bed is empty and cold, having been empty for a while by the feel of it. I sit up and the sheet that was wrapped around me falls to my waist, exposing my naked upper body. I stretch my arms up into the air and stretch my back just as Damon walks out of his walk-in wardrobe. When he sees me half naked he stops in his tracks, a small smile playing on his lips as his eyes skim my body. 
 
   He moves across the room in a couple of strides and sits down next to me on the bed. Reaching to tuck my hair behind my ear, he softly runs a finger down my cheek to my jaw. Following my jaw line his finger trails a path to grasp my chin with his thumb, tipping my head towards him.   
 
   “Morning, beauty.” he says, his voice husky with sleep. Grabbing the back of my neck with his other hand, he lowers his mouth down to mine and places a soft kiss upon my lips. His lips are minty and cool, fresh from brushing his teeth already. I suck on his bottom lip biting down gently, and hearing the resulting growl that escapes his throat at his loss of control sets my skin ablaze.
 
   “Morning,” I reply, breathless. 
 
   “Ella,” he mumbles against my mouth. His husky voice sends shivers right through my body, and I move to hold his head against me, not wanting this kiss to end. My fingers wind into his hair, running through the soft strands before I anchor his mouth to mine, and hold him to me.  
 
   “Damon,” I moan. The way he rasped my name is enough to make me desperate to feel his need for me. He pulls away and I almost cry out at the sudden loss of not being in his arms.
 
   “I have to go beauty. I have a meeting I can't be late for.” He sounds and looks just as disappointed as I feel. Standing, he turns away from me and walks back into his walk-in closet.  
 
   Climbing from the bed I go into the bathroom and freshen up, and when I'm satisfied with my sleepy appearance, I walk into the walk-in and find him looking into the full length mirror, fastening his tie. He pauses and his eyes slowly roll down my body from head to toe and back up again before he resumes tying his tie.  
 
   As I take slow steps towards him, my hands run over his hanging suits. I stop when I get to one of his shirts. Taking it from the hanger, I pull it on. The expensive material flows over my bump, brushing against my skin, and making me shiver. It’s so soft. I feel Damon's eyes on me in the mirror and he’s stopped tying his tie and is just looking at me as I fasten the buttons. 
 
   Our eyes meet and hold for a moment before I move to stand in front of him, my back to the mirror. Damon hooks his hands around my legs and he lifts me into his arms, and carries me into the bathroom. My arse hits the cool marble when he deposits me on the unit, sending a shiver through me. He steps closer, places his hands on my thighs and parts my legs, stepping between them. 
 
   “You're making it very hard for me beauty,” he says accusingly. I smirk at his comment, running my hand down his chest to the front of his trousers. His cock is fully erect.
 
   “I can feel that. Are you sure you can’t be a little bit late?” I ask with a hoarse voice. Damon’s eyes glaze over as I continue to gently stroke him over his trousers. Tightening my grip around him, he swells and grows in my palm, and I squeeze him, drawing a deep groan from his lips. His breathing picks up and his head rolls back.
 
   The sight of him takes my breath away and I need to taste him. I run my lips along the column of his throat, tasting him with my tongue. 
 
   “Fuck Ella.” He gasps when I unzip his trousers and pull him free of his boxers. I want to taste him, but he steps forward grabbing the shirt I'm wearing by the seams and rips it open. The buttons fly off and scatter everywhere, and before I can say anything his mouth is on my nipple.  
 
   “Ahhhhh. Oh god, Damon,” I gasp. God it feels so good. I moan when he bites down hard. It stings, but it’s a delicious sting. He releases my nipple to lick it before suckling the flesh into his mouth. My back bows, which presses me further into him, and I grasp his hair, needing to hold onto something.
 
   Damon’s hands glide up my thighs, stopping just short of my pussy, and his thumbs brush closer. I hold my breath when Damon trails kisses from one breast to the other and sucks the tight nub deep into his mouth, toying the tip with his tongue, and sending instant bolts if lust down between my legs. My arousal dampens my thighs and he softly rubs the wetness into my skin.   
 
   “Fuck beauty. I have no control when it comes to you,” he growls. His voice rumbles against my wet nipple, his breath breezing against my sensitised flesh, making me gasp. Damon’s voice is accusing, and it makes me smile. 
 
   I love that I have this effect on him.  
 
   He starts to slowly run his tongue down over my stomach leaving a hot trail of fire on my skin. I lean back against the mirror, jumping at the cold contact. He blows on my bellybutton, sending goosebumps across the surface of my bump then follows the underside to my pubis. His breath between my legs makes me tremble with desire and my blood roars behind my ears. Damon hasn’t even touched me yet and I’m desperate to explode. It’s the build up when it comes to him, not just the actual act. He teases and teases me until I can take no more. 
 
   I whimper when his nose tickles against the lips of my pussy, and he inhales, releasing a groan at my scent.
 
   “Fuck Damon. I want more. I need more.” I want to demand he give me what I need but I know it doesn’t work that way. He’s worshipping me. Feeling his breath between my legs is driving me crazy, and I’m on edge while I wait for his tongue to take me, knowing as soon as he does I will fall over the edge. 
 
   “I fucking love your sweet pussy Ella. You’re dripping for me,” he growls. I thrust my hips up, pressing against his face at the rumble in his voice. It’s full of need and it drives me crazy. I don't give a reply as he buries his face in me, his hot tongue lashing my clit. My hips roll as I push myself harder into him, grinding myself against his mouth and my hands tighten to fists, pulling him into me. His hands grab onto my arse pulling me in closer, lifting me off the counter. He doesn't stop caressing my clit with his tongue until I whimper.
 
   I need more.  
 
   “Please... Oh god Damon... Don't stop,” I cry out. I release his hair and grab my breasts. They’re weighty and full, and my sensitive nipples tingle at my touch. I roll the tightened peaks between my thumb and fingers. The pressure building between my legs is too much and I begin to thrash in Damon’s hold. 
 
   He sucks my swollen clit into his mouth tonguing it until I explode. 
 
   “Fuck, beauty. I'm so fucking hard for you,” he growls, his fingers digging in my arse cheeks. 
 
   “Please... please... oh god,” I scream as my orgasm hits. I close my eyes, and my head rolls back as my body shudders. The cool air attacks my overheated skin, turning my flesh sensitive to everything.  
 
   Damon lowers me and I pant when I lay, and he pulls away, running soft kisses on the inside of my leg. My breathing is slowly getting under control but my heart is pounding out of control. When our eyes finally meet his are hooded. He stands between my legs, his hand again rising to my face.  
 
   “I have to go Ella,” he says sullenly.  
 
   “Don't you want me to–” He cuts me off before I get to finish my question.  
 
   “Beauty, I always want you. I will have to spend the next few hours in unbearable discomfort with thoughts of you running through my mind, and the smell of you all around me. Fuck, I’ll be tasting you all day. I want nothing more than to continue what I’ve started but it’s going to have to wait,” he explains. Bringing his soft lips to mine, he kisses me chastely and moves to the corner of my mouth placing gentle kisses from my lips to my ear. “I love you,” he rumbles. 
 
   I smile in a blissful state, making my husband look smug. I watch him as he straightens his clothes out and moves to the bedroom to finish dressing. The control he lost while with me is firmly back in place. This is the Damon the world sees – confident, strong, and so sure of himself. Only a select few get to see the real person.  
 
   I hear him shuffling about and I don’t want to take my eyes off him because he’ll be gone soon, so I jump from the counter and move to the bathroom door, watching him. He looks back in my direction and pauses when he catches me watching him. He stalks to me, coming to a stop in front of me.
 
   “I don’t want to go,” he says with a frown. “Come with me?” he asks. 
 
   “No. I’m going to gather Lydia’s things and sort through them. Go do some work,” I tell him.
 
   “Okay,” he sighs. “I’ll call you as soon as I’m done,” he says, placing a kiss on my forehead.
 
   “I love you.” I whisper. Damon pulls back and his brown eyes liquefy. I know he loves hearing me say it as much as I love telling him.
 
   “I love you too baby.” Giving me a brief kiss, he leaves, and I’m left alone.  
 
   ****
 
   After Damon left I quickly got dressed, and decided it’s time I went back to my house and sorted through everything. I’ve received an offer on the house which is less than it’s worth but I want it sold, gone, so I accepted. I couldn’t really delay coming here any longer, and so here I am, sitting in my car staring at an empty place I never really called home.  
 
   I have no memories here, well none that are important. It was a place I could hide without ever having to relive the day that Lydia killed herself.  
 
   Gripping my keys tightly, I feel them dig in to my overly sweaty palm. I have already counted to a hundred and attempted to get out of the car at least twice before my hand freezes on the handle. I don’t know why I’m so nervous. It’s just belongings.
 
   I take a deep breath and lean my head on the steering wheel. I can’t do this. I can’t relive the memories of Lydia. 
 
   I need Damon.  
 
   The beginning of a panic attack starts and I begin gulping in deep breaths of air. My phone beeps, distracting me for a moment, and I reach into my bag pulling it out, focusing only on my mobile. It’s from Damon and relief fills me. It’s as if he knows I need him.
 
   The Daddy: You’re beautiful and I love you. D x
 
   My heart swells with love and I quickly type a reply. A new sense of confidence fills me, and I breathe deeply. Throwing my phone in my bag, I reach for the door handle and step out of the car, taking determined steps until I reach the front door. I don’t hesitate this time. I put the key in the lock and throw open the door before stepping inside. I grab the mail on the mat, holding it under my arm against my body as I shut the door behind me.
 
   The house has been empty for months now and the air smells stale.  The furniture from the living room and kitchen have all been put into storage, and I asked them to leave personal stuff, such as photos behind, which must be what the pile of boxes are in the centre of the room.
 
   The curtains are shut so I walk to pull them open wide, letting natural light into the room. 
 
   Walking into the kitchen I place the pile of letters that were on the floor when I came in onto the counter, along with my bag and coat, before tuning and walking back into the living room.
 
   Kneeling down to open the first box, I hold my breath and peek inside, and see it’s filled with DVD's. I push it to the side and look into the second box. This one is filled with all my photo albums. So many memories are kept between those pages and it makes me sad to think some could be lies. I didn’t really know Lydia. She kept a huge part of herself from me. Pulling the first album out I flick it open to find pictures from when I was younger. Me and Pops, me and Lydia playing in a paddling pool, family days out at the beach are some of the photos I see. All of my happy memories of when things were good flood my mind, all of the good times we shared before Pops died are all there in each picture. 
 
   Each one brings a new memory to the front of my mind and I see each scene unfold in my head. I rub over my dad’s face on the photos, wishing I could feel Pops’ just one more time.  
 
   I flick through album as another memory pushes to the front of my mind. I quickly search for one shot, and when I find the picture I want to see, tears fill my eyes and I laugh as I remember that day so clearly. It wasn’t long before he died. Pops had been working late, and when he had got home he was exhausted and had fallen asleep nearly as soon as he had gotten in. Lydia and I decided it would be funny to draw on Pops’ face. We knew he wouldn’t care. He was always so happy.  
 
   We had taken a timer picture of us while he was asleep, me and Lydia with shit eating grins on our faces laughing and pointing at Pops’ drawn on moustache and devils brows. We woke him when dinner was ready and he sat at the table the whole time with it on his face, without being aware, and Lydia and I trying our hardest not to laugh. It was only when he went to brush his teeth later that he noticed, and Lydia and I were in fits of giggles all night. It took him days to get it off but just like we knew he would, he laughed along with us. We hadn’t realised we had used permanent marker. 
 
   I continue to go through the album, each photo bringing another memory filled with happiness and equal parts sadness too. As the albums get less full the sadness gets bigger, and when I find the last picture of me and Lydia, taken a few weeks before she died, I can’t help the sob that escapes me. I wrap my arms around my bump, hugging myself, and let my head hand forward, letting the tears fall freely. 
 
   I miss her so much. 
 
   Even knowing the truth, my heart still aches from missing her.  
 
   I sit, letting all the grief I feel inside flow from me, purifying myself of the pain from losing her. I finally give myself time to let her go fully. When I stop crying I actually feel a little better, stronger even.  
 
   I glance up at the bedroom doors debating which I should go into first, and get to my feet, walking to the spare room. My hand hovers over the handle. I’ve have not been in this room since the day I put all of Lydia's things in there.  
 
   My phone ringing in the kitchen distracts me, and I turn and head there instead, taking the time to ready myself to sort through Lydia’s personal items. My mobile stops ringing when I reach it, and when I check the caller id the call is registered as an unknown number. Putting my phone in my pocket, I turn back to the bedroom and don't hesitate this time. I walk in, swinging the door open and flick the lights on. 
 
   All Lydia’s things are piled in the corner where I placed them three years ago. A thick layer of dust has gathered on the boxes, showing how long it’s been since there was any life in this room.  
 
   The first box I open contains all of her makeup. I lift out a lipstick, turning it over to look at the colour – Cherry Blossom Red. Nearly all of her lipsticks were red; it was her favourite colour. Throwing the lipstick back in the box, I close it before moving on to the next box. It's filled with all her jewellery, items she wore and items she saved. Pulling bits out, I remember the times she wore them.
 
   When I dig deeper into the box my fingers find a locket that I got her not long after Pops died.  Lifting it out of the box I use my nails to click it open. My fingers feel shaky and I drop the locket to the floor, before picking it back up again, fumbling to open it. No longer is the picture of me and her in there, instead smiling up at me is my husband. She’s removed me and replaced me with Damon. The heart locket now contains him and her.
 
   Waves of emotion fill me, and the reality that I didn’t know she was ill doesn’t, and will not ever, sit well with me. I was her sister, I should have seen it. 
 
   I should have known.  
 
   “I'm so sorry Lydia,” I say out loud. I wipe the tears falling from my eyes and continue to talk to no one. “I still feel you. I miss you so god damn much,” I whisper “You were always the stronger one. You were my rock, the one who was always there for me. Why didn't you talk to me? Why did you think it was okay to leave me?” A sob escapes as all the pain I have held onto for so long flows from my heart.
 
   “I'm so tired Lyds. I'm so tired of hurting and feeling lost without you.” It comes out as a whimper and my breath catches in my throat. “Do you hate me Lydia? You loved him, and I didn't mean to love him too, but I do. I love him so much.” I sob uncontrollably to no one. “He's mine. I hate that I feel like I betrayed you because I didn’t. If anything, you betrayed me. You didn’t let me in when you needed me. It haunts me Lydia, but if that’s what it takes to be with him I will let this haunt me for the rest of my life,” I sniffle. I scream out loud as my emotions turn up a notch and my anger takes over.
 
   “You left me. You chose death over me and I’ll never forgive you for that. You took my last family because you were selfish. I thought you were strong Lydia, but you were weak.”
 
   My phone ringing again pulls me back to reality. I click the green button to accept Damon’s call.  Hearing his voice, all the emotions I have felt over the past few hours boil over and I softly cry into the phone without speaking.
 
   “Ella? What's wrong? Are you okay?” he asks immediately. The concern in his voice heals another little crack in my heart, and my anger beings to ebb. I could never doubt that this man truly loves me.
 
   “I'm... I'm okay,” I hiccup, trying to calm my shaking voice. “I'm just at my house, sorting through Lydia’s things.” I don’t need to say anything more. He knows what it would have taken for me to come here.  
 
   “I'm on my way beauty,” Damon says. I don’t respond. I lie back on the carpeted floor and inhale a cleansing breath.
 
   The locket is still gripped tightly in my palm, and it feels like its burning me, fire in my hand, but I can’t let it go. I cling to it. 
 
   The picture of Lydia is the one I placed in it myself before I gave her the gift, and the one of Damon is one I have never seen before. Smiling directly at the camera he looks happy, and I wonder where she got it. Seeing them side by side lets me see they could have been a perfect couple. They are both extraordinary beautiful. I don’t know how much time passes but I feel him before I see him. He comes and sits down by my side. Damon pulls me into his lap, wrapping my legs around his waist so I am straddling him. Being in his arms opens the floodgates and I break down.
 
   “Shhhhh baby, it’s okay,” he says, soothingly, gently rubbing his hand over my hair. “It's okay Ella.  It's okay to cry. Let it all out beauty,” he says calmly.
 
   “I'm.... I'm sorry,” I cry, getting tears and snot all over Damon’s expensive suit, which makes me cry even more.
 
   I let all my pain, hurt, sorrow, and anger bleed out of me, and Damon stays there to hold me together, fixing me by just being there. By being what I need most.   
 
   When my crying finally subsides, I look up and am met by his warm beautiful chocolate eyes. He places a kiss on my nose and wipes away any remaining tears with his thumb, giving me a gentle smile.  
 
   I hold up the locket for him to see what got me so upset, and seeing the pictures, his smile falls slightly.
 
   He takes the locket from me and turns it around in his fingers, before placing it back in my palm. I wait for him to say something but he doesn’t. 
 
   “I gave her this,” I explain. “I wanted to give her something special after Pops died to say thank you. I wanted her to know she was my best friend and not just my sister. I also wanted her to know that no matter what, we had each other. We were each other’s family and she would always hold my heart close to hers,” I say in a whisper. “I put a picture of each of us in it. It was special, Damon. To me it was, anyway.” 
 
   I look up into his eyes and I know he understands. How hurt I feel that he was able to replace me, that something that wasn't real was more important to her.
 
   I throw the locket back into the box, not wanting to look at it any more. She was able to replace me so easily and I can’t let go of her. Now I just want to not remember her. I move out of his arms and stand up, storming into the kitchen to grab the rubbish bags I brought with me.
 
   Walking back into the room, the anger inside me builds and I'm furious that she thought I wasn't important. I’m furious that he was more important to my sister than I was. I grab the make-up box and empty the contents into the sack then start doing the same with the other boxes. 
 
   I was never important to her. 
 
   I was replaceable. 
 
   All my grief was for nothing.  
 
   “Beauty, stop,” Damon says softly. I pay him no attention and continue dumping all this unimportant shit. “Ella stop!” he shouts, but again I ignore him. All my anger is pouring from me. She let me down and I want her out of my life. I no longer want her corrupting my mind, and I don’t want her warping my memories with fake ones. 
 
   She was a fake. 
 
   Damon’s arms band round me and I struggle against him with what little fight I have left until I care no more. My body sags against him and I let him support me. 
 
   “Ella, I’m here beauty. You don't need to do this now. Calm down baby.” His voice is demanding but calming at the same time. The sound that escapes my throat sounds like a wounded animal being tortured, and my legs feel weak as every emotion I have suppressed seeps through me. 
 
   “Why did she leave me? Why was loving you more important than loving me?” I wail “I was her sister. I loved her so much Damon,” I hiccup, my voice breaking as I speak. “She was all I had left and I hate her for dying, for choosing death over me.” I sob into his chest, and he strokes my back in long strong strokes, but he doesn’t say a word. “I miss her so much. I would give anything just to have one more moment with her, just to tell her that I love her. How pathetic is that? I want something that was never real. I want pretend even though I know I meant nothing to her,” I say, conflicting emotions making my mind fuzzy. When I finish talking, I realise that I am a lot calmer now, and Damon notices too as his hold on me loosens. He is just running his hands up and down my arms, calming me more.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asks, genuine concern in his voice. I nod my head at Damon’s question.
 
   “Are you sure?” he asks again, not quite believing me after my outburst.
 
   “I'm okay. I'm sorry you had to see that.” I give him a weak smile. 
 
   “Beauty, it’s my job to see things. It’s also my job to be here when you need me, and to love you for the rest of my life, and let you get your anger out when you need to. I’ll be everything you need but I won’t let you hurt yourself. I’ll go against you if I need to protect you from yourself and right now that’s what I think you need,” he replies. “Your memories aren’t fake baby. Everything for you was real, so don’t let her mental state affect your precious moments.
 
   Damon’s lips meet mine in a quick kiss before he bends to pick up a box. “Now are we going to go through all this stuff, or are we going with your second plan and just tossing it?” he asks, sarcastically, making me laugh.
 
   I walk over and take the box from him. It has all of her favourite perfumes in it, and I lift one out and spray it on my skin. Channel No5 engulfs my senses, and I thought I would feel sad but it’s comforting to smell her. When I look at Damon, recognition is all over his face. He remembers her smell too.  
 
   ****
 
   We spend the next few hours going through everything, laughing when something triggers a new memory that Damon makes me share with him. The items I want to keep of Lydia's are piled in the corner. I removed the lipstick I threw in the refuse sack and placed it with her favourite perfume, and the necklace. I have bagged up her clothes that will be sent to the charity shop. Apart from a few items I would like to keep everything else can go.
 
   By the time we have finished it’s dark outside and Damon has filled his car, and is currently packing up the last few things into mine. I take a moment to look around the empty rooms. I thought I would feel sad but this was never home to me.  
 
   “Are you ready?” I don’t hear Damon come in so his voice startles me. I whip around and he chuckles at my alarmed expression. I scowl at him. 
 
   “I'm sorry beauty, I didn’t mean to scare you,” he says gently, flashing his beautiful smile at me. He walks into the kitchen and picks up the pile of letters I left there earlier. I know they are mostly bills and junk mail. I watch as he leafs through them, sorting them into piles. He pulls a few envelopes that look to be hand addressed to me out of the pile and hands them to me. I lift up the large cream envelope first. It doesn’t have a post mark so must have been hand delivered. Damon throws all the junk in the rubbish before placing what looks like bills inside my bag.  
 
