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Chapter 1

My heart slammed painfully in my chest as fear surged through my bloodstream. It was so potent I tasted the bitter swell of bile. A large calloused hand covered my mouth, cutting off the piercing scream bubbling in my throat. My eyes popped open and I struggled to adapt to the suffocating darkness surrounding me. My blinds had been pulled closed - not the way I left them when I’d climbed into bed - and there was only a sliver of silver moonlight slicing the darkness.

Tears burned my eyes and I blinked rapidly, clawing at the hand held firmly over my mouth. I tossed my head from side to side, trying to tear myself from his punishing grip, but I failed. Instead, I parted my lips, tasting the nauseating salt of his skin as I clamped my teeth down on his calloused flesh.

The man flinched, “Shit!” He hissed in a deep breath, pushing his hand harder against my face, forcing the back of my head into the mattress. He leaned down over me, his breath warm and revolting against my face. “Do it again and I’ll make sure you pay.”

I whimpered as another man claimed the space on the opposite side of my bed. My eyes, now adjusted to the dark, counted three figures. All men. All dressed in black.

What were they doing in my room? What did they want from me? What were they going to do to me? And what about the rest of my family? My mother and two little sisters, would they be safe? What would happen to them?

The man standing close to the door moved quickly to the end of my bed as I started flailing viciously against my human restraints, my legs tangling in a mess of sheets. The three men moved in surprising coordination. The man whose hand held my scream from finding release grabbed my chin with his other hand, while the man standing on the opposite end of my bed caught my flailing wrists in an iron grip. It didn’t take long for the man who’d been standing beside my door to pull the sheets from the bed, exposing my bared legs. Hot hands moist with sweat locked on my ankles, stilling my movements.

A painful sob rocked through my chest, but no sound found its way into the silence. Through my misted gaze, I stared at the men as they breathed in evenly. They knew what they were doing, and I was terrified of what I didn’t know. I’d never once thought twice about wearing an oversized shirt and a pair of panties to bed. And, I never once thought I’d be grateful for my wiry chicken legs. The way the pale moonlight touched the insipid skin of my legs didn’t make me feel all that alluring. I could only pray that these men weren’t here to rape me. I would prefer death.

My bedroom door cracked open and another man popped his head into the room. “Hurry, it’s time.”

A cry ripped through my heart as I realized there were more than just the three men in my bedroom. The man holding my mouth bent low, his breath sickeningly warm and moist against my skin. My lips trembled open as I struggled not to cry aloud, and his finger slipped into my mouth. Again, I tasted the salt of his skin mixed with my own saliva and I gagged.

He shifted his hand over my mouth. “If you wake them, we’ll be forced to kill them.”

His words turned my blood cold and my body was quick to relinquish my fight.

The man spoke again, “You’re going to be a good girl and come with us now, yes?”

My heart shattered into a billion little shards, as I nodded, finding the ability to reply silently through my debilitating fear. He didn’t move his hand from my mouth, but this time, when they moved to peel me from my bed, I didn’t struggle. I couldn’t, not when my struggling meant the death of my family.

Tears rolled down my face, dripping onto the man’s hand before rolling over his skin. He tensed, but didn’t say anything to comfort me. I hadn’t expected him to. These men were anything but noble. They were criminals. And they were dangerous. Never before had I once thought it was a possibility that I might be abducted from the safety of my bedroom, of my home. I’d heard about these things happening, but they weren’t the kind of things that happened to me.

But that’s what every unfortunate soul thinks when they are being carted from the safety of their home. This shouldn’t be happening to me. I don’t deserve this.

The man who’d held my ankles opened my bedroom door, his eyes filled with grave warning as I passed him by. I knew what he was telling me. Don’t speak. Don’t cry out or scream or fight. Because if I do, they’ll have to kill my family. I heard his silent warning loud and clear.

I let the man holding my mouth lead me through the hallway I had walked thousands of times before, but this time felt so different. It felt longer somehow, and yet shorter. Every step I took was agonizing. And at the same time, I wanted to run. My emotions were torn into two. On one hand, I was terrified of walking through my little home to find myself in the dangerous situation of being right where these men wanted me. And on the other, I just wanted to get it all over with. I prayed that whatever they had planned for me was quick.

At the thought, fear pooled in my belly and I ached to fight. Need burned in the pit of my stomach and twitched in my muscles. As though he could sense my sudden burst of fight, the man leaned down, his voice gravelly in my ear. “Remember my threat. It still stands.”

And as soon as I found the will to fight, it fled my body, abandoning me to these men and their cruel intentions. I decided then, that regardless of the horrors these men had planned for me, I would accept it. I would accept every torturous moment, so long as my mother and sisters remained safe and untouched. That’s all that mattered to me.

They were all that mattered to me.

Before I knew it, I was standing before the door to my house, and the man was pulling it open. Cool night air brushed against my bared skin as I stepped from the safety of my home. My eyes widened as I took in the scene before me. There were three black vehicles parked against the curb in front of my house. They were very out of place against in the middle class suburban neighborhood. Two black SUV’s that looked like escalades were parked, spilling exhaust into the night, sandwiching a long black limo.

What the hell? Why the hell did they need a limo for an abduction?

Another voice speaking quietly interrupted my thought. His words were chilling. “Take her to him.”

Who in the world was him?

I didn’t have a chance to ask the man as he pushed me determinedly toward the limo. It was then that I decided I didn’t want to do this anymore. I dug my heels into the grass on my front lawn, locking my knees. My efforts were wasted. The man simply lifted me, walking toward the limo as though I hadn’t caused him to strain. One of the four men opened the door of the limo and the man carrying me placed me on the ground outside