   I can’t help smiling as I watch him move around. He is always so comfortable. 
 
   Opening the envelope, I pull out a smaller letter inside, and I notice something else is included. Reaching in, I pull out the fabric and find that it is my silk scarf. Confusion fills my mind, I hadn’t even realised I no longer had it.
 
   My heart stutters and freezes in my chest as I take in the words on the paper.
 
   He can’t have you. You’re mine Ella. 
 
   I drop the letter to the floor as bile rises up in my throat, and I frantically reach for the next one. 
 
   I slide my finger under the lid and open it, pulling out a single sheet of paper. Three words are written on the page.
 
   You are mine.
 
   I chew my lip, my frown still in place. What the hell is this? I drop it down onto the counter, only to pick up the next one, tearing it open I find nine words. 
 
   You don't belong to him. You belong to me. 
 
   My pulse picks up pace as I reread the words on the page over and over again. This has to be a joke. I repeat the process again and again, only to find more and more disturbing words. 
 
   I'm the only one who gets to have you. 
 
   Why would you marry him? You are NOT his. 
 
   I won't let him have you Ella.
 
   If you can't be mine I would rather you dead.
 
   My breathing picks up and my hands shake. Damon turns and must see the fear on my face as he moves quickly to my side.
 
   “Beauty?” he questions, worriedly. I push the letter into his hand and he reads quickly. Damon’s eyes widen and he begins quickly flicking through the others on the counter. I watch with closed detachment as the colour drains from his face, making him look deathly pale.
 
   Damon drops the letters to the floor and pulls me into his arms.
 
   “I won’t let anyone hurt you Ella. I will find whoever is doing this. I will protect you with everything I am. Do you hear me? No one will ever harm you,” he says. He speaks calmly and with conviction, but for the first time, I don't believe what he says. 
 
   We quickly grab everything together, and leave. Damon wants to be far away from here. He rings Tom and asks if he can come and collect my car without explaining why. Of course my best friend will do anything for me so agrees to Damon’s request. Tom doesn’t question my husband. He must hear the tone in Damon's voice, and says that he will get there as soon as he can. I climb into Damon’s car and sit quietly as he picks up his phone again and dials another number.
 
   “Spence, I need you to get to my house. We have a fucking problem,” he growls, trying to remain calm. Damon pinches the bridge of his nose and shuts his eyes as he listens to Spencer speak, and after a moment Damon speaks again. “Just get to the house and I will explain every fucking thing.  Bring dad, we may need him,” he snaps. He doesn't let Spencer finish before disconnecting the call and starting the engine.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
   November 12th 2014
 
   Damon
 
    
 
   Fuck. What the hell am I supposed to do about this? My beauty has been through enough. Why does this shit keep happening? I’m fucking furious. Who the fuck would even dare to threaten my beauty?
 
   I glance over at her.  Her eyes are downcast, and she’s twisting her fingers together in her lap. I fucking hate that she is worried and there is fuck all I can do to reassure her. I have no clue who could be doing this but I can guess that Ella has an idea. 
 
   I reach over and take her hand in mine, interlocking our fingers. She looks up briefly before diverting her eyes back to the floor, trying her hardest not to fall apart.  
 
   Pulling up to my drive, I see Spencer's car already parked. I park the car in the space next to his, and turn off the engine, climbing out. Moving round to Ella's side, I open the car door to help her out.  
 
   Her eyes meet mine and it slices deeply, seeing the tears building in her emerald eyes. I lean forward and place a kiss on her soft lips, lingering for a moment, savouring the contact before I reluctantly pull away. 
 
   The door opening behind me draws our attention and I turn, seeing my mother standing there, watching us. Ella sees her and pulls out of my embrace, rushing forward into my mother’s open arms. My chest tightens when I hear Ella sob into my mother’s embrace. It almost drop me to my knees seeing her so emotional. Hearing my mother’s soothing words to Ella, I'm instantly grateful for her being there. I stand and watch for a moment until my mother takes Ella's arm and leads her inside.  
 
   I follow them inside, and slam the door behind me a little harder than is necessary. I don't follow them into the kitchen; instead I walk into the lounge and straight to the bar. Grabbing a bottle of scotch, I pour myself a glass, drinking it down in one go. I slam the glass back down on the bar and pour myself another one. Movement in the corner of my eye catches my attention, and I turn around to find my dad.  
 
   “Is that really a good idea son? I can see you’re stressed. Is drinking really going to help?” he asks.  I turn to fully face him, but I don’t reply, instead I reach into my jacket pocket and pull out the letters, handing them to him. 
 
   “Read for your fucking self, then you tell me if you think it’s a good idea,” I snarl. I know how incredibly rude I sound and I wait for the reprimand from my father. 
 
   “Damon,” he says with a sigh, “I know you’re upset son, so I will let that comment slide. Don't forget who you are talking to,” he scolds. He turns and walks out of the living room, heading to the kitchen, and my head drops in shame.
 
   I shouldn’t take my worries out on him.
 
   I'm ready to pull my fucking hair out. Ella upset kills me. I throw my drink back, downing it before turning and heading into the kitchen to my family.  
 
   My mum, dad and Spencer are all crowded around Ella but she’s paying them no attention. Her focus is on the pickled onions and chocolate spread in front of her. I laugh that she’s finding more comfort in food than my family. 
 
   Hearing me laughing, Ella’s attention snaps to me, and she’s out of her seat and in my arms before I can take a step towards her. 
 
   “I’m so sorry Damon,” she cries. I frown and pull her head back to look into her green eyes. What the fuck does she have to be sorry about? 
 
   “You have nothing to be sorry for baby,” I tell her. 
 
   “B-but you... you’re drinking. I’m causing you s-stress,” she hiccups. “I’m sorry.”
 
   I feel like a fucking arsehole. Of course she’d worry about me drinking. Every time something bad has happened I’ve turned to drink and now my wife thinks she’s sending me over the edge. 
 
   “Fuck!” I roar. Ella flinches in my hold and my family stand as one, ready to protect my wife. If I wasn’t so fucking pissed I’d be thankful. I’d never hurt my beauty. Never, and for my own family to be worried for my state of mind I know I need to tone it down. “Listen to me beauty. Nothing you ever do will send me spiraling to drink. I won’t do it again. I love you, and you’re all I need. You’re my balm. I didn’t think. I needed to clear my head and a drink gave me time to get myself under control. We need to find out who is sending these fucking letters,” I say, nodding towards the letters now spread out on the kitchen table, and then looking at Spencer. I know my brother with be at my side for anything, and now is no different. He looks as angry as I’m feeling, but that’s not possible. He may love my wife like a sister but he doesn’t know a love like I have for Ella. It’s all consuming and that fucking petrifies me. If anything was to happen to her I know I wouldn’t be able to go on. I couldn’t go back to the blackness, the darkness.  
 
   “What the fuck?” Spence spits. “What the hell is this Damon?”
 
   “Ella’s apartment has sold so she went to sort through her things. They have all been posted since she’s moved into here,” I reply.
 
   “Who would do this?” my mum asks. I look to Ella but she’s not paying attention. 
 
   “Beauty?” I question. “Do you have any idea who this could be?” Ella slowly nods her head, biting her lip. Tears brim in her eyes and she looks lost. “Who baby? You need to tell me.”
 
   “Simon,” she whispers. 
 
   “Who is Simon, Ella?” my dad asks.
 
   “Oh he’s just an ex,” Ella replies, avoiding eye contact with me and swallowing hard. I narrow my eyes at her. 
 
   “An ex?” I question.
 
   “Yes,” my wife snaps. “An ex, Damon. You have exes, I have exes. Jesus, don’t make something big out of this. He’s harmless, just leave it.” Ella tries to walk away but I’m quick to stop her. She’s going nowhere. She knows, as much as my family and I do, that was an overreaction. She’s trying to cover something up. 
 
   “Ella,” I growl. “The fucking letters are not harmless. Have you read them? They’re threatening. Don’t tell me not to fucking worry.”  
 
   “Damon,” my mum reprimands. I clench my jaw, holding back the words I want to spew. 
 
   “What makes you think it’s Simon?” Spence asks. He’s got his head in the game. I’m so angry that question didn’t even enter my head. Ella’s reaction to the question makes me look at her, really look at her. 
 
   She’s desperate to get something off her chest, but she’s scared. I can see it. This is what she looked like when she told me about her past on our wedding night. This something big.
 
   “He... I’ve seen him... once or twice,” Ella says, timidly. “Simon is harmless. He’s... it’s just... I think he still loves me. Erm... I... we.” She takes a gulp of air and pauses, letting out a sigh. “He told me he loves me and I told him it’s too late. He just... he’s lonely.” 
 
   “You’ve seen him? Where?” I ask.
 
   “I don’t remember. I’m tired, and I need to lay down for a little while,” Ella replies, her voice emotionless. She shrugs out of my arms and walks into the lounge, to the couch. Plopping down, she curls into a ball and shuts her eyes. My eyes follow her every step, worried she’s shutting down. She acted zombiefied at the hospital after Lydia commit suicide. I’ve seen her like this, but this time it’s worse. This time she is my whole universe. 
 
   ****
 
   Ella stayed silent the rest of the evening, not speaking to anyone. I could see my mum’s worry but she held it back, silently watching over my wife. My beauty is reverting into her mind, pulling into herself, shutting me out. 
 
   I can’t let her do that.
 
   I won’t.
 
   “Ella!” I shout when I’ve shut the door behind Spencer. My wife didn’t acknowledge my parents and Spencer’s goodbyes. She’s locked away with memories, trapped in the past. I need to get her back in the present with me. I need her to spill her pain. 
 
   Bleed her weakness.   
 
   It won’t be easy. I know that. I know she will fight me but her anger is what I need. Her raw strength comes from being hurt. I need to hurt her to release her. I promised I would never hurt her. Now I’m going to do it on purpose, but to save her from herself. 
 
   I find my wife still curled up on the sofa. I drop to my knees at her side, looking at her beautifully pained face. I need to feel her. Cupping her face, I pull her attention to me and she opens her emerald eyes. 
 
   “Baby,” I whisper gruffly. I fucking hate the lost look in her forest gaze. “Talk to me,” I demand. 
 
   Ella doesn’t respond, and my temper missiles, a raft of emotions streaming through me. She’s shut down. This isn’t about her ex, not all of it anyway. 
 
   Something more is distressing her.
 
   “You need to tell me about your ex Ella.” My wife flinches at my tone of voice.
 
   “He’s harmless Damon,” she complains with exasperation. “It’s okay. I no longer live there so I’ll be okay. Stop worrying.” Her dismissal of her safety enrages me. I press my fingers to her lips, needing her to stop speaking. Anger like I’ve never felt before builds, and I need a minute to calm. 
 
   “Your safety is my priority. You’re holding something back from the past Ella, and we said no more secrets. What are you hiding?” I taunt. I need her angry to let her emotions flow freely. 
 
   “I don’t know what you want me to say Damon. He’s an ex. End of story,” she snaps. 
 
   “I want details,” I growl. 
 
   “Details of what exactly?” she grits out. 
 
     “Your past. You never told me what you did to prepare to take me down Ella. Is he an ex from after Lydia died, or before?” I sneer. Her temper is at breaking point, and tears spill down her cheeks.
 
   “You want all the details Damon? I’ll give them to you raw. You want to know all my sins? You want to know that I destroyed more than a few lives to take you down? Simon was practise for you,” Ella spits. “I guess it fucking worked. I could have had you, you know. I could have taken you down if you didn’t love me. Your love broke me. I’m only human Damon. I wanted revenge. I hurt them,” she cries. Her emotions are all over the place and they’re where I need them to be. She’s cracking.
 
   “I need to know what I’m working against!” I shout. “Was there only Simon or could it be someone else?”
 
   “Why are you asking? Why do you need to know? Does it really matter to you that much? Trust me Damon. It’s Simon. You don’t need more details than that.”
 
   “It’s not because I want to fucking know. It’s because I need to keep you safe.” Ella’s fear and doubt flash in her eyes. She covers it in a second but I caught it. “Stop being such a child and tell me what you did,” I demand.
 
   “Yeah you’re right. I need to stop being a child,” she huffs. “Sorry, you do need specifics. I mean it could be anyone stalking me. Threatening me. You can’t just trust your wife when I say it’s Simon? I’ve seen him Damon. He’s approached me. I know it’s him, and I know you’re worried but he’s harmless. I freaked and you’re concerned. I get it. I was shocked and I over reacted. It’s nothing. Really,” she says, trying to be confident but again I saw a flicker of doubt and fear. Her lack of self-preservation pisses me off to new heights. I’ll fucking spank her if she doesn’t take her safety seriously again.  
 
   “Ella,” I growl. “I don’t care if he’s harmless. He could be Mother Teresa for all I care. I just want you safe, and if that means you have to tell me things you’d prefer not to, then tough shit. Pull up your big girl knickers and deal with it. Now talk,” I goad. She’s going to blow. Ella growls, pushing me away from her, sitting up. 
 
   “Deal with it?” she screams. “Fuck you! Fuck you and your bossiness.” She stands and shoves me out of her way, crossing the room to leave. I’m quickly on her trail, grabbing her from behind. She struggles and fights my hold but she weakens quickly. She needs just one more push and my next words hit their mark.
 
   “It’s not just you anymore Ella,” I snap. “I’m your husband. My decision counts too. It’s not just your safety. You should be concerned about our daughter’s safety too. How would you feel if something was to happen and that resulting in our Jellybean getting hurt? You wouldn’t be able to live with yourself Ella and I wouldn’t be able to live without you. Are you really going to keep secrets when it risks all three of our lives? I’ve told you, nothing you say will change the way I feel for you so just fucking tell me about your past,” I roar. 
 
   I step away, needing space. My anger is ready to explode. Not at Ella, at myself for needing to push her. I take my self hatred out on my wife, raising my voice to her like I never have before.
 
   “It’s not just you anymore,” I roar. “Doesn’t our baby’s life mean anything? What about her safety?”
 
   Ella spins in my arms and slaps me, hard. My head swings to the side but the sting feels wonderful. She’s about to spill. 
 
   “Don’t you dare speak like I don’t care for our daughter.  Don’t you fucking go there.”
 
   “Then tell me what I need to know,” I growl.
 
   “Okay Damon. I’ll fucking tell you. Simon was practise ex number one. You may have seen him. He escorted Lydia to an event you went to. She went in the hope of gaining your attention. He wanted a fuck. When he realised he wasn’t getting that fuck from my sister, he took a waitress into the cloakroom and fucked her instead. Then he had the nerve to humiliate Lydia. He disrespected her, and wanted to use her when she was vulnerable.”
 
   Ella’s words take me by surprise. The hate in her voice is strong, knocking me back a step. She’s going to give it to me raw, just like she said. Simon was number one? How many were there? Fuck. I’m not sure I can deal with all this. My jealousy where my wife is concerned is atrocious. There is no green monster, just a black demon. I want to hurt people when I think of my wife letting her body be used to be ready to end me.   
 
   “I caught him in my web,” she laughs mirthlessly. “He was my first casualty. My first taste of revenge. He was my first practise to take you down.” I tense, my muscles locking in place. Ella stares me in the eyes, giving me all her pain. 
 
   “I made him fall in love with me. I spent more time taming him so his love ran deep. I dedicated more time to him because he was connected to Lydia too. I tricked him into catching me fucking Tom,” she spits. “Do you really want to hear this Damon?” she goads. I fucking don’t want to hear it. I want to find Tom and smash the memories of fucking my wife out of his head. “Simon was distraught and I made sure to see him at every opportunity. I haunted him and he couldn’t move on. I gained strength and confidence from his weakness. It gave me courage.”
 
   “When I wanted to try more practice takedowns I looked for number two. Simon soon became an issue so I disappeared. I vanished from his life, courtesy of Lydia’s life insurance money, and I haven’t seen him for almost two years, until recently.” 
 
   I’m surprised Ella hasn’t realised that insurance companies won’t pay out for suicide. Her insurance money came from me. I couldn’t let her be left with nothing so I arranged with my solicitor to contact Ella on the pretense of Lydia’s insurance. I’m not going to share this with Ella unless she asks. There would be no point now. All my money is now hers so it would be a pointless argument, and I know it would be an argument.  
 
   “Thomas came next. He was quick and easy. A rich bastard that wanted pretty women on his arm. He spoilt me and I let him. One simple argument ended it all. I became vicious with my words, breaking him down.” 
 
   “Alex was number three. I fucked with his mind. We kept things on a casual level but my words drew him in. I stayed for months. He wasn’t a selfish lover, he was easy to be around. I made him believe I cared for him more than I expressed. I became everything he could want. I let him fuck me where and when he wanted. Any position, it didn’t matter. None of it was felt by me. I shut myself off most of the time. After a year he suggested us becoming exclusive to each other. I thought it was time to ruin him but when I laughed in his face and told him I didn’t see any type of future with him he laughed with me. He wasn’t affected at all by my response, and that stung. I failed but I learnt from it. Giving him control over when and where we did it was my mistake.” My wife’s words are said in a dead voice. She’s shut her emotions off because I’m not giving her a reaction. The words are spilling from her unconsciously now. 
 
   “Lenton was number four. I took his friends. I made him fall for me and then gave him a choice. I demanded he choose between me, the love of his life, or his friends who would be a distant memory by the time we’d settled with our lives together. They would choose their own future and he would be left behind if he didn’t fight for his own future. I manipulated him into picking me. His closest female friend wasn’t as easy to get rid of. I pushed and pushed him, threatening to leave him. Lenton shredded her feelings, he broke her down in front of me, and destroyed their friendship permanently. I cheated with Tom again not long after.”
 
   “Dante, number five, was a client of yours. I learnt about him in Lydia’s diary. He befriended her, but when she was sacked he sacked their friendship too. He acted like he didn’t know her so he became personal to me. I needed his pain.” Her dispassionate words worry me, but I’m not going to speak and take her out of her trance. She’s protecting herself by shutting off her emotions.  
 
   “I wanted to take everything from him but his job and reputation was enough. I teased him into my lair, got him hooked, and ruined him. I let him fall hard and then I turned clingy. I hounded him at work and business meetings, business lunches and nights out I stalked him, always letting him find me. I made him end our relationship and didn’t leave him alone. I turned up at his office claiming to be pregnant and I told his bosses that he wouldn’t help me. His co workers were disgusted with him. After all, he works in a family orientated business. Dante had no choice but to hand in his notice. He quit and I left him alone. His workers would spread the word fast enough to ruin his reputation.”
 
   “Cory was last. I gave him everything. I took his family, friends, job and heart. He was pathetic and still begged me to stay when I cheated on him. His dad knew I was bad news. He saw through my act and tried to warn his son. I told Cory his dad was jealous of him. He thought his dad tried to kiss me, and when I refused his advances he grabbed me and threatened me. I had bruises on my arms from his dad grabbing me when I told him I was going to ruin his son. Cory believed my words about his father. I told him his friend tried to take me away from him, and Cory soon dropped his friend. I acted the jealous girlfriend and claimed I couldn’t cope with him working in a bar with so many pissed women. He soon quit.” Ella looks me straight in the eyes now and I hold my fucking breath. A spark has filled her eyes, her anger returning. 
 
   “Is that what you wanted to hear Damon? How dirty your wife is? Did you need to know how twisted I am? I used them all and let them use my body. They fucked me every way possible,” she screams, self destructing. “Damon, I planned to do all that and more to you. I wanted to bury you so far in ruins you’d never see the light of day. I’m a slut and now you know that. Are you happy now?” 
 
   I need to step in now and save her from her pain.
 
   “Am I happy that my wife hurt herself, put herself through hell and has a past? No, no I’m fucking not, but I accept it. Am I happy that my wife has finally opened up the rest of herself to me and let down the last remaining walls between us? Yes, I fucking am. I’m over the moon that it’s all finally out. Now you can move on. Move forward with me. I’m not happy that I had to push you so much to finally share your past, and I’m sorry for the things I said, but I wouldn’t take it back because now you’re free,” I tell her, pulling her into my arms again. “We can move forward and keep you safe. I hope you now believe me when I say nothing will change my feelings for you. Nothing can take me away from you.”
 
   Tears now stream down her cheeks and wounded whimpers spill past her lips. My heart fucking breaks for her. 
 
   “I’m yours and you are mine. I’m keeping you. I would also like to add that Dante is a prick. He’s a smug bastard and needed taking down a peg or two, seeing as he bullied most of his co-workers. Now you have one more thing you need to talk about before you’re completely free. What was your plan baby? What were you going to do to me?”
 
   Ella’s shocked eyes meet mine in a frantic plea. She’s most scared about speaking of this. This is the last tie holding her back in the past. She needs to release her plans and let her past stay in the past. 
 
   “I... Damon, please... I don’t,” she sighs. Seeing my expression she knows I’m not going to stop asking until she speaks. “I wanted you to marry me. I was going to get you to agree to a prenup so you would trust me but I was going to convince you to add a clause that if either of us cheated, the cheater would have to pay all their financial worth to the other. I was going to ruin your bond with your family, destroy your business, drug you and make you cheat, and take your life away by taking everything. I planned to leave you in such despair that the only end you’d see was to take your life like Lydia did. I wanted you dead.” Sobs fall from her mouth, her chest ripping raw. “I’m sorry Damon. So very sorry.”
 
    My wife buries her head in my neck and bleeds her pain away whilst I hold her together. A quarry of guilt overwhelms me and my chest caves in at how much I’ve broken her. 
 
   Much later when Ella is asleep I call Spencer and we plan to find this Simon and pay him a visit. He needs to stay away from my woman.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
   November 29th 2014
 
   Ella
 
    
 
   It’s a bright sunny autumn day, but the crisp cold wind on my skin makes me shiver. Pulling my jacket tighter around me, as much as my bump will allow, I use Damon's body as protection, hovering slightly behind him as he grips my hand in his.  
 
   I can see the sign for Bundles of Love a bit further down the road, and the closer we get the more excited I feel that we are about to pick out the nursery furniture and clothes for our baby.  
 
   Damon over the last two weeks has been in my sight at all times. If he has to work he opts to work from home, if he needs to pop out to a meeting he take me along. Most women would be bothered but being pregnant makes me clingy, so I love that he wants me with him at all times. 
 
   We walk for a few minutes more before we stop outside the door. I take a step forward, and Damon's hold on my hand loosens as I reach for the door handle.
 
   His eyes are locked on the window display. That is what drew me into Bundles of Love to begin with. The beautiful arrangement of all kinds of baby clothes is breathtaking. Rosemary really knows how to present items to draw the eye.
 
   The bell above the door tinkles as I open it, announcing our arrival. Rosemary is at the back of the shop arranging a display of baby clothes. She looks up as we walk in and gives us a welcoming smile, recognition shining in her eyes.
 
   “Hello again,” she greets warmly. “How are you today?” she asks. She looks from me to Damon and smiles at him. Damon gives her a polite nod and turns to look around the store.  
 
   “I feel great Rosemary. Thank you. How are you? How is Ebony? Is she not here today?” I ask. Rosemary looks happy that I remembered her daughter’s name, but I can't see her here so she must be alone in the shop.
 
   “Oh we are great, thank you for asking. Ebony is in school today, not that she’s happy about that. I’m sure that girl would quit school today and sit in here all day with me if I’d allow it,” she replies, laughing. “How can I assist you today?” she asks, motioning us further into the store.  
 
   “We’re looking for nursery furniture,” Damon replies from behind me. He sounds confused and I know it’s because they doesn’t actually sell furniture in this store, but I know from my last visit that they sell furniture from another location. Rosemary nods her head in acknowledgement before reaching behind the counter, pulling out some catalogues, and hands one to Damon. 
 
   “We offer everything here. Anything you could possible need for a baby is in there,” she says, nodding to catalogue. “We have everything in our storage warehouse and delivery can be arranged quite quickly. Of course if you’d like to see the items before purchasing, then we can arrange a walk through the warehouse. Just let me know if you find anything specific you’re interested in,” she replies before walking over to an array of bedding.  “We have a wide variety of nursery accessories that are in stock today. Have you settled on a colour scheme?” she asks. I glance at Damon, who is flicking through the pages of the brochure.  
 
   “I don't know. We haven't really thought about it yet. I was hoping something would catch our attention,” I reply honestly.  It's only been the past few weeks that it has really hit me that I am about to become a mother. 
 
   Rosemary gives me a small smile. “It can be a little intimidating for first time parents. There are so many choices and items you’ll need, but we can help you with anything you need darling. Just give me a shout if you find anything that takes your fancy.” 
 
   “Thank you,” Damon replies absentmindedly. I look at him and he’s engrossed in the catalogue in his hands. 
 
   “Why don't I leave you two to browse? If you have any questions at all I will just be over there,” she says, pointing to the back of the store where she was when we arrived.  
 
   Damon is still absorbed in the catalogue so I walk over to the rails of baby clothes, and running my hands over the delicate garments, I examine them all closely. I want them all. Every single item is individual, and the detail on the dresses is breathtaking. 
 
   My hand stills on a stunning tiny lemon dress.  Small bows adorn the shoulders with little ruche lace frills and long sleeves.  A delicate lace overlay covers the dress from the chest downwards and finishes past the bottom of the dress. Ribbon tied in a bow is the finishing touch, right at the heart. The dress itself is made of cotton; cotton so fine it feels like silk against my skin.
 
   I look at it for a while, taking in every little detail, trying to imagine what our daughter would look like in it. I can only picture her looking like Damon, and she will be perfect, just like him.
 
   I take a few more moments to pick out a few more items for her. I select four more dresses along with some babygrows, sleep suits, vests, bibs, leggings and tops, different coloured woolen tights, and some frilly nappy pants. My arms are full by the time I’ve picked everything that I possible can’t leave behind. Looking up, I find Damon standing at the counter talking to Rosemary. I make my way to them with my purchases and my husband notices me and stops speaking. His eyes stay fixed to mine as I close the remaining space between us. The smile he gives me is full of warmth and love, and it completely takes my breath away. 
 
   It's the smile that is reserved only for me.  
 
   Returning his smile, I drop the items onto the counter. Damon’s eyes take in all the tiny baby clothes and he softy strokes the different materials, his eyes clouding with love. I know he’s picturing our daughter wearing some of the delicate outfits I’ve selected. 
 
   Rosemary is busy writing something down on a notepad and doesn’t seem to notice I’m now standing with them. 
 
   “Mr. Hunt, we can–” Rosemary looks up, and spotting me, she cuts her own speech off. “Oh, sweetie, did you find everything you need?” she questions.
 
   “Oh yes. Thank you. You have so many beautiful items in here. I could buy the whole shop,” I say with a giggle. Rosemary gives me a big smile.
 
   “Ebony designed another new blanket with you in mind. After the first purchase you made here and the blanket you selected, she went straight to work. I have it in the backroom. It’s a gift from her to your little one. I’ll grab it for you if you just give me a moment.”
 
   I nod my head and decide to look at the other blankets in store. I forgot they hand make pieces here. My excitement bubbles when I reach the knitted woolen items. All knitted items are kept together and I find myself selecting cardigans and jumpers for our daughter too.  
 
   Damon approaches me from behind, and I can feel his breath on my neck as he looks over my shoulder at a tiny white cardigan I’m looking at. Small flower buttons embellish the front and an embroidered heart is over the left breast. It’s beautiful and I must have it. 
 
   Damon’s arms wrap around my ever expanding stomach, and he pulls me flush against his chest. His hot breath on my neck makes me shudder, and I close my eyes when his lips nuzzle against my ear. I have to bite my lip to stop myself from moaning out loud when I feel his tongue gently tracing my earlobe.  
 
   “Have you found everything you want beauty?” he asks, his voice barely above a whisper.
 
   “Mmhmm.” I reply, losing all train of thought. The effect he has on me is criminal, and I have no control over my emotions whenever he is touching me. I never believed it was possible to love someone quite so much as I love this man.
 
   “Are you hungry?” he questions, before dropping his arms from around my waist. Before I can answer my stomach grumbles, making both of us laugh.  
 
   “I think Jellybean has decided for you,” he says, removing the clothes from my hand and leading me back to the counter.  
 
   Rosemary is on the phone but as soon as we approach she ends the call and takes the items from Damon.  
 
   “Did you find everything you needed?” she asks, while ringing up our purchases.
 
   “Yes, thank you Rosemary.” I reply “I'm sure we will be back soon though. We still need to pick out the nursery.” Rosemary doesn't reply for a second, as she is busy wrapping the dresses in tissue paper before placing them in little boxes. When she is done, she pulls out a bag, and places everything in before handing them to Damon. She hands me a separately wrapped gift and I realise it’s the blanket Ebony designed. I quickly unwrap the paper and pull out the beautiful lemon and white woolen blanket. Pompoms adorn each corner with tiny little butterflies attached to each fluffy ball. It’s stunning. 
 
   “Thank you,” I choke. My emotions are all over the place at the gift. “It’s beautiful. Please share my thanks with Ebony. She’s got a real skill for designing baby items.
 
   Damon puts his credit card in the machine to pay for our purchases and I look away as he puts in his pin number. When I look back Damon is smiling at me.
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “I have nothing to hide from you Ella, not even this.” he says as he holds out a credit card to me. I look at the front and see that my name is printed on it. Confusion must be clear on my face as Damon steps towards me, gripping my chin in his hand, and lifting it so I am looking directly at him. 
 
   “What's mine is yours beauty. Everything I have is ours.” He doesn't say anymore but the implication is clear. I'm not sure how I feel about it. Three years ago it was what I wanted but now I’m worried as to what people will think. Will they think the same as Leona?  That I'm only with Damon because he is rich? 
 
   I'm pulled from my thoughts when I hear Rosemary saying thank you to Damon. I smile at her as we say our goodbyes, promising that we will come back soon. Damon places his hand at the small of my back, and gently guides me out of the shop. When the door closes behind us he spins me around and crushes his soft lips to mine.  
 
   The kiss starts getting deep fast and I'm glad that Damon has the restraint to pull his mouth away, because I’m more than happy to let him strip me naked here on the street. I have no control when it comes to my husband. My head feels heavy with lust, and my body is needy for him. I lean against Damon for support, and his arms band around me, holding me to him. When I finally have my breathing under control I lift my eyes to meet his chocolate liquid ones. 
 
   “Will it always feel like this?” I ask, my eyes taking in his perfect face.
 
   “No beauty,” he says, pausing. “Every day I spend with you will keep getting better,” he whispers gently.  
 
   “I love you,” I tell him. I love saying those three little words as much as I love hearing him say them back. 
 
   “I love you too Ella,” he says, letting me go and taking my hand. “Let’s go get some lunch. I want to take you to a country pub we used to go to when we were younger,” he says, leading us back to the car.
 
   ****
 
   We pull into the car park of The White Oak about thirty minutes later. Climbing from the car, Damon moves to my side and reaches for my hand, helping me out before pulling me towards the pub doors. The outside is beautiful. The grass has been freshly cut, and rose bushes line the edges, running all the way around the building. Three large wooden sash bay windows are the focal point, surrounded by luscious green ivy trailing up to the roof. If the outside is this beautiful, I'm excited to see how the inside looks.
 
   Walking through the door, we are greeted by chatter and laughter, voices bouncing off the walls. A woman standing behind the bar looks up as we walk in and gives us a smile. As soon as she realises it’s Damon, a huge smile spreads across her face, and she stops what she is doing and rushes out to greet Damon with her arms open wide. 
 
   “Damon Hunt. Wow, where the hell have you been?” she asks, pulling him into a warm hug. When she lets him go he looks ashamed and apologises.
 
   “I'm sorry Joan, I’ve been busy,” he pauses, pulling me into the crook of his arm. “Joan, this is my wife, Ella,” he says, in a voice filled with pride.  
 
   Joan’s eyes light up at his words and she looks me over, pausing when she reaches my stomach.  Her eyes flit between Damon and me.
 
   “Yes Damon, I can see you’ve been very busy,” she says, laughing. She reaches forward and pulls me into a bone crushing hug. For a little woman she sure does have some strength behind her embrace. She pulls away, holding me at arm’s length, her hands resting on my shoulders.
 
   Joan reminds me of someone I’ve met before, but I can’t put my finger on who. Her hair is dyed jet black and back combed so it’s full bodied. Her face, that was probably quite beautiful when she was young, is caked in makeup. Laughter lines span out from her eyes, showing years of joy. My eyes fall to her lips that are smothered in ruby red lipstick.   
 
   “She really is a beauty Damon. How the hell did you catch someone like her?” she jokes. My eyes flick back to hers, and I blush at her compliment. I look at Damon who has a huge grin on his face, and his arm around my waist pulls me closer to him.
 
   “She couldn't resist me.” he replies smugly, making Joan burst out laughing.
 
   “Don't be too smug Damon. I seem to recall your charm hasn't always worked on all the girls,” she says matter of factly. Another voice calling out can be heard across the bar.
 
   “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” calls a husky voice. We all turn towards the voice, and an attractive woman who looks similar to Joan starts walking towards us. I take her in and realise that she must be Joan's daughter. She looks exactly the same, only younger. She is beautiful also, and for a moment all my insecurities creep to the surface.  
 
   When she reaches us, Damon returns her smile, and pulls her into a warm embrace, letting go of my hand to wrap his arms around her, and I feel an instant loss. Jealousy consumes me when he gives her his special smile. Not many people get to see that smile, only me and his family, and now this woman. She must have meant something to him.  
 
   I feel angry at myself for feeling jealous. He’s my husband for fuck’s sake. I have no reason to be insecure.
 
   When he releases her, I take in her appearance. Her shoes are six inch black Laboutins, and she is wearing a fitted black pencil skirt that falls just below her knees, her pink blouse is tucked in and she is wearing a matching black fitted jacket. Her makeup is flawless, only enhancing her natural beauty. Her black hair is tied back in a sleek ponytail high on her head. 
 
   “Lisa,” Damon exclaims. “How the hell are you?” he asks before reaching for my hand again. “Let me introduce you to my wife Ella.” He breathes out my name sending electric jolts through my body. 
 
   Lisa holds out her hand and I reach out to take it, accepting her welcome.
 
   “Ella,” she says with a smile, as she shakes my hand. “Wow, Damon she really is a beauty,” she purrs. 
 
   Am I missing something or did she just check me out?
 
   “Yes and she’s all mine,” he replies. Damon chuckles beside me, and when I look at him he hides a smile, tugging on my hand, and leading me to a table at the back.
 
   As we take our seats at the table I take in my surroundings. It’s so homey. There is an open fire that is roaring, sending out warmth that only enhances the atmosphere. Dimly lit lighting hangs above each table and the thick wooden tables give a rustic feel. 
 
   How did I not know about this place sooner?  
 
   My eyes land on Damon and find him watching me. 
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “Nothing, I was just taking in your beauty,” he says, making me feel even warmer inside.  
 
   Before I can reply Joan appears asking for our order, and Damon orders a steak while I have the soup. When we’re alone again I ask the question that has been swirling around my mind. 
 
   “What did Joan mean when she said your charm doesn't work on all the girls?” I ask. 
 
    A smile spreads across his face and his eyes flit to the bar where Lisa is standing, talking animatedly into her phone. “You wanted her?” I ask. Of course he did. Why wouldn't he?  She’s stunning. 
 
   “Lisa was my first crush, but she wouldn't give me the time of day,” he replies, laughing. “I wasn't her... type,” he says, but something in his voice is mocking and I can’t quite figure out what.
 
   “You’re everyone's type Damon. You would have to be a... oh!” I stop as realisation hits me and my eyes widen. “Oh, I see.” 
 
   I look up at her standing the bar, just as she looks up at me. Heat creeps to my cheeks as I look away, blushing. When I look back again she winks at me causing my blush to deepen.  
 
   Damon's laugh bellows around the room, and everyone turns to look at him. I kick him under the table as all eyes land on us. Tears stream from his eyes as he takes in my embarrassment, and he clutches his stomach, leaning in closer to me. 
 
   “Oh gosh Ella. I fucking love you beauty,” he says warmly, while wiping his eyes. 
 
   We laugh and joke for ten minutes, just enjoying each other’s company, and when our food arrives, our conversation ends. I devour my soup, not pausing to speak again. It’s delicious and I want more by the time my bowl is empty. Damon then shares his food with me, letting me eat until I’m satisfied. Lisa approaches the table, causing Damon to scoot his chair back to stand up, but she motions for him to stay seated. 
 
   “Damon, it was so good to see you again. I have to go to a meeting.” Turning to look at me she gives me a smile. “Ella, it was lovely to meet you,” she says, turning back to Damon. “Don't leave it too long before we see you again, okay Damon?” she demands. 
 
   “I won’t. Give my office a call on Monday. We’re starting a new events venture soon, and we may be looking for a hotshot lawyer to join the team,” he replies before handing over his business card.  Lisa takes it from him before shaking his outstretched hand. She turns on her heel and heads for the door, and I can’t help watching her leave. Her hips have a feminine swing to them and her arse looks magnificent in her tight skirt. Lisa stops at the door and turns to look at me, my mouth dropping open when she winks and smiles, giving me a flirty wave. 
 
   “Hmmm,” Damon says, calculatingly. “I never thought I would have to worry about women hitting on my wife. Close your mouth Ella. You must know the appeal you have on everyone beauty,” he says, his eyes running over me, making me feel exposed. 
 
   “Don't look at me like that,” I whisper. My husband quirks a brow in question. “You’re undressing me with your eyes Damon,” I breathe.
 
   “Ella, I undress you at every opportunity baby. I crave you, you know this. When I'm not with you I picture what I want to do to you when I have you back in my arms,” he says barely above a whisper, but his words are screaming in my ears.
 
   “I feel the same about you Damon, you know that,” I reply. He knows how I feel. It scares me how much my heart belongs to him, and only him. How my body reacts when he is close must be abnormal. People surely wouldn’t leave their beds in the morning if they all found the one who made them feel everything.  
 
   Given a choice, I wouldn’t leave our bed.
 
   My eyes meet his, but he doesn't say anything. The atmosphere changes, the air is charged again. I need him. I need the connection I only get with him, the sense of completion I feel when he is inside me.
 
   “Are you finished?” he asks. I nod my head and he stands reaching for my hand, pulling me to my feet. Reaching into his pocket he pulls out two twenties and marches us to the bar to set them down in front of Joan.
 
   “Thanks Joan. It was great seeing you,” he says. She thanks him back and wishes us well as we take our leave. Damon tugs on my hand, pulling me out of the pub, and hopefully taking me back to our bed.  
 
   ****
 
   We pull back up at the house about half an hour later, and the mood we were feeling at the pub has shifted again. The warmth of the car, and being full of food, has made me feel sleepy. Damon notices my mood change and stays silent. He climbs from the car and makes his way around to my side to open the door for me. He takes my hand and helps me out, before hooking his arms under my knees, lifting me into his arms.  
 
   “Damon I can walk,” I mumble in protest, but I'm silenced when his lips meet mine in a gentle kiss.
 
   “I know you can Ella, but let me take care of you,” he requests. I don't have the energy to fight him.  I don't want to fight him. It’s nice being taken care of.   
 
   My eyes flutter shut as my head rests on his chest. The motion of Damon carrying me up the stairs is soothing, but he doesn't turn off into our room as expected. Instead he heads to the room I stayed in when I first came here. My eyes flicker open and I look up at his beautiful face.
 
   “I have a surprise for you beauty,” he whispers. I'm fully awake by the time he stops outside my old room. The tone of his voice has me curious. The door is closed but I can hear hushed whispers on the other side, piquing my interest immediately.
 
   Damon sets me down on my feet and turns me so I'm facing the door.  He reaches for the handle and it swings open. 
 
   I take a step inside not knowing what to expect. I'm greeted by the smiling faces of Spencer, Tom and Lacy, and I smile in return. What are they up to? The smell of fresh paint hits my nose and I look away from our three guests and take in the room around them. The warm sting of the tears tickles my eyes and nose as I take in our daughter’s nursery. I gasp at its beauty, covering my mouth with a hand. 
 
   It's beautiful.  
 
   White, pink, and gold accentuates the room. The walls are freshly painted in a pale pink and the furniture is all white. Golden picture frames hang on the walls, all with different types of fairies in them. Gold netting hangs above the crib, creating a soft touch. The bedding in the crib is pink and gold. A dresser drawer with changing station on the top is to the left of the crib, and a large lounge rocking chair sits in the corner so I can nurse our daughter. 
 
   It’s stunning.
 
   Tears spill from my eyes, dripping down my cheeks. They’ve done all this for us?
 
   “Wow,” I breathe. “I... It’s stunning. I don’t know what to say. When did you arrange this? Did you know?” I ask Damon. My husband laughs and nods his head, pulling me into his arms. 
 
   “I did, baby. I asked them to do it. I ordered everything and amassed the help of these three to pull off my surprise. Do you like it?” he asks.
 
   “I love it,” I say through my tears. “It’s perfect.”
 
   “Just like you,” Damon states. I place a quick kiss on his plump lips and move to hug our friends in thanks.  
 
   This is the best day ever.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
   December 9th 2014
 
   Ella
 
    
 
   “So what’s happening, Ella?” Sofia asks. 
 
   “Erm, I just... erm. Huh, this was so much easier in my head,” I stammer, embarrassed. Why did I think I could do this? I’ve never had a real female friend before, so asking for help is out of my depths. I haven’t known Sofia longer than I’ve officially known Damon, but she’s always saying if I need her give her a call. So here I am, and now I’m not sure how to ask what I need.
 
   “Whatever it is, you can tell me,” Sofia says softly. I sigh. This is best to just get it out there.
 
   “Okay. I need to find a photographer that Damon wouldn’t know.” I wait, letting her digest what I’ve said. When she smiles I continue. “I’ve been trying to figure out what to get Damon for Christmas, but what do you get a man who has everything he could want? I decided I wanted it to be something personal and something to do with our baby. Damon likes to talk to my bump. He’s been fascinated with it ever since I started to show, and I’ve recently found some pictures Damon has taken of me without me knowing.” I ramble and blush as I reveal too much with my nerves running wild. 
 
   “Ella,” Sofia cuts me off. “Take a breath and calm down.” Sofia smiles at me with compassion. “What photographer do you want? Any specific style? Male, female?” Asking for help is harder than I thought it would be. I know my face is beet red, but Sofia’s words help to steady my nerves. 
 
   “I want to take some pregnancy photos but they’re for Damon’s eyes only. I need a woman, and one who Damon doesn’t know. He can’t know about this.”
 
   She gives me a grin and winks before moving away. I sit in silence as she makes some phone calls, then hands me a piece of paper with directions of where I need to go, when and what time. I laugh when I realise who the photographer is and give Sofia more details to pass along. Hopefully saving myself some more embarrassment, if this conversation is anything to go by.
 
   ****
 
   My nerves begin to build as butterflies take flight in my stomach. Will Damon really like this? Is it a good idea? Before I can think too much about it, I step out the car and make my way to the heavy set, double wooden doors in front of the large warehouse. 
 
   A note taped to the door asks me to come in and give a shout. Grabbing the handle, I push the door open and walk inside. This place is perfect for what I have in mind.
 
   Large open windows face towards the evening sun, casting shadows across the room. The windows are open, and a cold breeze blows through, making the sheer net curtains billow and wave. The walls are bare concrete, making some areas in the room look drab, but it’s warm. 
 
   Removing my coat, I hang it on the hooks by the door and take in the rest of the room. A dark wooden double bed is in the corner of the room, white frilly covers dress the bed, with a huge pile of pillows as decoration. The same sheer curtains hang on the wall behind the bed, making it all appear light. A dress rack is against the wall to the left with an array of clothes and lingerie in a wide range of colours. 
 
   A wooden chair sits in the centre of the room. White umbrellas are placed in strategic places around the room, for the photographer to capture the best image in the best light.
 
   “Faith,” I call, letting her know I’m here. She comes bustling through a door in the darkened part of the room. Her arms are full of clothing and she is taking a call, her phone held between her shoulder and ear as she speaks.
 
   “I have to go Spencer. I have a client... No, I already told you. I don’t want to hear what you have to say. We’ve said all there is to say. Goodbye.” Faith sighs as she reaches the bed and lets her phone and all the clothes in her arms drop to the bed. Taking a deep breath, she turns to face me and gives me a kind smile. “Ella, it’s nice to see you again. Sorry about that,” she says, and motions to her phone, rolling her eyes in exasperation. 
 
   I laugh. “No worries. How are you?” I ask, knowing she was speaking to Spence. I don’t want to pry, but I know she knows I’m aware of whom she was talking to and I’m offering her a chance to vent if she needs to. 
 
   I’ve grown great friendships with Sofia, Faith and Lacy in such a short amount of time. They always treat me as if we’ve been friends for years, and I’ve become more open with them, finally allowing people to know the real me after so long. 
 
   “I’m good, thank you. You look well Ella. Sofia told me everything you’re wanting and I’ve had some ideas for what you’re looking for. If anything makes you feel uncomfortable then let me know and we can try some other things. I love what you want to do for Damon. It will be perfect. Nothing is more beautiful than to capture growing life in a photo. This is my favourite type of shoot. Thank you for trusting me to be part of this,” Faith says. I search her face when she chokes up. “Sorry,” she says embarrassed. “Sofia has wanted a baby for so long, so it’s always bittersweet for me to do a shoot like this because she has always said she’ll need me to be her personal photographer when she and Wes finally have a baby. It’s not happened yet and I know each month it breaks my sister a little more inside.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, Faith,” I say, walking over to her to pull her into a hug. “It must be hard for you too to see your sister want something so much but not get it straight away.” I know how it feels to feel helpless when it comes to sibling love.  
 
   Faith laughs when Jellybean moves and nudges against her as we embrace. She pulls back with a smile on her face, but I can see it’s a little strained. Her professional mask slips into place and she begins to tell me her ideas. I love them and we get to it.
 
   ****
 
   I remove the white lace babydoll I’m wearing and shiver as my back presses back against the bare brick wall. The room temperature is perfect but the bricks aren’t retaining much heat, making them cold to the touch. 
 
   I’m wearing nothing but matching skin coloured knickers and a strapless bra. Faith has assured me that the setting sun’s rays will make me appear to be naked to the camera’s eye. We’re on the last photo for the shoot and it’s the one I think Damon will love the most. I wanted this on a canvas originally, but then decided he would want to display the canvas, so chose a more innocent shot of my expanded stomach. 
 
   My body has become pliant in Faith’s hands. She’s moved, prodded, dressed and positioned me so many times in the last two hours that I’m like a doll positioned at her will. My mind has been drifting to all things Christmas as I’ve modeled.
 
   Christmas is two weeks away and this photo shoot is cutting it short for having the canvas made, but Faith has assured me she’ll make sure it’s here on time. We’re spending the night before Christmas at Flora and George’s house, having a family Christmas together. 
 
   Damon and I are planning to enjoy breakfast with his family and then visit Pops’ grave before having a family Christmas dinner. A relaxing day is exactly what we all need.   
 
   The click of the camera shutter is soothing, and I forget where I am and what I’m doing, getting lost in the peace I’m feeling. 
 
   I’m hoping this will be the best gift Damon could receive. The photos on his work laptop gave me this idea and now I’m here, it reminds me to bring up the photos my husband already has.
 
   Faith is professional and fast at her job, getting all the pictures she needs quite quickly. After she takes all the shots she thinks she needs, I dress and head back home to my husband, excited to give him my surprises Christmas morning. 
 
   ****
 
   “Damon,” I call when I enter our home. When I don’t hear a reply I go in search of him, finding him on the phone in his office.
 
   “Spencer,” he growls. “I don’t give a fuck. Find him,” he demands. Noticing me enter, he quickly changes his tone of voice. “I know you’re doing all you can but get your guy to double his efforts. I’ll pay for the extra work.”
 
   I cross the room when Damon beckons me to his lap and plop down, snuggling against him as he finishes his call with his brother. 
 
   “Ella is home Spence so I’m going to go... yes... okay... okay.” He laughs at something Spencer says before passing the phone to me.
 
   “Spencer?”
 
   “Hey, Ellie Belly. How’s it going? How is my niece today?” he asks. I laugh at him and roll my eyes.
 
   “She’s still baking in my over, Spence, but she’s okay. She’s wanting some cherry pie at the moment, but will have to make do with chocolate and pickled onions,” I reply. Spencer’s bark of laugher rings down through the phone, making me smile.
 
   “Gross,” he replies. “Get that pussy-whipped husband of yours to ring mum up to bake you a pie. You know she will,” he suggests. 
 
   “No, I’m good. I’ve arranged to pop over tomorrow whilst your brother does some work. I’ll pinch a slice then.” 
 
   “You mean Damon actually plans on coming into the office tomorrow?” he asks. Instantly, guilt fills me. He’s been away from the office to stay with me long enough now. I’ve received no more letters that I know of, and I haven’t seen Simon for a while. 
 
   “He will be there,” I reply, confidently. I’ll make sure he goes into work.
 
   “Okay, Sis. I’ll see you soon,” Spence answers. After a quick goodbye, we hang up. I place Damon’s phone on the desk and turn to kiss my husband, delighting in the groan he gives when my tongue slips in his mouth. 
 
   Damon’s hand tangles into my hair, holding my head in place and he deepens the kiss. We’re both breathless when he pulls away.
 
   “Welcome home beauty,” he says softly.
 
   “Hi,” I reply, huskily. 
 
   “Did you have fun with Sofia?” he asks.
 
   I went to visit Pops’ grave this morning and popped in to see Sofia to ask her about a photographer. When she gave me directions to Faith’s studio, just out past Flora and George’s home, I rang Damon and told him Sofia and I planned to have some girly time. Sofia assured me she’d stick to the story to help cover my secret gift to him if Damon asks. 
 
   Damon wasn’t happy with me going out alone, and we had a little argument until I told him that I wouldn’t be locked up because of an ex. I didn’t want to feel like a prisoner. I know Damon is worried but I refuse to put our lives on hold. 
 
   He relented and agreed as long as I called him when I arrived at Sofia’s, and when I was planning on leaving. Obviously I couldn’t ring on the way back. He would have been suspicious with the time difference from where I’d been and where I should have been.
 
   “I did. She’s great. I really like both her and Wesley.” Damon reaches forward to shut his laptop down, and seeing his desktop background reminds me of his secret photos again. “Damon,” I say, hesitantly. “When we were at Hunter Enterprises the other week, I noticed your photos on your laptop. I’ve never seen you taking pictures of me before, and some are beautiful, but can you keep them private please? Anyone could have seen your background and I don’t want people seeing things so private.” Damon is stunned silent a moment before he laughs out loud, his whole body vibrating. 
 
   “Beauty, do you think I would let anyone see you in less than full dress? I’d cut their fucking eyes out before that happened. My laptop has a password and no one can access it. You have nothing to worry about.” I frown at his words. Is he kidding me?
 
   “Damon,” I sigh with little patience. “I saw them. There was no password. What about when you’re in a meeting and your office is left unlocked? Your laptop wasn’t in lock mode and I didn’t have to enter a password.”
 
   “That’s because I left it unlocked for you. I didn’t want you to be bored whilst waiting for me. I assure you that no one, bar me, will ever see those photos. They’re mine, and mine only.”
 
   “Oh,” I reply. I don’t really know what to say to that. I didn’t really think about it, but his words make sense. 
 
   “Exactly. Now that you’ve mentioned it, would you mind if I get a few new pictures?” he asks. 
 
   “It’s not like I knew you’d been taking photos anyway Damon, so why are you now asking?” I question with a frown. 
 
   “Well, baby, I’m asking because it means you have to be in the mood to get naked with your eager husband and let him do unimaginable things to your delectable body. Are you up for that?” he asks. Damon’s eyes sparkle with mischief and I leap from his lap, my heart pounding, and take off. My husband’s laugh and footsteps follow behind me as I run up the stairs to our bedroom, stripping my clothes along the way.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
   December 24th 2014
 
   Ella
 
    
 
   It’s Christmas Eve and I’m on my way to fetch Damon’s surprise gifts from Faith. It took some convincing to get away from Damon. He wanted to come with me, but I needed to visit Pops’ grave alone before going to visit together tomorrow. My husband wasn’t very happy but he begrudgingly agreed. 
 
   I can’t wait to see the canvas and photo albums. Faith told me they have turned out beautifully and I’m excited to see her artistic ability. I wanted elegant, sexy pictures and Faith said they’re some of the best she’s ever done. 
 
   Pulling up to her studio, I quickly exit my car and make my way to the heavy wooden doors. I try the handle but they’re locked. I frown and knock as loudly as I can. When I spoke briefly to Faith earlier she told me she’d leave the doors open for me again. 
 
   Receiving no answer, I pull my phone out and give her a quick call. When the call goes to voicemail after ringing several times I’m at a loss as to what to do. Thinking she might be a little late, I make my way back to my car and unlock it. I go to climb in, throwing my purse in the passenger seat, but a voice freezes me in place.
 
   “Oh thank God. Ella, I’ve been waiting for you. We need to leave,” Simon says from behind me. My heart tries to take flight, pounding forcefully in my chest. Blood whooshes in my ears, creating a white noise. Fear holds me in place. 
 
   Simon moves closer to me and reaches out a hand to touch me. I flinch from the contact and he pulls back like I’ve burned him. 
 
   “Ella,” he chokes. “I won’t… I’m not here to hurt you. I’m going to save you. You have to come with me. I need to take you somewhere safe. Your husband can’t look after you like I can.” Simon spits the word husband like it’s a snake ready to strike. “Let me care for you,” he pleads. 
 
   “Simon, I… What are you doing here?” I ask in a shaky voice. 
 
   “I want to help you,” he replies, stepping closer again. I turn to face him fully and press my back against the car when I discover Simon holding a gun loosely in his hand. 
 
   Oh fuck.
 
   “Please don’t hurt me,” I beg. Simon’s eyes widen when he registers my words, and he looks shocked. 
 
   “I would never hurt you baby. Listen, we don’t have much time. We have to go,” he says frantically, looking down the road as if he’s expecting someone to turn up. It hits me then. I just need to stall him until Sofia gets here. She can help me. “Your friend is okay but we must go Ella,” Simon says. 
 
   His words bring tears to my eyes. Faith must be in there and he’s done something to her. Oh God, please don’t let her be hurt. Simon said she is safe but he’s holding a fucking gun. Can I seriously trust that she’s okay?
 
   “Simon, I don’t understand what’s happening. Why do we need to leave?” I say, deferring. I need to think of something quickly if I want to get out of this. I know I won’t be able to take him down whilst I’m eight months pregnant, but I can take him by surprise and run.
 
   Where would I run though? He’s standing right in front of me and will easily be able to grab me if I try to get into my car. Faith’s warehouse is locked, and I’m on a stretch of road with nothing in sight. 
 
   Running is out of question. 
 
   Simon shakes his head, frustration clear on his face. “We don’t have time for this, baby. Get in my car and I’ll explain on the way but I need to get you out of here. It’s not safe.”
 
   “I’m not leaving without knowing why. You need to tell me. I’m scared,” I say. I hope his feelings for me can help because that’s the only good thing I have going for me right now. I need to play on his emotions. “Talk to me babe,” I plead.
 
   I feel sick to my stomach having to play with him like this. Just a year ago I thrived off of my conquests’ pain, but now I know true love, I can imagine the pain I gave my practise ex’s. I played with their emotions, and no one deserves that. I truly am remorseful for what I’ve done. I wish I could go back in time and take it all back, but I know I wouldn’t really if given the choice. It all led to finding my own happiness and I would always pick the same option if it gave me what I have now. 
 
   Happiness.
 
   Peace.
 
   Love.
 
   I have it all and could lose it because of one of my sins. I could lose it because I played with this man’s emotions for revenge. I toyed with him like he was nothing, but now I understand that he’s someone’s son. He could be a brother, an uncle, a grandson. He could be someone’s dad. My tears flow freely as that though enters my head. 
 
   Maybe I deserve to die.
 
   Damon would be better off. I’ve given him nothing but trouble since the moment I knew he existed. My entire family has destroyed him with his own guilt over their deaths. Since the day my husband met the first member of the Knight family he has had nothing but immense guilt, and I have no doubt he would blame himself if something was to happen to me and our daughter.
 
   Jellybean. 
 
   My hand automatically drops to my large bump, my breath knocked from my lungs. I won’t let her die. I might deserve to die but she doesn’t. She deserves the best of everything. She deserves to experience her father’s love. 
 
   Using a term of endearment to Simon seems to have knocked him silent. He’s standing in front of me with a loving smile on his lips, and lust in his eyes.
 
   “Simon,” I choke. Panic is beginning to consume me. I can’t let my daughter be hurt but I can see no way out of this situation.
 
   Stepping forward, Simon wraps his arms around me, pulling me against his chest. He tries soothing me by speaking of his love but I pay him no attention. His gun is now pressed against my side and trepidation fills me. One wrong move and my baby’s life could be over.
 
   Motherly instincts kick in and I decide that gaining Simon’s trust is the only way I will get out of this nightmare. He begins peppering kisses into my hair before turning anxious again. 
 
   “Baby we need to go,” he says as he begins pulling me to the side of Faith’s studio. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this. She promised she wouldn’t hurt you. She was just supposed to get him away from you. You were going to be mine again, but she lied. She fucking lied to me,” he growls. Simon’s hand, holding my upper arm, clenches and tightens, squeezing my flesh. I cry out in pain and his instantly loosens his grip. “I’m sorry,” he mumbles, guiding me forwards again. 
 
   A truck is parked behind the building and terror sets in. If I get in the car with him there is no telling what will happen. My car is unlocked and if I take Simon by surprise, then I might be able to get away. He’s speaking in rhymes and not making much sense.  
 
   Fight or flight mode kicks in and I move fast. I rip away from his grasp, only to ram my whole body into him. He tumbles to the ground and I run. I sprint as fast as I can back around the warehouse to my car. 
 
   “Ella,” Simon screams, his voice still behind the building. 
 
   Reaching my car, I throw the door open and clamber in, fumbling to insert my keys into the ignition. I drop them in my rush and cry out in frustration. Checking to see where Simon is, my blood pressure boils when I see him running at me, gun in hand. 
 
   I get the car started and press on the pedal, but move nowhere. Releasing the handbrake, my car lurches forward, and I swerve. I quickly recover and press my foot to the floor and take off. 
 
   Holy fucking shit.
 
   Shit.
 
   Shit.
 
   Shit.
 
   In my rearview mirror I catch Simon jumping in his car and speeding out behind me. Sheer terror fills my bones and adrenalin pumps around my bloodstream. My vision blurs out for a second, and he gains speed on me. 
 
   I focus back on the road and try to clear my head. I need Damon. He’ll save me. He’ll know what to do. I reach across the centre console and fumble in my bag to grab my phone.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
   December 24th 2014
 
   Damon
 
    
 
   Spencer growls in frustration. I’m just as pissed as he is but there is fuck all else we can do. I look around the piss smelling, filthy flat in repulsion. How anyone could live in this disgusting pit is beyond me. I gag as the urine smell overwhelms me. 

 
   “Where the fuck is he? It looks like no one has been here for weeks,” I growl. “Fuck. This sick bastard is after my woman and he’s vanished. How can he just disappear?”
 
   “Do you think he gave up on her when she married you?” Spencer asks.
 
   “You read the fucking letters Spence. Did the last ones sound like he’s given up?” We’ve been keeping check on Ella’s mail and more disturbing letters have arrived. Some of them graphically describing how he was going to punish her for marrying me. 
 
   I wasn’t sure it was Simon we were dealing with until I had security cameras installed. When we had a face, Spence handed a picture along with Ella’s exes’ names to a guy he knows. It took just hours to confirm it was Simon. It’s taken weeks to locate him and now we’re at another fucking dead end. 
 
   “What’s the plan?” he asks. “I know you have one so what now?” 
 
   “I’m going to hunt him Spencer. We can just keep checking his regular locations and hope we find him before he finds Ella. The plan is to hunt him.” I stride from the room, taking a deep breath of air when I’m in the hallway. Spencer is on my heels and slams the door shut behind him. He inhales a lungful of air, preferring the stale air out here to the piss filled one inside Simon’s flat. 
 
   Spencer sighs as we make our way down the steps. I want to roar and punch things, but my brother’s relaxed attitude is calming. 
 
   “I don’t like the waiting around. Something doesn’t feel right. He hasn’t been here for weeks so where is he?” I mutter.
 
   “We know he’s local because of his transaction activity and surveillance, but we’re missing something. Ella’s call history shows all those private number calls and we know nothing was said on those, just breathing, but they’re from two different locations. Could he have a partner?”
 
   “I don’t fucking know. I know as much as you do Spencer,” I growl. I’m getting frustrated with his questions because I’ve asked myself the exact same things and still have no answers. 
 
   “Sorry, just thinking out loud,” he mumbles. 
 
   God, I’m an arsehole. 
 
   “Sorry Spence. I’m just frustrated,” I apologise. 
 
   “No worries. I’m feeling the same. Let’s just head to the café he frequents,” he suggests. “Simon might be there.”
 
   I’m not holding my fucking breath. This prick is going to be escaping us at every turn. 
 
   Nearing the car, my phone rings with a new ringtone. John Legend, All of Me blares from my hand and Spencer casts me an amused glance. 
 
   Fucking Ella. 
 
   My wife gets annoyed at me changing my contact name in her phone. I do it just to fire her up because she’s sexy as fuck when she’s feisty. I presume this is her revenge. A sappy love song ringing out whilst I’m meant to be at the office, in a meeting no less, is the perfect revenge to make me look like a pussy-whipped motherfucker. 
 
   I laugh, bringing my phone up to my ear, “Beauty,” I say with an amused voice. Her plan failed. I told her I had a meeting today. I really just wanted to see Spencer and tried to convince Ella to come with me. I would have gone into Spencer’s office and left my wife in mine whilst he gave me an update, but she refused, wanting to visit Pops’ grave instead.
 
   I wanted to refuse her going out alone but I know that would have caused a lot of problems. I wanted to fucking tie her to the bed and ban her from leaving the house without me but she would never forgive me. I can’t keep her prisoner, she’s right about that, but it doesn’t make it any easier. 
 
   “Damon,” Ella’s terror filled voice greets me and I instantly go on high alert. “Oh God, Damon.” Nervous tension fills me at her anxiety. My body tenses for fight mode as I let her fear consume me. 
 
   “Ella?” I ask, in a strained voice. Spencer’s eye clash with mine, hearing my change of tone, and he begins looking around for a suspect.
 
   “Fuck. Damon, I… I don’t know what to do,” she cries. “He’s going to get me.” Black rage incinerates me, sending violent fire blazing through me. I don’t need Ella to tell me who he is, I know. 
 
   “Where are you?” I ask.
 
   “I went to Faith’s studio and he was there. He has a gun Damon,” she hiccups. “Oh shit. He’s in the wrong lane Damon. He’s screaming at me. I don’t know what to do,” she screams. The panic in her voice freaks me the fuck out. She’s not in the right state of mind to fucking drive. 
 
   “Fuck,” I roar. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Ella cries out. “I love you.”
 
   My wife sounds like she has no hope and dread fills me. I need to get her calm and in control. 
 
   “Ella,” I shout. Her answering whimper is enough to know I have her attention. “Ella, you need to listen to me beauty. You need to listen to my voice,” I say calmly, in an attempt to soothe her.  
 
   “I’m listening,” she says in a cracked voice. “Oh God Damon. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Shhh, listen to me baby. I need you to tell me exactly where you are and I need you to calm down. You need to clear your head and think. I’m coming for you, baby. I’ll always come for you Ella,” I promise her. I need to know where she is. I need to rip that piece of shit man limb from limb.
 
   Spencer’s eyes are wild as he waits with his phone in hand, waiting for Ella’s answer as much as I am. I have no doubt he’ll call emergency services but I don’t want that. I want to kill Simon. I don’t want him to have the chance to survive. I run and get into my car, but Spencer jumps in the passenger seat before I can get away.
 
   He’s quick and knows me well. 
 
   I glare at him because I don’t have time to argue with him. I start the car and speed out the car park in front of Simon’s flat, not knowing where I’m going yet, but needing to be in action. 
 
   “I’m... fuck. I don’t know. I can’t think,” Ella says, panicked. She pauses to take in her surroundings. “I’m a mile away from your mums. I’m heading straight for it coming in from Faith’s studio. He’s gaining speed Damon. He’s not going to let me go,” she cries. 
 
   That’s all I needed. I know I’ll never get to her on time and my only option now is the police. Before I can repeat Ella’s words to Spencer, a loud bang sounds out and Ella screams, wailing so loudly, I have to pull my phone away. 
 
   “Ella,” I roar. “Fuck!”
 
   “Damon?” Spencer asks, alarm filling his voice.
 
   “I love you,” Ella cries.
 
   “Nooooooooo,” I scream.
 
   “I love you,” she repeats. “I love you. I love you. I love you.”
 
   “FUCK NO,” I shout.
 
   “I love you,” she chokes.
 
   I slam my breaks on, my heart ripping apart when I hear the crunch and grind of metal colliding. I scream to Spencer Ella’s location and he gets on his phone instantly. 
 
   I need to get to her.
 
   Everything goes quiet as I hold my breath, tears blurring my vision. Ella’s distant soft cries kick starts my heart and brain into gear, and I press my foot to the floor, tearing down the road. She’s alive and that’s enough to have my mind focused. 
 
   I race to the stretch of road my wife has crashed on, praying she’ll be unharmed. I keep the connection on our phones going and put it on loud speaker. Ella’s soft whimpers fill my car and each one cuts my heart like a jagged knife ripping the beating muscle apart. 
 
   I hear a new voice and relief fills me at the mumbled words. I can’t tell if it’s a man or woman but knowing someone is there to help my wife makes me sag with relief. 
 
   I concentrate on getting to my wife, my world, with fear running frenzy inside me. 
 
   Please let her be okay. Please don’t take my wife. Not when I’ve just gotten her. Please. 
 
   Cold dread fills my heart when I hear screeching through the phone but soon seethe with fury when a voice I know so fucking well screams at my wife.
 
   “Get the fuck out,” Leona Goodridge screams.
 
   Hatred storms through me, thundering through my veins. I’m going to kill her. Ella’s screams cause me to squeeze the steering wheel with wrath, but it’s not enough. I punch it repeatedly, taking my anger out on the closest thing to me. 
 
   Spencer continues to relay information to the operator on the phone but at my outburst he places a supportive hand on my shoulder, squeezing me in warning.
 
   Get your head in the fucking game Hunt.    
 
   We’re ten minutes out and I speed up further, needing to save Ella. Sirens in the distance make me take a breath but don’t ease the weight on my chest. The phone is silent. Ella is no longer connected to me through the phone.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
   December 24th 2014
 
   Ella
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” I cry out. Absolute terror fills me, tensing my entire body. “I love you.”
 
   Blood pounds behind my ears, a static noise drowning out my incoherent words. Tears stream down my face making it difficult to see the road in front of me, and my hands shake against the steering wheel as I grip it with all my might. 
 
   “Ella!” Damon shouts. I can hear his fear and it fills me with dread. He’s always so in control, and to not hear that control in his voice now rockets my nerves. I need him to tell me what to do. I don’t want to die. I don’t want my baby to die, I want her to live.
 
   I look in my rearview mirror and see Simon’s eyes. Whimpers spill past my lips as his car speeds up, gaining speed on mine. I squeeze my eyes shut when I know he’s going to hit me. The bump jolts me forward, making my seatbelt tighten around my stomach. The sound of the two cars colliding rips a scream from me. 
 
   “Ella,” Damon calls frantically. “I need you to listen to me beauty. You need to listen to my voice baby.” Hearing his now controlled voice calms me a fraction, and my focus turns to him. 
 
   “I’m listening.” I say with a hitch in my throat. “Oh god Damon, I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Shhh, listen to me baby. I need you to tell me exactly where you are, and I need you to calm down. You need to clear your head and think. I’m coming for you, baby. I’ll always come for you Ella.”
 
   His words are filled with trepidation but I can hear his control. I can almost feel it wrap around me. I’ve never felt safer than when I am in Damon’s arms, and his control right now is like being wrapped in him. 
 
   “I’m... fuck. I don’t know. I can’t think,” I say panicked. I look around to try to see where I am when I recognise the street. “I’m a mile away from your mums. I’m heading straight for it coming in from Faith’s studio. He’s gaining speed Damon. He’s not going to let me go,” I cry, terrified.  
 
   Simon’s car pushes me forward again and I lose my grip of my phone. I slam into the door, my seatbelt tightening further. The knock is enough to disorient me and I lose control of the car, jerking to the right, straight down into a ditch. 
 
   The car rocks and slams as it slides down the embankment, my body bouncing with the jolts. Each hit makes pain explode inside, whimpers fall past my lips, and I mumble my love for Damon over and over again. My head makes contact with the door, or dash, I’m not really sure, but the pain is instant.
 
   A loud crunch pulls my eyes to the mirror and I watch in horror as Simon’s car follows mine off road but at a faster speed, only coming to a stop when he slams head first into a tree five feet away from me. 
 
   It all happens in slow motion, a split second in time, but it feels like a lifetime. My car comes to a stop, the airbag finally bursting out, pressing against me. I struggle against it for a second, turning my face to the side so I can breathe. 
 
   Adrenalin surges through me, as blood roars behind my ears. Shakes wrack my body, vibrating my bones. My teeth chatter and I struggle to catch my breath. I allow the silence to steady me, to calm my panicked breathing down. 
 
   The sound of a car braking behind me draws my attention, but I can’t move to see. Relief fills me when I realise someone is here to help. Twigs snapping, as the person draws closer to me makes my eyes close. I’m going to be okay.  
 
   Female muttering makes me tense. I know that voice, and it makes my blood run cold. My hand blindly reaches out to try and locate my fallen phone, praying it’s still connected to Damon. The only reason I’d be hearing that specific voice is if she’s had something to do with all this. 
 
   “Fucking thick men. Can’t do any-fucking-thing right.” Leona swears as she reaches my door. She tugs it open, and the metal grating against metal pierces my ear drums, making me whimper. “Ahhh, and she lives. Such a shame.” Leona pauses and I can’t see her but I can feel her gaze burning into me. 
 
   “I should have fucking known if he was in love with you that there wasn’t something quite right about him, and he wouldn’t be able to do the fucking job right. You’re all not quite right in the head,” she grits out. Her hand grips my hair tugging my head towards her. 
 
   Her eyes are wild, her blonde hair a mess. I’ve never seen Leona look anything but polished, but at this minute she is a state. Makeup is smeared under her red rimmed eyes. She looks like she hasn’t slept in days and her clothes are creased. 
 
    “I didn’t realise you were Lydia’s sister. She was fun to play with,” she says with a smirk. My heart pounds and my blood boils. This bitch played with my sister and she’s been playing with me. I fucking hate this woman seeing me so vulnerable. 
 
   The adrenalin coursing through my veins is slowly dissipating, making me more aware of the pain in my body. My head is throbbing, sticky warm blood is seeping from my hair down my face, but it’s the pain in my leg making me want to pass out. It feels twisted, and the pressure makes me want to be sick. 
 
   “I don’t know how I didn’t see it. You look just like the twisted cunt,” Leona snarls. “It wasn’t until your very dead ex lover told me that and it all fit together. Well I’m going to get my wish again, only this time I’ll make sure the job is done right.” 
 
   As Leona begins trying to pull me from the car I scream out in pain. My leg is trapped, pain slicing up my leg with each tug. 
 
   “Get the fuck out!” Leona screams.
 
   “I can’t,” I cry. Hot tears mix with the blood on my face and a metallic taste fills my mouth as I pant through the pain. “My leg is stuck Leona.”
 
   Grabbing fistfuls of my hair she pulls and pulls. My scream hurts my own ears. I wriggle about trying to free myself, sagging in relief when my leg becomes dislodged.
 
   The pain is overwhelming as she drags me up the embankment by my hair and my vision begins to fog. I’m vaguely aware of being pushed into the back of a car before darkness takes over.
 
   ****
 
   I wake on the hard, damp ground in some sort of barn. Shadows surround me, making me aware of evening approaching. A sharp pain cramping my stomach pierces me, like I’m being squeezed in a vice. I grunt and pant through the pain before my surroundings properly register. 
 
   Calmness settles within me, I’m not sure where the strength comes from, but I know I need to be as brave as ever right now. If I want to get my baby out of this mess then I need a clear head. Looking around I see the barn is empty, except for a few tools and some scattered hay. Leona is nowhere in sight but I know she won’t be far away.
 
   My arms are tied behind my back, my feet bound together. I struggle, checking my bindings and I’m relieved to find them tight but loose enough to squeeze out of. I twist and turn my hands and wrists, loosening the rope. 
 
   Hearing a car door shut I freeze, holding my breath. The crunch of gravel makes me shiver.  This is bad. Really, really bad. Leona has been showing her crazy to me but I didn’t think it would come to this. I didn’t realise how badly she wanted me out of the way.
 
   She’s unhinged. 
 
   I close my eyes, praying for Damon to walk through that barn door but I know it’s not. I know now I need to fight for my life, and the life of my daughter. 
 
   I squint when the last of the sun light streams in, temporarily blinding me when the door is pulled open. Leona’s frame comes into view before she shuts the door behind her, a gun clutched in her hand. A whimper escapes my lips when another pain cuts through my middle. 
 
   Panic tries to consume me but I refuse to let it. Being in labour in this situation is the worst thing that can happen and it could mean something is terribly wrong. It’s still too early for our daughter to come into the world. She has another month before she’s fully developed and that thought makes me want to fight more than I’ve ever fought before. 
 
   “Awake I see.” Leona says in a sweet voice. “I did start to worry there. I almost thought I wouldn’t get to have fun with you before your time came.” She lets out a maniacal laugh, sending goosebumps across my flesh. “I did offer you an out Ella but you chose not to listen. Now you’ve left me with no choice.” Her voice is calm and that freaks me out more than the gun she is clutching. 
 
   Mother’s instinct seems to kick in but not in a good way. I should want to beg for my life, for my daughter’s life. I should be crying and praying. What I’m really feeling is rage. Pure fury coils in the pit of my stomach, building to near explosion. This fucking bitch wants to hurt my baby. She wants to take away her life before it’s even begun. 
 
   I can’t let that happen.
 
   I won’t let that happen.
 
   “You really think he’ll want you if you do this?” I ask with a malice filled laugh. “Damon never wanted you Leona. He will never want you.” I know adding fuel to the fire isn’t going to help me but the words are pouring out of me. “You won’t get away with this and then what will happen? You’ll end up with nothing, only you’ll be locked away too.”
 
   “He will love me,” she screams. I can see the wheels in her head turning and I know she knows Damon will never want her. She paces the barn, not keeping her eyes on me. “We were going to be a family once.”
 
   “That wasn’t Damon’s baby though, and even if he would have been with you it would have been for another man’s baby, not for you,” I say, mockingly. The more she’s thinking, the more her attention isn’t on me. I struggle and tug, finally freeing my wrists. 
 
   “Damon would have given me his baby if it wouldn’t have been for your cunt of a sister. She messed his fucking head up, made him feel worthless. But I knew how to make him feel better. He knew I accepted his monsters.”
 
   “He doesn’t have monsters, he had you. You were the only monster in his life,” I snap. She drilled that into Damon’s mind and made him believe he’s a bad person but I know he’s not. I pant through another contraction. The adrenalin coursing through me at the threat of harm to my baby helps me deal with the pain.  
 
   “You think you know the man you married?” she laughs. “He has demons that you wouldn’t be able to fucking handle. He needs me, someone who knows him, not a whore like you.”
 
   Leona storms towards me and pulls up me into a seated position by my hair. Exactly what I needed. I wail in pain as I put pressure on my right leg, and I know I’ve done some considerable damage in the accident.  I keep my hands secure round my back, hiding the fact that they are unbound. When I settle back on my heels my hands move to work on freeing my leg bindings. 
 
   I remain silent, not wanting to wind her up more and take a hit. Leona isn’t satisfied with my silence though. She slaps me and shrieks in my face. I want to cover my ears from the sound, but instead recoil back from her, trying to distance myself. 
 
   “Nothing to say now bitch?” I shake my head no, and she smirks. “I didn’t think so. It’s best if you just keep your filthy fucking mouth shut.” 
 
   Leona’s hand colliding with my cheek again knocks me sideways, but I manage to find my upright position again quickly. I get to work loosening the rope around my ankles as Leona begins pacing the ground again. I need to keep her distracted and I know the perfect way to do this.
 
   “What did you mean when you said you played with my sister?” I know I won’t want to hear what she has to say, but I need to know. Lydia was my sister and my reason for Damon being in my life now. Leona’s words could help finally put Lydia to rest. 
 
   “Lydia?” she questions with a laugh. I don’t answer her. Instead I just keep my eyes trained on her, waiting her out. “We might as well have story time. It’s not like she’ll ever be seeing outside these doors again,” she mused aloud. Her words were spoken as if she was speaking to someone else in the room with us and that sends a shiver running up my spine. 
 
   She’s twisted.
 
   Really fucked in the head.
 
   “I worked so fucking hard to get my Damon away from Abbi. That bitch never deserved him and when I told my mum about my need for Damon she helped me set everything up. It was really quite easy. My mum became friends with Flora, making my dad and George become fast friends. That gave me the in with Damon. Creating some bullshit argument was easy, just a few words in Abigail’s ear and she was putty in my fucking hands.” I can’t hold in my gasp at her words. Leona played a much bigger part in breaking Damon and Abbi up that I anticipated. 
 
   “Getting her wasted enough to pass out was another story altogether, but with some help from a male friend it wasn’t too much of a problem. He also helped position her and posed in the photos. That was all it took. Showing Damon evidence was enough to get Abbi out of the picture and it worked. She was gone and I was there for him to turn to.” 
 
   Her words make me want to be sick but I watch her with a nonchalant expression, not letting her see how deeply her words cut me. Not for me, but for Damon and Abigail. 
 
   They never stood a chance when Leona set her sights on Damon. 
 
   “But it didn’t work out for you, did it?” I ask, smugly. Leona’s hate filled gaze pierces into me, but I don’t back down. I can see her close to losing it again. “He didn’t want you.”    
 
   “You shut your fucking mouth. You know nothing,” she spits. “Damon just needed time to sort himself out but I was prepared to wait. Then all of a sudden he was okay, back to being himself, but closed off. I knew it would take time to get him into the right frame of mind to open him up for love again but I was patient.” She stops speaking as she stares off into space. “Something happened. Something else destroyed him and I couldn’t get him to see me. He was lost.”
 
   “Pops.” I whisper to myself. That had to be when he lost my dad and blamed himself. 
 
   “What?” Leona snaps.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   Another contraction hits me and I whimper, trying to hide my pain. Leona is in a world of her own and doesn’t notice my distress.  
 
   “It took years for him to come back to himself, to be less closed off. But then that fucking whore, Lydia, appeared and began taking up all his time. He watched her in a way I’ve never seen before. Not in an interested way, but in a protective way. I’ve never seen him act like that before and it threw me.”  
 
   I suck in a shocked breath at her words. He’s told me he felt responsible to Lydia and me because of our father’s death, but hearing of his protectiveness for my sister from this crazy bitch melts my heart a little. Damon never meant to hurt my sister. I know that now. I knew and believed that when he told me, but I fully accept it now. 
 
   “As soon as I met her I knew she would be fun to play with, vulnerable, lonely, and in love with her boss. She made herself an easy target. I knew manipulating her would be easy, and I used her to my advantage. I helped her keep tabs on Damon, convinced her he loved her, but was scared to tell her. I had her eating out the palm of my hand in days. She lapped up any information I gave her and turned to me when she doubted Damon’s feelings for her.” 
 
   “She made it goddamn easy to play her, to twist her mind. I started having a lot of fun with her. Seeing the pain she felt when she saw him with dates eased my own pain. I hated, hate, when he goes out with sluts.” Her words make it evident that she puts me in that category. 
 
   “You broke her. You fucking ruined her,” I scream. I can’t hold it back my scream as it tears through me with another contraction. I don’t want to put her off, I don’t want her to stop speaking because each second she’s spending remembering the past, I’m slowly freeing myself. 
 
   Leona laughs at me, her eyes shining with happiness. 
 
   “I did, and I would do it again. She shouldn’t have been so fucking stupid to believe a man like my Damon would want a cunt like her.”
 
   “He’s not yours though Leona. He’s mine,” I goad. “And the only cunt I see is you. For ever thinking he would be yours.” 
 
   Leona lunges at me, knocking me back, and bumping into my stomach. The knock finally releases my trapped feet and we grapple around the floor, fighting each other to gain the upper hand. I throw her off me and push to my feet. It’s a struggle with my injured ankle but I manage it. Just as I get my footing right another contraction takes hold, tearing me apart.
 
   I bend over, grasping my stomach as I pant through the pain. I feel like I’m being split in half and can concentrate on nothing but the agony running deep inside. 
 
   Please let my baby be okay. 
 
   Leona smashes into me, forcing me to the ground again. I scream out in pain, both from contractions and my leg. It doesn’t take her long to restrain me again and that’s when all my fight leaves me. My baby and I aren’t going to make it out of this alive. 

 
   Tears close my throat and blur my vision. This is what my life has come to, the way it’s all going to end, and it will be at the hands of the woman who ultimately destroyed my sister. The same woman who has spent years ruining my husband’s life.
 
   My husband.
 
   Thinking of Damon helps peace settle within me. This will kill him. Losing our daughter and me will be the finishing blow to Damon that will rip him apart in the worst way possible, but he will survive it. He will live on.
 
   If all I get with that amazing man is a few months of pure happiness, then I know it was all worth it. Every hurt, pain, and doubt has been erased by him and I can only hope I’ve helped him see he isn’t a monster, but a man who deserves love. A man who has so much love to give. 
 
   Leona’s shriek of disgust brings me back to the present. She’s wiping her hands down her messy clothes, frantically cleaning off the gunk covering her. It isn’t until I see her line of sight that I realise my water has just broke. 
 
   “You pissed on me,” she screeches. “You fucking pissed on me you dirty bitch.” Her fist connects with my face, sending it swinging to the side. I don’t look back at her. I won’t give her the satisfaction. 
 
   Blood oozes from my nose, trickling down the back of my throat at the same time. I gag at the metallic taste but keep my eyes firmly locked away from Leona. Her shouts and screams are incoherent so I pay her no mind. 
 
   Tires on the gravel outside have my heart pumping fast, my pulse racing. Has she got more help? I hold my breath waiting but everything is still. Even Leona.
 
   “Is that fucking spawn coming? Does it hurt?” Leona asks in amusement. “I think I’ll let you go through the pain of labour without medical help and then finish you off. You might as well feel every ounce of pain I’ve been craving to inflict on you. I might even keep your baby as my own. Damon would sure want me then.”
 
   In her deluded state she really believes Damon will want her if she takes me out the picture. I remain silent, refusing to give her what she wants. My fear. 
 
   “Did you hear me?” she screams. Her boot connects with my bad leg making me cry out. I just want this pain to end. I never thought I’d be someone to just give up but this pain is too much for me to take. 
 
   “When Damon thought he killed my baby he was easy to manipulate too. I could play on that to get my own way. He felt guilt and that gave me power. Until you came along. Until you fucking ruined it all you bitch!” she shouts.
 
   Her words hit me hard and my eyes widen. When Damon thought he killed... she was never fucking pregnant! This crazy bitch is more fucked up than I ever believed. I fucking knew she was lying.
 
   “You were never pregnant. I bet you weren’t even fucking raped.” I fume. Leona out right laughs at me.
 
   “Of course I fucking wasn’t. I used that rape and fake baby as a way to get Damon and that’s when your fucking sister fucked everything up again. After that I thought he would comfort me the way I wanted if he thought he’d killed my baby. Instead he closed off more.”
 
   “Because you made him believe he was responsible for two deaths in one day!” I shout. 
 
   “But he knew I wouldn’t care about his demons. He knew I accepted him as he was.” She says this in a small voice, almost like she’s confused as to how her plans went wrong.
 
   “If you would have thought about it properly Leona, you would have known that convincing him he’s a monster wouldn’t work in your favour. He locked himself away from the world, blocked himself off from living. You. Did. That.”
 
   Leona lets out an ear piercing scream, picks up her gun, before lunging for me again, just as the barn doors crash open. It all happens so fast. Her shocked expression is almost laughable but when she raises the gun to my head I freeze. 
 
   I squeeze my eyes closed and hold my breath, waiting for my death to come. A popping sound rings out before a heavy weight settles on my chest. I wait for more pain to hit but it doesn’t come. Voices shout out, surrounding me, but I can’t make anything out. My vision blurs before everything goes dark.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
   December 24th 2014
 
   Damon
 
    
 
   I stand in complete and utter fucking despair. I don’t know what to do. Not sure how to proceed in getting these cocks to listen to me. Leona has my woman and they won’t fucking help. They’re more concerned with getting that piece of shit Simon out his car. I’m glad he’s fucking dead because if he wasn’t I’d fucking kill him myself. 
 
   “When are you going to find my wife?” I snap at a passing police officer. “She’s been taken and you’re all wasting your time on that piece of shit that tried to kill her,” I grit out, trying to keep my cool. 
 
   “Sir, you need to calm down. We’re doing all we can. Your wife could have hit her head and be stumbling, lost, looking for help. We have a dog unit on its way to assist. We’re working on it.” 
 
   His calm voice just fuels my rage. I want to snap his head off. I want to kill everyone who isn’t listening to me when I say Leona has her.
 
   “She’s not fucking here. She was taken, and the longer you leave it the more time that crazy cunt has to hurt my wife and daughter.”
 
   “There is no car seat sir.” The police officer looks at me like I’m losing my mind and it just enrages me further. 
 
   “My wife is fucking pregnant. I’ve told you pricks this already!” I roar. Spencer comes to stand beside me and gives me a look of warning. He can shove that warning up his fucking arse for all I give a shit. “Listen to me you goddamn waste of space. My wife rang me, petrified, and told me what was happening. When they crashed I heard Leona. Leona Goodridge. She’s taken her and she’s hurting her every minute you all waste here.” 
 
   “Damon, you need to calm down. We’re going to find her.” Spencer tries to soothe. I grasp his shirt and pull him to me, so we’re face to face. 
 
   “How the fuck do you think we’re going to find her when these cocks aren’t doing their job?” I growl. 
 
   “Sir, you’re going to have to calm down if you want to find your wife. I need you to tell me everything you know.” I ignore the police officer and stare into my brother’s eyes. In the brown depths I see something but I’m not quite sure what. Spencer lifts a brow at me and nods his head towards the car. Grinding my teeth I release him. 
 
   Spence steps away, adjusts his shirt and faces the policeman. I take a deep, calming breath and wait to hear what Spencer has to say.
 
   “We’ve already told your colleagues what happened but they’re not listening. Ella Hunt was targeted by that man you’re currently trying to revive. He ran her off the road where he met a fate too kind for him if you ask me. My sister in law was on the phone to my brother as we drove here and we heard Leona Goodridge screaming at Ella. When we arrived at the scene Ella and Leona were gone. None of you are looking for the real fucking victim here and each second that passes allows Leona more time to cause damage. I know where they are and I’m leaving now. You can choose to do your job correctly and follow me, or you can let my brother and I go sort Leona out. Either way, we’re leaving now.”  
 
   As soon as he says the words I’ve been desperate for I walk away, back to the car and climb in the driver’s seat, staring the engine. Spencer quickly hops in beside me and I watch as the policeman gathers more forces. 
 
   I don’t wait around.
 
   I can’t. 
 
   My foot hits the gas pedal and we take off. Racing to get to my beauty.
 
   “Where are they?” I growl. My rage is ready to explode. If I get my hands on Leona I’m going to bury her.  
 
   “An abandoned barn five miles that way. Close to the rents.”
 
   “How did you find them?” I ask, only to take my mind off the fury consuming me. If I don’t focus then I’m letting Ella down. She’s my main priority. 
 
   “Tracked Leona’s phone,” he replies, nonchalantly. I turn my gaze on him a second in silent question before looking back to the road. “I have my ways of getting what I want. It was as simple as providing Leona’s phone number. I have an area where she is, but she could be anywhere Damon. I just get an area, not a specific location.”
 
   “An area? What the fuck does that mean?” I growl.
 
   “It doesn’t give me the exact spot Damon. It’s like an area on a grid. I can get us to where she is but we’re going to have to find her. She’ll be there but she could be in any field.”  
 
   “I’m gonna kill her Spence. If anything has happened to Ella I’m going to tear Leona limb from limb. I can’t lose her,” I choke out. 
 
   “You won’t. We’re going to get her back.” Spencer’s voice is strong, sure, but I can hear his trepidation.
 
   My phone rings and when Steen’s voice sounds through the speaker I see red. His fucking daughter has my wife.
 
   “Steen,” I growl.
 
   “Damon? Thank fuck. Damon, Ella is in trouble,” he stutters, flustered.
 
   “No shit. Your fucking daughter has her,” I snap.
 
   “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened. She killed her mum, stabbed her. I went to see if my daughter had been murdered too only to find she was the murderer. I heard her on the phone Damon and she caught me. I was trying to warn you but she hit me over the head. I blacked out. I’ve called as soon as I’ve come round.”
 
   “I don’t have time for this Steen. I’m going to get my wife back from your bitch of a daughter.”
 
   “You know where she is?” he asks, sounding relieved. 
 
   “We have an area but it’s not a specific location. From what I can tell there is nothing in that area so we’re going to have to search,” Spencer replies.
 
   “Where is it?” Steen enquires, sounding desperate. 
 
   “Six and half miles past my mum’s,” I answer.
 
   “It’s mine!” he exclaims. “It’s my land. We have some waste land. Leona and her friends hung out there when she was in secondary school and there’s an old shack.”
 
   That’s it. 
 
   I don’t reply. I just press my foot down harder so we shoot forward, speeding to my beauty as fast as my car will allow. Ice fills my veins as we near, we’ll never find Ella. Steen directs me to take a turn down an old dirt path, barely visible from the road. 
 
   As soon as I pull up in front of the old barn I jump out and try to take off towards the door but Spence grabs me and holds me back. I lash out, wanting to beat him to preventing me from going to my woman. Bringing his lips to my ear, Spencer gives me the words to calm down.
 
   “Damon, if you go in there you risk Ella being killed. Listen to that, I can hear them both. Ella is fine but if you go storming in there that could all change. You need to think with your head, brother. Your woman is alive but you could end that. You need to wait it out.”
 
   I sag against him, broken inside. How can he expect me to not go in to take my beauty back? I’m desperate to hold her in my arms, to make sure she’s okay, but I know Spence is right. 
 
   I can hear Leona speaking but I can’t tell what she’s saying. Police cruisers pull up and start to move into position.  
 
    “Did you hear me?” Leona screams. My whole body tenses as I hear Ella cry out in pain. It takes everything in me to remain on the spot. I want to rush in there and take the pain away and I want to end Leona’s life so fucking much.
 
   Spencer moves us closer to the door, as officers suit up in protective gear, drawing guns and checking they’re loaded. When Leona begins to speak again, we can hear hers words clear as day.
 
    “When Damon thought he killed my baby he was easy to manipulate too. I could play on that to get my own way. He felt guilt and that gave me power. Until you came along. Until you fucking ruined it all you cunt!” Leona shouts. 
 
   Her words shock me, knocking the air out my lungs. It was all a game. There was no fucking baby. I want to release my wrath and set it all on the woman who has invaded my life for far too long.
 
    “You were never pregnant.” Ella says. It’s not a question, it’s a statement. “I bet you weren’t even fucking raped.” 
 
   “Of course I fucking wasn’t. I used that rape and a fake baby as a way to get Damon and that’s when your fucking sister fucked everything up again. After that I thought he would comfort me the way I wanted, if he thought he’d killed my baby. Instead he closed off more.”
 
   “Because you made him believe he was responsible for two deaths in one day!” Ella shouts. 
 
   Leona’s voice is quiet as she replies and I can’t make out what she’s saying.
 
   “If you would have thought about it properly Leona, you would have known that convincing him he’s a monster wouldn’t work in your favour. He locked himself away from the world, blocked himself off from living. You. Did. That.” I can hear Ella’s fury at what Leona has put me through and I love her all the more for it.
 
   The police move into position and crash into the doors as an ear piercing scream sounds out. Spence and I go to move in but get held back. I thrash and fight to get free but these fuckers are holding steady.
 
   A gun being fired stops my breathing, my heart skipping a beat as the bang resounds in my head. My knees give out and I pray. I pray with everything in me that that gunshot was fired at Leona and not my beautiful Ella. 
 
   “Oh God. Oh fuck. Is she... is Ella okay?” I gasp. I struggle to catch my breath as all my biggest fears take over my body at once. Have I lost my wife and daughter?
 
   Spencer’s arms band around me, comforting me, but it doesn’t help. I feel trapped, like I’m being held under water. Shouts and movement surround me but my mind is blank of anything but torture. This is all my fault. Leona would never have gotten near Ella if I would have protected her. Hell if I wasn’t part of Ella’s life, then they would have never crossed paths. 
 
   Sirens wail in the background, drawing closer to our destination as an officer cautiously approaches us. 
 
   “Mr. Hunt?”
 
   “Yes,” Spencer answers, knowing I can’t find the words. 
 
   “Mrs. Hunt is alive. She’s unconscious and has some injures but she’s breathing. An ambulance is about to arrive to give her the medical treatment she needs but we don’t know how bad her injuries are.”
 
   I slump forward at his words, tears streaming down my face. My baby is breathing. She’s alive.
 
   “What about the baby?” I ask.
 
   “We won’t know until she gets to the hospital, sir.”  
 
   I stand on shaky legs and move to enter the barn, only to be stopped again. I glare at the uniformed man, ready to rip him a new arsehole when I see paramedics rush past. 
 
   Everything passes in double speed. Police and paramedics swarm the scene, orders and medical jargon is shouted out in a mix of hums. Spencer holding up my slumped body is the only thing anchoring me to this scene. It’s like watching a movie playing before my eyes. 
 
   Seeing Ella being wheeled out on a stretcher, unconscious, brings me back to focus. Standing, I stride over towards the ambulance they’re loading her in, when a female paramedic stops me with a hand on my chest. I glare down at her, waiting for her to move.
 
   “Sir, you can’t go back there.”
 
   “That’s my wife,” I say with incredulity. 
 
   Ella opens her eyes at my voice, and calls out to me. I push onward, forcing my way to her. Needing to be with her. 
 
   “F-Faith,” she gasps. “H-help her.” As soon as the last word leaves her lips she passes out. I roar out in agony. 
 
   Please don’t die. 
 
   The paramedic grabs my arm, pulling me to a stop when I try to storm forward.
 
   “I’m sorry for that sir, but you can’t go back there. We’re doing all we can for your wife, and we need to get her to the hospital as quickly as possible. Her body is showing signs of advanced labour.”
 
   I stumble back a step. It’s too fucking soon. Our daughter isn’t ready yet, she can’t be in labour. My head spins with horror. 
 
   “But she’s... I’m...” I stutter. 
 
   Giving me a sympathetic smile she moves her hand from my chest to my shoulder and gives me a comforting squeeze.
 
   “It’s too early.” I tell her panicked. “She has a month left before the baby is ready.”
 
   “We’re going to do all we can.”
 
   She turns and walks away but I grab her arm, stepping after her as she goes to leave. A hand clamps on my shoulder and I turn to glare at a stocky police man. 
 
   What the fuck?
 
   “I suggest you remove your hand Mr. Hunt,” he says, with a surprisingly menacing voice. 
 
   “It’s fine Teddy.” The paramedic replies. 
 
   “No it’s not,” he growls. 
 
   “He just wants to travel with his wife,” she tells him before turning her eyes to me. “You can ride up front Mr. Hunt but we need to leave now.” 
 
   I don’t waste time. I move forward on autopilot and take a seat in the cab of the ambulance. 
 
   ****
 
    I’m pacing in the family waiting room at the hospital, surrounded by my family and friends, and I’m going fucking crazy. It’s been over an hour since we’d arrived at Charing Cross hospital and I know nothing. Not one fucking person can tell me what’s happening to my wife. No, it’s not that they can’t tell me, they won’t tell me. 
 
   Spencer must have called my parents because they arrived not long after me. My mum pulled me into a hug and told me everything would be okay and it’s the first time I’ve ever doubted my mum. Spencer arrived twenty minutes later with a shaken up Faith, but she was unharmed.  
 
   Spencer tells them what happened and each detail takes my breath away and feels like a punch to my guts. My mind replays this day over and over again, adding in Faith’s experience, making me relive the horror and making me fear the worst. 
 
   My dad, Spence and Faith went to get some hot drinks five minutes ago and my mum stayed with me. I know she wants to talk about how I’m feeling, and she wants to reassure me that Ella and our daughter will be okay, but I can’t hear that at the minute. I don’t want false hope. 
 
   “Come and sit down, Damon.” My mum says in a soft voice.
 
   I can’t sit down. I’m restless.  
 
   “Take a seat, son.” My dad says, resting his hand on my shoulder. I didn’t even notice him and Spencer returning. 
 
   I slump down into a seat, my chin resting on my chest, and my hands in my hair. I’ve never felt despair like this before. Not knowing what’s happening is making my fucking brain run wild. 
 
   “I can’t lose her,” I choke out. 
 
   “You won’t!” My family all say in unison. I wish I had their fucking belief.
 
   “But what if–” I’m cut off when the door opens. Steen sticks his head in and steps inside, and I’m on my feet instantly. I thunder forward and grip him by his shirt. His fucking daughter is responsible for all this and I have no one to take my anger out on. 
 
   He seems like the most appropriate.
 
   My fist connects with his jaw with a satisfying crunch before anyone can respond. Spencer’s arms wrap around me a second later and pull me away. I thrash and struggle to free myself from his grip but my mum steps in front of me with a disappointed look in her eyes.
 
   I instantly still. I will forever be haunted by that look in her face. I’ve never seen my mum show anything but love when she looks at me but in this minute she looks like I’ve committed the world’s worst crime.  
 
   “I know you’re hurting, Damon. We all are. But that does not, and will never, mean you can go around throwing punches at innocent people. I know you’re angry, and I know you’re looking for someone to blame, but the only person to blame is dead.” Tears sting my eyes. She’s right. I fucking know she is but it doesn’t help this rage inside me. I need to let it out before I’m consumed with it. I can feel the fury pulling me into the darkness, making me want to tear the world apart. 
 
   “Ella and my daughter might be dead too,” I snap.
 
   “Ella is strong and she’s going to be okay.” My mum’s words are so sure, so certain, I almost believe her. “My granddaughter has the strongest parents I know. She’s going to have the same kind of strength. They will fight.”
 
   “It’s okay Flora,” Steen says. My mother turns to look at him.
 
   “No it’s not, Steen. You have done nothing wrong and my son knows that. I’m sorry for your losses,” she says with a soft voice, placing her hand on his arm. I’m not fucking sorry for his losses. The world is better off without Leona and Sandra in it. My body tenses at her words. Her warm eyes come back to mine.
 
   “I’m not sorry she’s dead, Damon,” she says with conviction and she looks back at Steen. “I’m sorry about Sandra. I’m sorry for your losses but I’m not sorry she’s dead. Leona caused harm to my family and for that I’m glad she can’t cause anymore harm. You saved my daughter and granddaughter today and for that I can’t ever repay you.” Her voice ends on a choked whisper.
 
   She’s right.
 
   Steen alerted me to Leona’s location, he tried to warn me, but that doesn’t mean seeing him is any easier. I begin pacing the length of the room again. I just need to fucking know what’s happening.  
 
   When the door opens again and a doctor walks in, I stop pacing, and turn abruptly. I face him and wait for him to speak, holding my breath.  
 
   “Mr. Hunt?” he asks.
 
   “That’s me. How are my wife and daughter?”  
 
   “Your wife is in recovery, Mr. Hunt. Upon arrival she was unconscious and in late stages of labour. She has a fracture in her fibula, along with some ligament damage. She has a large laceration on her forehead, and she’s banged up with extensive bruising and cuts, but otherwise seems to be recovering well. The baby’s heartbeat was considerably low due to stress, and we had to perform an emergency caesarean. Your wife regained consciousness before we preformed the caesarean, and she was aware of what happened and where she is. Your daughter is currently in the neonatal unit, but is doing well.”     
 
   My knees give way at his words, my relief instant. My beauty and our daughter are alive. I finally let out the breath I’ve been holding since I first got the call from Ella, and drop the floor. My emotions are too much to process. There’s too much going on and I need to look into my wife’s eyes to clear my mind. 
 
   She’s the only one who can give me peace.
 
   “I want see her,” I demand.
 
   “Your wife?” he asks.
 
   “Yes. Has she met our daughter yet?”
 
   “No, Mr. Hunt. She was under general anaesthetic during the operation and is in recovery at the moment. As soon as she’s ready she’ll be moved to the maternity ward.” 
 
   I’m desperate to see our daughter, to make sure she’s alright and see who she looks like. But I want to meet her at the same time as my wife does. 
 
   “A nurse will come and collect you when Mrs. Hunt is settled into her room, and take you to see her. I’d be more than happy to show you to your daughter in the meantime?” he asks. 
 
   “I want to wait until my wife is awake and can meet her.” I pause and look at my family. I know they’re going to be just as eager to see both of my girls and I don’t want to take one of those options away. “You can show my family there though. I’m sure they’re desperate to meet her.” 
 
   “We’ll wait.” My mum speaks up. “Ella needs to meet her before us.” I could kiss my mum.
 
   The doctor nods before asking if I have any questions. When I say no, he exits the room, leaving me to my relief.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
   December 24th 2014
 
   Ella
 
    
 
   My body is heavy, sluggish. My brain is fuzzy. What’s happening? I try to move but my body is unresponsive. I try to remember where I am and it all comes crashing back. 
 
   Faith. 
 
   Simon. 
 
   Leona. 
 
   Faith. Fuck is she okay? She might need help. Damon’s voice calls to me but I can’t find him. I try to push the fog away so I can see him but everything is misty. 
 
   Dark.
 
   He needs to help Faith. I struggle to free myself from whatever is holding me down, compressing on my chest.
 
   “F-Faith,” I gasp. “H-help her.”
 
   Pain shoots through me and darkness pulls me back under. The heaviness weighs me down again, pulling me under a blanket of thick fog, choking me. It consumes me and pulls me away from the pain. 
 
   ****
 
   Beeps and whooshes sound in my head, each noise making an excruciating throbbing in my skull. I wince from the pain and try to move, but that sluggish feeling is still strong. People talk around me but their voices and words mash together. 
 
   Prodding between my legs brings the agony of labour to the forefront of my mind and I try to cry out but no sound emerges. I scream silently. More talking and a sharp prick to my arm is the last thing I feel before darkness swallows me again.
 
   ****
 
   Movement jars my brain to lift from the fog a little, but it’s not enough. Sleepiness consumes me. I just want to sleep and the bed moving isn’t helping. I want to demand they stop moving me but my mouth is numb. 
 
   My body is numb.
 
   My limbs dead. 
 
   Pain slashes through me, making me cry out. Unbearable aches hit me all at once. Not one part of my body isn’t in agony, ripping me apart. 
 
   My baby.
 
   Please let her be okay. Please don’t take her from me. 
 
   I want to be sucked back into the darkness. I want to forget.
 
   I give up my fight.
 
   Blackness takes me away.
 
   ****
 
   “When will she wake up? It’s been hours,” Damon grumbles. I want to laugh at him but my body has tingles, little pin pricks all over my skin, and I can’t feel it. I can feel the pins and needles but I can’t feel my body. It’s like tiny insects are crawling all over me. I feel like my body has lain still for days, wrapped in a block of concrete, and the pins and needles are from blood now flowing through me again. 
 
   “She’ll wake up when she’s good and ready Damon. Have a little patience,” Flora reprimands. 
 
   “I just want to see her eyes. I need to know she’s truly okay,” Damon mutters. 
 
   “We all want to see her Damon, but Mum’s right. Ella just needs to gain her strength. She’ll wake when she’s ready,” Spencer adds.
 
   I want to open my eyes, I want to hold my husband’s hand and tell him everything is okay but my body won’t cooperate. 
 
   “I’m her fucking husband. You don’t know what I’m feeling, you don’t love her like I do,” Damon growls. His words split my heart in two. He sounds agonised. 
 
   Broken.
 
   Lost.
 
   Black mist begins taking over, pulling me under. 
 
   Dragging me away from my family.
 
   ****
 
   “How is our daughter?” Damon inquires. 
 
   His voice cuts through the fog and everything begins to clear but his words don’t make sense. My body is aching but it’s a manageable ache. Light, too bright for my eyes, makes me want to bury my head under the blankets and hide away. I want Damon to shut the light off. I want to sleep a little longer. 
 
   My body is relaxed, floating. 
 
   “Baby Hunt is doing well. She’s strong and of a decent weight. She’s healthy Mr. Hunt. You have a fighter there,” someone replies. I can hear the smile in her voice but I don’t understand what they’re talking about. 
 
   Baby Hunt?
 
   My baby?
 
   Beeping pierces my ears, and my heart races to the same rhythm. I fight to move my body, to wake my brain up. Come on Ella. My body is desperate to wake up, but something is holding me back. 
 
   “Just like her mother,” Damon says, love ringing loudly in his voice.
 
   It hits me. Everything comes back at lightning speed. Simon. The crash. Leona. Labour.
 
   My baby.
 
   My eyes flutter open. 
 
   Bright lights blind me for a second before my eyes adjust, and I look around the sterile hospital room. I have a drip and wires attached to me, my leg is throbbing and bandaged, and Damon is clutching my hand tightly, adding to my aching body. My mouth is dry, desperate for some water, and I can’t seem to find my voice. 
 
   Damon must sense my gaze because his clashes with mine within seconds. His chocolate eyes widen before a breath stealing smile breaks across his lips. My heart rate increases, and so does the beeping machine. 
 
   A sparkle of mischief lights up his gaze, but before I can understand what it means, a nurse brings my attention to her.
 
   “Mrs. Hunt?” she asks in a professional voice. “I’m Vera, your nurse. How are you feeling?” I try to speak but a squeak is the only sound I can make. Clearing my throat, I try again.
 
   “W-water,” I rasp. Vera gives me a small smile before patting my arm.
 
   “I’m just going to do a few checks and I’ll fetch you a drink. I’ll let the doctor know you’re awake. Do you remember what happened?” she asks. 
 
   I nod my head but don’t speak. I don’t want to remember. I have too many other pressing matters to talk about rather than that crazy bitch. Vera begins checking machines and monitors before slipping out of the room.
 
   “Jellybean?” I ask, looking at Damon, pleading for her to be okay. 
 
   “She’s okay beauty. She’s strong like her mummy,” Damon replies. “We’ve been waiting for you.”
 
   His words send a bolt of jealousy through my veins, and bring tears to my eyes. I want to meet her, I want to hold her. 
 
   I want to be her mummy.
 
   “Hey, it’s okay baby. You’re safe, Jellybean is safe,” Damon soothes. At his words, darkness tries to pull me back, but I fight. I don’t want to sleep anymore. My tears fall, cascading down my cheeks. Damon moves fast, sitting next to me, wiping my sadness away. 
 
   But it’s not sadness.
 
   I’m happy.
 
   We’re safe.
 
   Vera comes back in with a beaker and jug of water, handing them over to Damon when he holds his hands out for them, and instructing me to take small sips only. 
 
   My husband fills the beaker before bringing it to my lips. The warmish water fills my parched mouth and instantly soothes me, making it easier to talk.
 
   “What does she look like?” I question. Damon shakes his head at my question, making me frown. 
 
   “I haven’t seen her Ella. I wanted to wait to meet her with you.” His words should make me feel happy, but all they do it make my tears flow again. How can he know she’s okay if he hasn’t met her? She must be lonely. 
 
   I need to get to my baby.
 
   I try to struggle and sit up but Damon is quick to hold me down and I don’t have enough energy to fight him. A sharp pain slices through my stomach, making me feel like I’m being sawn in half with a rusty saw. 
 
   “How could you?” I ask, accusation clear in my wobbly voice. “She’s all alone and you’re sitting here with me instead of with her. Go to her Damon. Be with our daughter,” I implore. He shakes his head again.
 
   “No Ella. I want to meet her when you do.” I growl at him, angry that I can’t go be with her now. My reaction is wrong. I shouldn’t be angry, I should be thankful, but my fuzzy head is mixing my emotions up. 
 
   “Ella,” Vera says. “Your daughter is doing well. Her breathing is normal and she seems to be responding well. She’s fully developed and her lungs are strong. They’re keeping her in NICU to monitor her. Once the doctor has checked you over we’ll get you a chair and take you to see her. Okay?” I nod but don’t reply to her. I’m overwhelmed. 
 
   Damon, noticing my emotion, wraps his arms around me, pulling me against him. My whole body is aching but being in his arms relieves me, reducing the most painful ache; my heart. 
 
   ****
 
   Once the doctor came in to check me over, and explain my injuries, he gave me the okay to go and meet Jellybean, but before we could, two police officers popped in to see me. Damon almost got himself arrested for his behaviour towards them. 
 
   He wasn’t happy with them coming for my statement so soon after everything happened, and I wasn’t ready to speak to them yet. I need to see with my own eyes that Jellybean is alive and well. 
 
   Damon refused their entry to my room. 
 
   The situation almost got out of control until Vera stepped in. She understood Damon’s reasoning and asked them to return tomorrow. In response, the officers forbid Damon from seeing me, something about tampering with statements, and now I find myself sitting alone with a friendly female officer, and a brooding male officer. 
 
   I’ve just finished telling them my account of events, what I know, and they’re ready to leave. I’ve been as cooperative as possible, recalling events several times over, and answered the same questions again and again. Officer Sheldon has been professional and compassionate. Officer Smith has remained the same, not expressing any emotion at all. 
 
   “We’ll keep you up to date Mrs. Hunt. Everything should be pretty open and close. Thank you for your time and I wish you a speedy recovery,” Officer Sheldon says. I give her a quick nod, not wanting to speak any more. 
 
   I want my husband and daughter.
 
   Giving me a polite smile, she looks at her partner, and raises a brow. Officer Smith clears his throat and nods his head to the door. Sheldon quickly exits, leaving me with him. 
 
   “Mrs. Hunt, may I be frank?” he asks once we’re alone. 
 
   “Yes,” I reply questioningly. What on Earth could he have to say to me? He sighs and steps closer to the bed. 
 
   “I know this is out of place.” He pauses and clears his throat. “I pulled up your file Mrs. Hunt and realise who you are. I knew your father, he was a good man, and I’m sorry for all you’ve been through. I can’t even begin to imagine what you’ve been through, and I just want to assure you that your father would be happy with your choice of husband.” I look at him in surprise at his words.
 
   “And what makes you say that?” I ask.
 
   Officer Smith smiles, he fucking smiles, before chuckling. 
 
   “Overbearing, protective, and in love. I know love when I see it, and that man, your husband, he’s deeply madly in love with you. I know love. I’ve felt it and seen it. I loved your dad,” he states. I gasp. 
 
   What the fuck.
 
   “Your dad loved me,” he continues. “Just not enough to tell you. Your dad was everything your husband is now, but only when it came to his daughters. His love for you was stratospheric, and that meant he kept things secret in order to protect you. One of your dad’s wishes was for you to meet Mr. Hunt,” he says, chuckling.  
 
   My jaw drops. Information overload. My dad was gay? He wanted me to meet Damon? Is this a fucking joke?
 
   “I remember him speaking of his client. When I noticed your marital name I checked it out. You dad told me many times that Hunt was a good man. “Messed up but has the biggest heart he’s ever known. Hunt just doesn’t know it,” he’d say,” Smith says. I laugh at his imitation of my dad and tears fill my eyes. 
 
   Goddamn emotions. 
 
   “My Pops was gay?” I whisper. Smith gives me a sad smile. 
 
   “He was Mrs. Hunt. Your dad would never say he was. He just said he’d fell in love and it was irrelevant whether it was with a man or woman. His love didn’t define him.”
 
   “Why didn’t he tell me?” I ask, hurt and betrayal stinging my eyes.
 
   “Your dad was from old money Ella. When he fell for another man at a young age, his parents disowned him. You have to understand, it wasn’t common in those days for a man to date a man. It was frowned upon. Being shunned ended that relationship and he met your mum. They were best friends and she gave him what he desperately wanted. A family.” I shake my head. Not sure I know how to feel. How I feel. 
 
   Is this a dream?
 
   “But she knew he was gay and when she found love with another man, she left. After your grandparent’s reaction, your dad decided he wanted to keep our relationship quiet until you were finished with your education. He didn’t want you or your sister to be treated differently because of who he was. Your dad loved you and would do anything to protect you.” My tears are streaming by the time Smith has finished. 
 
   Was any of my life real?
 
   Overwhelming emotions pour from me and sobs shake my body. I loved my dad, I love him still, and I would have loved him no matter his sexual preference. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I cry. 
 
   Damon storms the room at hearing my distress. 
 
   “You have nothing to be sorry for Ella,” he replies softly. He steps back and makes room for Damon to cross to me. “I had your dad’s love and that was enough for me. I know he’d want you to know now. I know he’d be happy with your chosen husband.”
 
   Suddenly, his professional brooding expression slips into place, and he looks at Damon’s angry face. Damon takes a protective stance in front of me, not saying a word. 
 
   “Thank you for your cooperation Mr. Hunt. We have everything we need. Should we need anything more we’ll be in contact.” Damon gives Smith a swift nod. “Take care of Pops’ daughter,” Smith says before striding out the door, and leaving my husband in a confused, shocked state. 
 
   Damon quickly moves to pull me into his arms and rocks me until I’m calm. I relay everything Smith told me and my husband is equally as shocked as me. 
 
   I have so many thoughts and questions but my mind can’t focus on one thing. I feel like my whole life was a lie. I wait for hurt and anger to fill me but it doesn’t. Love fills me when Damon begins kissing my head. His lips slowly descend to mine and my heart takes flight.
 
   Beep, beep, beep, beep.
 
   And so does the heart monitor still attached to me. Damon stops and a smirk pulls on his lips.
 
   “Why are you smirking?” I ask, a little breathless. 
 
   “I’ve felt your heart speed up beneath my touch but I wanted to hear the proof. You love me,” he states. 
 
   “I do,” I reply with a giggle. 
 
   Damon always gives me what I need and what I need is his love. My past is my past and my future is Damon’s. I don’t want to live in the past any more. I want to live my life to the fullest with this funny, sexy, broody, domineering, bossy man. 
 
   I’m keeping him. 
 
   He’s keeping me.
 
   I have my home and life right in front of me. I lean up to kiss him, needing to feel his love and show him mine. Damon’s lips descend again.
 
   Vera comes in, wheeling a chair, and has a smile gracing her lips. I giggle at my husband’s groan. 
 
   “Are you ready to meet your daughter?” she asks us, not noticing our moment, or pretending not to have interrupted.
 
   “Yes,” I squeal with excitement. Damon’s face lights up and fills with an expectant gaze. It’s time to meet our Jellybean.
 
   ****
 
   My nerves are making me feel sick. Damon is standing beside me to meet our daughter and although I know she’s okay, I feel like my happiness could be snatched away at any given moment. 
 
   Old habits die hard. 
 
   The NICU nurse, Emma, is bringing our Jellybean to us. Butterflies flutter in my body, my stomach churns, and I’m fidgeting. My heart is on some weird rhythm, pumping, beating, thumping, pounding to its own beat. 
 
   Emma approaches with a tiny bundle in a blanket and jealousy rages in me. I want my daughter in my arms, snuggling to my chest. Damon told me I was out of it for hours and almost all of Christmas day has passed. 
 
   Our daughter was born just past midnight on Christmas morning through caesarean section, explaining why I feel like I’ve been cut in half with a blunt blade. She’s our strong angel. She’s surviving, despite being born a month early, and I’m about to meet her for the first time.
 
   Anticipation fills me and I mentally will Emma to hurry up her steps. Damon sucks in a breath when she nears, seeing his daughter for the first time. I hold my breath. 
 
   “Oh God,” he whispers, choked. “She’s stunning.”
 
   In the next heartbeat Jellybean is in my arms. Her warm tiny body nestling against my bare chest when I pull my hospital gown forward, holding her against me. She steals my breath when she nuzzles me, breathing me in. A small contented sigh slips past her heart shaped pink lips when she gets comfortable. 
 
   I fall in love with her with an intense force. My heart doesn’t split in half for Damon and her. My heart doesn’t just double in size. It swells, building and exploding around me, warming my soul. My love for her fills me to the brim.  
 
   She’s perfect.
 
   She has a head full of hair, soft as silk and tiny ears. I run my finger over the shell, finishing at the small lobe, feeling her. Touching her. Knowing her.
 
   She’s me and Damon.
 
   She’s ours.
 
   I can’t take my eyes off her. 
 
   Jellybean yawns, her plump pink lips forming a perfect o, and releases a sweet squeaky noise. My ears latch on to the sound, imprinting it to my memory. She settles, nestling against me again. Her lips are so kissable. I want to kiss her everywhere. 
 
   Perfectly pouty mouth, the bottom lip fuller than the top, with a seamless dip in the centre. Thick black eyelashes – longer than I would have thought possible – fan her cheeks. 
 
   Running my finger across her cheek, around her eye, down the tip of her nose, and stroking her lips, I take her in. My tears fall as I memorise every feature and commit each detail to my mind. 
 
   She’s precious.   
 
   “I’m lost for words, overwhelmed with awe and love. I’m a mum and need to take care of this baby doll, protect her with everything I am, and encourage her to be the best she can be. I thought I was ready for this and now she’s here I have no doubt I will protect her with my life. I already don’t want to breathe without her. I can’t remember her not existing. I feel like I’ve known her forever, like she’s always been in my life, my soul. She fits in our life Damon. She’s finally here,” I cry, my voice breaking throughout. 
 
   Our little Jellybean opens her eyes and I gasp. Melted chocolate meets my gaze, the exact same shade as her father’s. Damon wraps his arms around us, holding us to him. I look into his eyes and see him crying tears of joy and love.
 
   “She’s perfect,” he whispers, his eyes dropping to our daughter. “I can see so much of Pops in her. She’s… oh God beauty. We created this little person? How is it possible to make something so faultless, flawless? She completes us Ella.”
 
   I’m lost for words. He’s right. She completes us. I look deeper into her features, trying to see what Damon does, and I see it. Damon shakes my world at his next words.
 
   “How would you feel naming her after him? Poppy Hunt,” he beseeches. I can’t speak. I’m too choked up to find words so I nod my head at him before nuzzling his neck.
 
   We sit for as long as we’re allowed, holding and hugging her, until it’s time to go back to my room. Tears fill my eyes again at leaving her alone. I don’t want her to ever feel alone. 
 
   She will never be alone again when we get her home.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
   January 9th 2015
 
   Ella
 
    
 
   I’m sitting patiently on the hospital bed as I wait for the nurse to bring my daughter to me. Today is the day that we finally get to go home. I'm not sure how I feel. My emotions are all over the place.  The past two weeks have been the most terrifying and most beautiful moments of my life. 
 
   Everything that we have been through has led to this.  
 
   I get to be a mum. I get to look at my daughter's beautiful face every night knowing how blessed we both are to be here. 
 
   I'm scared.  
 
   I'm scared that somehow I will mess this up, that I won’t be good enough for her. I almost lost her because of my mistakes and I will never forgive myself for that.  
 
   The door swinging open pulls me from my thoughts. I expect to see the nurse but it’s Damon, pushing the car seat in a wheelchair, and carting a few bags. The sight of him calms me. I will always have him, no matter what.
 
   “What's wrong beauty?” he asks, concern lacing his voice. He always knows when something is wrong.  
 
   “I'm okay Damon. I just want to go home,” I reply but my voice waivers, giving away my emotional state. 
 
   Damon strides towards me, and sits down on the bed, being careful not to bump my leg or jostle me too much. His palm comes up to my face and I turn my cheek into the embrace.
 
   “Beauty?” he questions.
 
   I know what he wants. He wants in my head, he wants my thoughts. It’s still hard expressing myself after years of keeping my real emotions locked away.
 
   “I... what if I’m not good enough? What if I can’t give her everything she needs?” I ask in a quiet voice, expressing my darkest fears and thoughts.  
 
   “You’ll be fine Ella. We will be fine, we’ve got this,” he says, so sure of us. I nod my head, knowing in my heart if I have him everything will always be okay. 
 
   The sound of the door opening draws our attention. Damon’s hand drops from my face, and he stands as our beautiful daughter is wheeled in to the room in a clear plastic hospital crib. Poppy has spent most of her time in the Neonatal Unit, and we’ve visited every chance we could. 
 
   “Someone wants her mummy,” the nurse says, before reaching into the crib and lifting Poppy out, placing her into my waiting arms. Her little hand grips onto my finger like she knows it’s me. 
 
   She knows who I am. 
 
   I lift her to my face and inhale her sweet baby scent, and it makes me light headed at how perfect her smell is. It’s the most mouth watering smell in the world, and it’s etched firmly into my brain. I close my eyes for a second to savour the moment. 
 
   She’s delicious.
 
   Damon stands and walks over to the bags he brought in, and pulls out her little lemon yellow dress that I bought her at Bundles of Love. He brings it to me along with a few other items and places them at my side. 
 
   “I thought you would like her going home outfit to be this,” he says. I nod my head at him. It would have been my choice had I packed the hospital bag early. 
 
   It’s perfect. 
 
   The nurse speaks with Damon for a moment whilst I dress Poppy, and I hear her say something about discharge forms, but I don't take it in. All I can do is look at my beautiful baby girl. 
 
   I quickly strip her of her clothes and change her nappy before dressing her in the little dress, lifting her back into my arms as soon as she is dressed. Once I'm done I realise that the nurse has left the room and Damon is leaning against the wall watching me. 
 
   “What?” I ask. I can’t read his expression 
 
   “You’re amazing with her Ella,” he says quietly. I blush at his praise, not sure what I’ve done to deserve it. I only dressed her.
 
   “I'm terrified I'm doing it wrong,” I reply. Letting down my guard isn't easy for me. Admitting my fear is something I have struggled with for years. 
 
   He moves so he is sitting down on the bed, and leans back on his elbow, gently stroking Poppy's head, just watching her. We sit like this for a while, both staring at her and not saying anything.
 
   “I'm afraid too,” he whispers. I lift my eyes until I'm staring into his, and his fear is clear, but it doesn't frighten me. Just knowing that we are both in this together makes me feel stronger. I interlock our fingers, giving his hand a little squeeze, but I don't need to say anything. He knows me.
 
   “Let's go home Ella,” he demands, standing and collecting the car seat, and placing it down on the bed.  I gently lift Poppy and place her inside, strapping her in and covering her with the soft white blanket that was a gift from Rosemary and Ebony.  
 
   Damon moves towards me, and helps me from the bed before placing me gently into the wheelchair.  He had taken all our things to the car earlier so all that was left was my bag, and the extra things he brought with him, which he hooks over the handles, and places Poppy's car seat on my lap.  
 
   We stop at the reception area to collect the forms that I have to give to the midwife, and for them to make sure all of Poppy's bands had been removed. When everyone is satisfied that we are all okay, and we have thanked and said goodbye to the nurses, we make our way to the car.  
 
   We are finally going home. 
 
   ****
 
   We pull up to our house and the drive is packed. It seems every family member and friend are here to greet us. Damon growls when he sees this. He’s not happy having people here. Frowning at him, I grab his hand.  
 
   “What’s wrong?” I question. 
 
   “I don’t want to share you and Poppy. It seems like I haven’t had a moment alone with you both,” he gripes. I laugh at him. I know what he means but we’ve spent every night together in the hospital, my husband refusing to leave me, and we visited our daughter all the time. 
 
   “It won’t be for long, and they love her too Damon. We can’t keep her locked away forever. Plus we’ll finally be alone when everyone leaves,” I say in a wobbly voice. Fear begins to build. We’re going to be taking care of our precious baby alone, no nurses to help, no parents. It’s just us and Poppy.
 
   “Hey, hey, hey. We’ll have none of that. We’ve got this, beauty. You’ve already shown you’re a natural with her.”
 
   “But–” 
 
   “No. No buts baby. We’ve. Got. This,” he growls, passionately. 
 
   I nod and pull myself together. He’s right. 
 
   We’ve got this.
 
   ****
 
   After Damon helped me from the car, and assisted me getting into the house, he became the perfect host. Flora, George, and Spencer were quick to hug me before turning their attention to the newest member of the Hunt family. They’re as in love with her as Damon and I are. 
 
   Tom and Lacy were next to fuss over me, followed by Wes, Sofia, and Faith. Faith let me know she has Damon’s Christmas presents with her in her car. I thanked her and asked how she is after everything that happened with Simon. That brought the whole situation to everyone’s attention and it was an unhappy conversation with a happy ending. 
 
   It turns out Leona spotted Simon stalking me and used him to her advantage. Telling him he’d get to have me once and for all if he helps split Damon and me up. She convinced him to tie Faith up and wait for me to arrive. She slipped up and he realised her real intension. I don’t think Simon tried to run me off the road. He was freaking out that she was coming to get me. His panic led to drastic actions to get me to stop the car. It resulted in him losing his life, and for that I’m remorseful. 
 
   Leona took me to a wasteland area her parents own and planned to take my life. This was confirmed by Steen, whom Leona knocked out when he’d heard her plans after she’s stabbed her mum to death. He ultimately ended up saving me, guiding Damon and Spence and the emergency services to us. 
 
   She was crazier than people gave her credit for. 
 
   She ruined my sister’s life, and tried to take mine. 
 
   She didn’t succeed. 
 
   Damon ordered take away for everyone to eat but my exhaustion soon took over and our friends left early, leaving just family behind. Damon, George, and Spence are sitting at the bar, talking quietly amongst themselves.
 
   Flora is sitting in the chair, softly talking to her granddaughter, making me smile at her. She’s a wonderful grandma already.
 
   I have so many things to get my head around, Pops’ sexuality being one of them, but some things I don’t want to think about ever again. 
 
   Leona Goodridge will not get another moment of my thought space after today, she’s not worth it. My mother will not get another thought either. After speaking in length to Damon whilst in the hospital I decided not to seek her out. She made the choice to leave and if she ever decides to look for me I will deal with her then, but I only want to concentrate on my future, and my mum and Leona will not be part of that. 
 
   They are my past. 
 
   Pops’ sexuality doesn’t bother me in the slightest. I just wish he would have told me because it would have made no difference in my love for him. He was the best dad I could ever wish for, and I still miss him dearly. 
 
   I’d like to get to know Officer Smith more, get to know the man my dad loved, but I’m not sure how to ask that of him. 
 
   The sofa dipping beside me pulls me from my thoughts, and a soft hand grasps mine. I turn at look at my mother in law holding Poppy, giving her a soft smile. 
 
   “Ella, I know this might not be my place, but I’d like to discuss something with you. You know I see you as my own daughter and if I had given birth to you I would be staying with you without question, but I’d like to offer my help,” she says softly. “The first few days will be hard getting a new routine, and with your injuries I’m sure Damon will try to tear himself in half to take care of both you and Poppy. I’d like to help if you’d let me. Would you like me to stay a few days? I promise not to get in your way and turn into a monster in law,” she says with a laugh. “I can stay a few nights. I’ve discussed it with George already and he’s happy with it if you are.”
 
   Her words knock the breath from me. I’ve never dreamed of what it would be like to have a real mum, and Flora is everything and more I could ever want. She’s loving, caring, and kind. 
 
   “I would love that. It would be wonderful. Thank you. I’m not sure what Damon will say,” I say choked up but with a giggle. 
 
   “You leave him to me. I can deal with his grumpy self dear,” she replies. She turns her attention to the men, and calls their conversation to a halt. “Damon, can you make up a guest room for me please, close to my grandbaby. Spencer please fetch my suitcase from the car for me, and George come and give me some sugar. I’m going to miss you.”
 
   A giggle bursts past my lips at the different expressions on the Hunt men’s faces. George looks delighted for his wife, and lustful at her words. Spencer looks confused, and my husband is stunned silent. 
 
   “Chop, chop,” Flora says. 
 
   “What are you talking about?” Damon growls. 
 
   “Watch your tone with your mother,” George growls in reply.
 
   “What the fuck is happening?” Spencer questions. 
 
   “I’ve offered help for the next few days. Sleep will be impossible for you, Damon, trying to take care of an injured wife and a newborn without a routine. I plan to help you get into a routine and spend as much time as possible with my grandbaby. I’ve talked it over with your dad and he’s okay with this. I asked your wife if she’d like me to stay and she would. You have no choice in the matter. Now go and sort the guest room out, and Spencer go fetch my suitcase.” 
 
   Flora begins fussing over Poppy again, ending the discussion. The men quickly move to do as they’ve been bid. George joins us on the sofa, giving Flora the sugar she demanded. When Spencer returns he has two suitcases. Flora frowns at them and looks at him in question. 
 
   “Two suitcases mum, seriously? Anyone would think you’re moving in,” Spencer grumbles. 
 
   “Actually son, one is mine,” George declares. He brings his gaze to mine. “I can’t sleep without my wife so I’ll be staying too.” I nod my head at him, not worried about them both staying. It will be nice having the family together, seeing as we missed Christmas celebrations. 
 
   “It will be like Christmas we missed,” I say.
 
   “In that case, I’m going to fetch some stuff, and I’m staying too,” Spencer states. I laugh at him and shut my eyes. 
 
   “Okay,” I reply sleepily. 
 
   Hearing the front door open and close lets me know he’s deadly serious. I listen to Flora and George cooing over their granddaughter and give in to my tiredness. 
 
   Sleep finally overtakes me.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
   January 13th 2015
 
   Damon
 
    
 
   The past few days have been crazy. My mum has been a godsend, helping as much as she can. With my beauty breastfeeding my mum can only help so much, but she’s kept the house clean, cooked everyone’s meals, and taken care of Poppy during the day to allow Ella and me to sleep. 
 
   We’ve gotten into a routine pretty quickly, and I love being a daddy. My daughter has made me fucking soft but I don’t mind. She’s worth it. 
 
   We’ve had regular visitors daily, each bringing new gifts with them for Poppy every time. She’s bloody spoilt already. 
 
   Ella is frustrated with not being able to do much. The hospital gave her crutches but she can’t use them until her caesarean scar heals, and each day I watch her frustration build. 
 
   I, on the other hand, have loved being able to care for her as much as possible. Bathing her is one of my favourite times of the day. I get to see my wife naked and slippery, and I get to hold and wash her. With her leg in a cast we have to wrap it with a rubbish bag to prevent it from getting wet.
 
   Ella relies on me to help her move in her wheelchair or carry her to wherever she wants to go, and I’m happy any time I can get her in my arms so it’s a win win for me.  
 
   It’s fucking fantastic.  
 
   Our routine is getting easier. We’re slipping into the role of parents quickly. Ella feeds, and dresses Poppy, I bathe and get her ready for bed. We take turns changing her nappy, and argue who gets to hold her. 
 
   Poppy has everyone wrapped around her tiny fingers already. 
 
   Spencer is a doting uncle, snatching her from my arms at every opportunity. I want to punch him daily. He’s stayed here as long as my parents have, keeping work running smoothly and keeping me updated when required. He’s assured me he can take care of everything until I’m ready to get back into the office. I was honest with him when I said it could be months. I don’t want to miss a minute with my wife and daughter. 
 
   My family is returning to their own homes today, and although I’m thankful for all they’ve done, I’m fucking happy to finally be alone with my own little family. 
 
   I want to snuggle in bed with my wife and watch her feed our little princess. I don’t want to fucking leave the room. No guests are allowed today. I’ve told them all to stay away.
 
   I’ve been trying to usher Spencer out of my house for the last ten minutes, but for some reason he’s stalling, and it’s aggravating the fuck out of me. 
 
   “Time to leave Spence,” I say bluntly. I’m sick of waiting. I want to climb back in bed with my wife. I don’t plan on sleeping, just watching my beauty. She’s so beautiful, even being exhausted, she makes my heart thump. 
 
   Ella’s body is still heeling from everything she’s been through over the last few weeks and today I want to spend the day pampering her. She deserves it. 
 
   “What’s the rush? Ella and Poppy are both asleep. I could keep you company until Pops wakes up so I can give her a cuddle goodbye,” he implores. I laugh at his antics. He’s well and truly in love with his niece. 
 
   “No. It’s time to go. I’m off to cuddle with Ella and Poppy. Out,” I demand, nodding my head towards the door.
 
   “Fucker,” he mutters, walking past me, and leaving without another word. I’m left chuckling at his sulky exit. He can see her tomorrow, but today they are mine. 
 
   I stride to the door and lock it behind him before storming my way upstairs to my wife, but as I near our room I hear a tiny whimper. A smile instantly spreads across my face. My princess is awake. I turn and cross to her door, quietly opening it, and peeking inside. Her small body wriggles under her blanket but she doesn’t make another sound.
 
   As if sensing me, Poppy turns her head towards me, and dark brown eyes meet mine. My heart ripples a beat as my love for her bursts through me. She fucking melts me. 
 
   I cross the room to her and look down at her perfect face. She’s so tiny that at times I’m scared I could hurt her, but that all leaves me when she’s in my arms. I snag her up, cupping the back of her head and her bum, and hold her against my chest. 
 
   Her smell invades my senses and utter peace crashes over me. I’ve never smelled anything so wonderful. Poppy nuzzles against my neck, looking for her food source, making me laugh. 
 
   I left Ella to sleep in this morning because Poppy had a bad night and kept us awake many hours. I was hoping she could catch as much sleep as possible but it looks like our daughter has other ideas. She yawns and her eyes flutter shut and I know she’s half and half. 
 
   I cuddle her to me, swaying and rocking her, and sing her our song. You are my Sunshine has been sung to her daily, every chance I get a moment alone with her. Once my song is finished Poppy whimpers again, and Ella’s voice comes over the two way monitors.
 
   “I’m awake Damon,” she says softly.  
 
   I make my way to my way our bedroom, smiling all the way. Ella is propped up against the headboard, waiting for us. I close the distance between us and place Poppy into her waiting arms. 
 
   “Sorry. I tried to keep her calm to give you a longer sleep,” I tell her. “Are you okay? Do you need anything?”
 
   “I’m fine,” she replies, not taking her eyes from our wriggling daughter. Poppy roots against her mother’s chest, looking for food, and quickly begins fussing when she doesn’t find any. Ella smiles at her, and quickly pulls her breast out, letting Poppy latch on. 
 
   I kneel on the bed, and Ella instantly knows what I want. She scoots forward to make room for me to fit in behind her. I quickly find my position and wrap my arms around her, so we can hold our princess together.
 
   Poppy settles, and begins gulping her milk down, making little pleased noises. We sit in silence as I watch my wife give our daughter what she needs, nurturing her. 
 
   I could have lost all of this. Ella may have let the past go and not want to rehash what happened just a few weeks ago, but I’ve been struggling with it all. The only time peace fully settles in my soul is when I have both my girls in my arms. 
 
   They are my peace.
 
   ****
 
    Ella nudging me awake startles me and I squint into the afternoon sun. She fidgets and I realise Poppy has finished her meal, and I fell asleep. 
 
   “Can you fetch her moses basket and bring it in here?” Ella asks quietly. “She can stay in here whilst you hold me,” she says with a yawn. I rub my eyes before climbing from the bed and doing as asked. Once I have Poppy settled, and covered with her blanket, I start to slip back into bed but my wife stops me. “There’s something under the bed, can you grab it for me please?” Ella asks. A glint in her eyes makes my eyes narrow. What is she up to?
 
   I pull out a large rectangular box that’s gift wrapped. It’s thin and light, and instantly piques my interest. On top are two smaller presents, one A4 sized, and the other is A5 but thicker. 
 
   I place them on the bed next to Ella and crawl on to lie next to her. She has a small embarrassed smile on her face, and a faint blush decorating her cheeks. She looks fucking hot. 
 
   “What’s this?” I ask.
 
   “Merry Christmas,” she whispers. What? We all exchanged gifts a few nights ago, but she has more? 
 
   “What are they?” I ask, picking it up with curiosity. 
 
   “Open them.”
 
   I tear into the paper, finding a photo album. I look up into Ella’s eyes in question. She blushes and looks away. What I find when I open the cover takes my breath away and makes my cock twitch. It’s a bird’s eye view of Ella spread across a bed wearing white lacy knickers and bra. Her hair is fanned out around her and she’s staring straight into the camera, looking straight at me. 
 
   “Fuck,” I rasp. I don’t know what to fucking say. It’s fucking amazing but jealously bursts violently through me. Someone has seen my woman dressed like, this, had her pose and flirt with the camera lens. “Who took them?” I growl. Ella giggles and my eyes fly to hers, clashing with her forest greens. 
 
   “Faith,” she says, not hiding her amusement at all. 
 
   My body releases its tense position, my muscles relaxing. Thank fuck for that. I can deal with that. I flick through each photo, my cock thickening with each new pose. My wife is showcasing her bump in every way possible. Each picture sexy in its own right. I open the second gift and find an empty personalised photo frame. It reads, My Daddy and me. My favourite man in the whole world. This is for me to fill and I can’t wait to begin adding photos of my princess.
 
   The last gift is a large canvas. It’s a black and white picture of Ella standing in a bay window, staring off into the distance. She appears to be naked but her entire body is cast in shadow so it’s hard to be sure. The curtains seem to be billowing, making the picture seem alive. Her silhouette shows each and every sexy curve but somehow takes the erotic nature away and makes it more about our growing daughter. 
 
   It’s stunning. 
 
   “Fuck baby, they’re amazing. Thank you.” She gives me a shy smile that makes me need to kiss the shit out of her, so I do. 
 
   I draw her against me and crush her mouth with mine. She opens and I swoop my tongue in, tasting her. I groan and cup her face. She’s perfect for me. Every fucking thing I could ever wish for. 
 
   “I love you,” I growl into her mouth.
 
   “I love you,” she replies.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   EPILOGUE
 
   December 25th 2016
 
   Ella
 
    
 
   A warm breath on my neck rouses me from my sleep.  My back is pressed firmly against Damon's hard chest, and his hands creep round my waist, pulling me in closer. I wriggle against him, pressing my arse up against his morning erection, and he lets out a gasp. His mouth moves to my ear, and he sucks on my lobe, sending my body into a tizzy. 
 
   “Merry Christmas,” he says softly into my ear. His sleep filled voice is raspy and it makes my knickers damp, but I ignore my desire. My eyes snap open and excitement washes over me.  It's Christmas Day. And it's Poppy's second birthday.  
 
   I turn over to face Damon. “Merry Christmas, husband,” I say, giving him a quick chaste kiss on the lips. I don’t give him chance to deepen it. I break away and pull back the covers, jumping out of bed.  
 
   I hear Damon growl behind me as I pull some sweatpants up my bare legs and cover my nakedness, pulling one of his t-shirts on to complete my outfit. I turn and cross the room, and I'm almost at the door when arms band round my waist and I am lifted off my feet.  
 
   Swinging me around, Damon throws me down on the bed, making me bounce. I giggle but it instantly dies when he climbs on top of the bed, crawling up my body, pinning my arms to my sides.  
 
   “I didn't say you could leave Ella,” he drawls. Lifting the t-shirt he exposes my stomach, and leans forward, running hot trails of kisses down it, setting me on fire. “I think you need to learn who is in charge baby. I’m the boss,” he whispers against my skin. His fingers lift my shirt higher, pushing it past my naked breasts. When I feel his tongue on my nipple I can’t help the gasp that escapes.  
 
   “Damon,” I moan. He nips my nipple before drawing it deeply into the warmth of his wet mouth, sucking me. My eyes close and I savour every single second that he is taking to devour my breast. My hands find their way into his hair, holding his to me.
 
   “Mummy,” an angelic voice calls. I snap open my eyes and turn my head to the doorway. It takes only a moment for us to realise what is happening, and Damon just has enough time to climb off me and back under the covers before Poppy pushes the door open and saunters into the room, stopping at the side of our bed. 
 
   “Happy Birthday baby doll,” I exclaim in excitement, jumping from the bed and swooping her up into my arms. She lets out a squeal of excitement as I place her down on the bed and she jumps up and down, bouncing in joy.
 
   Damon sits up, and the covers pool at his waist. He opens his arms and Poppy scrambles to him and climbs into his embrace.
 
   “Happy birthday daddy,” she says in her sweet little voice. Damon laughs only to confuse her. 
 
   “It's not my birthday Princess. It's yours. And little princesses get extra spoiled by their daddies on their birthday,” he says, before lifting her and blowing raspberries on her stomach, causing her to giggle.  
 
   “It's also a special day today because it's Christmas day too, Poppy,” I tell her. She stops laughing at her dad and looks at me, her little face looking thoughtful for a second as she thinks about what I have said.
 
   I decide the easiest thing to do is show her. I know she’s still a little too young to feel excitement over Santa yet but it doesn’t take any of my excitement away. Taking her hand, I help her down and lead her out of the bedroom. Damon quickly dresses and follows us down. He scoops her up when we reach the bottom of the stairs and spins her around, making her squeal in delight.   
 
   When we get to the lounge, Damon waits a moment for me to go into the room and put all the Christmas lights on. After a few moments he walks through the door with Poppy on his hip and I lift my camera, snapping a picture of her face, filled with awe.  
 
   She looks at all the presents set out for her under the tree, our lounge looking like a toyshop has spilled its contents onto our floor. When her eyes finally land on mine they are filled with tears and I have to hold back from rushing over and pulling her from Damon's arms.
 
   “For me?” she asks in her singsong voice. Unable to hide my emotion, I nod my head at her. She looks to Damon for confirmation and he nods his head, setting her on her feet.
 
   Unsure where to go first, Poppy stands for a moment before lifting up a present, looking to us again for confirmation they really are for her before ripping open the paper. 
 
   “It's a dolly,” she says, hugging it to her chest and sitting down to play. I look at Damon who looks between me and the pile of presents she is yet to open.  
 
   We have been so careful not to spoil her. We could give her everything she could ever want, but its moments like this that make me glad that we don’t, when I see how much enjoyment she gets from playing with a plain little doll. 
 
   “Do you want to open another present Pops?” I ask gently. She places her doll down on the floor and stands to pick up another present. The joy on her face that she gets to have so many presents is sparkling in her brown eyes.
 
   She’s thrilled.  
 
   Damon sits down on the couch and pulls me down on his lap as we watch our Princess open gift after gift. 
 
   “We might be here all day,” he whispers into my ear making me shiver. “Do you want your present now beauty?” he asks, while reaching into his dressing gown pocket and pulling out a small ring box. “Merry Christmas Ella,” he says softly, handing it to me.   
 
   Lifting the lid I gasp as I take in the most beautiful eternity ring I have ever seen. The band has a channel of princess cut diamonds the whole way around, sending a shimmer of reflected light dancing from it. 
 
   Lifting it out of the box I place it on my finger, and lean forward, kissing Damon on the lips.
 
   “Thank you.” I rasp, emotion closing my throat. “It's beautiful.” He lifts my hand to his lips and kisses it. 
 
   “Forever,” he whispers.  I drop my eyes back down to the ring. 
 
   “Forever,” I repeat his words. 
 
   ****
 
   Standing in the kitchen, I lift Poppy's birthday cake out of the box and place it on the counter, hunting in the drawer for the candle I had placed there the other day. These past two years has gone so fast, and Damon’s and my relationship has gone from strength to strength.
 
   Looking back now I don't know how I had ever lived without him. He’s my other half. 
 
   My soul mate. 
 
   Every day Poppy gets bigger, and just seeing her little personality shine through is amazing.  She is so much like Damon, but also like me in many ways too.
 
   The back of my neck tingles, letting me know Damon is standing behind me, before I feel his arms snake around my waist. 
 
   Running gentle kisses along my neck he sends shivers down my spine, his breath warming me. I will never grow tired of his touch.
 
   “You okay? You’ve been quiet all day,” he asks, still kissing along my neck.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine.” I reply breathlessly. Reaching into my bag on the counter top, I pull out his present.  
 
   “What's this?” he asks, turning the present over in his hands. 
 
   “Open it,” I demand.
 
   “Ella you have already given me so much.” 
 
   “Just open the present Damon,” I say exasperated, nerves bubbling inside me. 
 
   He tears off the wrapping paper before pulling open the box. The test slides out into his hands and he takes a moment to take it in.
 
   “I'm pregnant,” I state, trying to read his reaction  
 
   “You’re… pregnant?” he asks, seeking confirmation. I don't get to say anything else as I'm scooped off my feet. Kisses are peppered all along my face as he laughs with joy. 
 
   “Do you think we should wait a bit before we tell people? I mean to make sure everything is okay?” he asks, placing me down on my feet when he’s crushed me in a lingering hug.
 
   “I don’t know. What do you want to do?” I ask. 
 
   “What’re you two whispering about?” We both stop speaking as Flora enters the kitchen, carrying an assortment of birthday presents for Poppy.
 
   “I’m pregnant,” I reply. Her eyes flit between me and Damon before landing on my stomach. Her eyes fill with tears and she closes the space between us and pulls us both into a hug. 
 
   “Congratulations!” she says wiping away her tears that are coating her eyes. 
 
   “I found out this morning,” I say.  
 
   “Well I think it’s wonderful. I’m so pleased for you,” she replies, as George walks through the door.
 
   “Found out what?” he asks, looking at each of us in question.
 
   “I'm pregnant,” I say. I smile when his smile beams at us. He comes and embraces me, thumping Damon on the back before pulling him into a hug too. 
 
   “Another little Hunt,” he says, clasping his hands together with glee. 
 
   “Come on,” Flora says. “Let's light these candles. We’d better head back in there to the birthday girl before she gets impatient.” Damon places another kiss on my lips, grazing my mouth softly, before walking out of the room, a happy smile gracing his lips. He strolls back in carrying Poppy and sits her on a stool, caging her in.
 
   When everyone has gathered around we all sing happy birthday to my beautiful little girl, who loves it so much she demands to blow the candles out again.  
 
   After lighting the candles again and singing happy birthday for a second time, I cut the cake, and hand everyone a slice. 
 
   We all move to the lounge, and I take a seat on the couch, looking around at my family and friends. Tom and Lacy are sitting in the corner, and he leans down, whispering into her ear, causing her to blush. His hand rests on her heavily pregnant stomach, caressing his son’s current home. She is due in a few weeks. 
 
   Spencer is sitting with Faith in his lap. Seeing them so in love makes me feel settled. Knowing that he is happy makes me happy. They took a long time to finally figure things between them out and for a little while I was worried they would never get together. 
 
   Sofia is glaring at a frazzled looking Wes, who is wiping cake off their one year old son’s face.  Sofia was unable to conceive so they adopted, but you couldn't tell. Oscar is the mirror image of Wes. People have even stopped them in the street and told them how much they look alike.  
 
   George is throwing Poppy up in the air, and the room rings out with her laughter. It’s the most beautiful sound in the world. 
 
   The last person my eyes land on is Damon, who had been watching me the whole time.  He moves across the room in two strides and lifts me, before sitting down and setting me on his lap.  
 
   He takes my hand in his and begins to play with my eternity ring.  
 
   “I love you.” he says, his eyes fixed on mine. 
 
   “I love you too, Damon,” I reply. “Forever,” I promise, repeating his words from this morning. He pulls my mouth to meet his in a gentle kiss.
 
   “Forever,” he whispers. “I will always love you. I’m keeping you always.”
 
   I look deeply into his chocolate eyes and feel blessed to have the life I do. My life may have been hard, but fate stepped in and gave me this loving family that surrounds me.
 
   I was lost and lonely until my husband stepped into my life. I lived a dull, dark life and he stormed into my heart and claimed my soul as his to own. 
 
   He gave me colour and brightness.
 
   He gave me life.
 
   He gave me peace. 
 
   Damon says I saved him but we saved each other. We found harmony and tranquillity in our sins.
 
   We found reason.
 
   We found calm.
 
   A diary corrupted me, and warped my mind, but we avowed our sins. We put them to rest and embraced our future.
 
   Revenge may have brought us together, but love gave us freedom. 
 
   Freedom to move past our demons and fight for a future.
 
    
 
   THE END
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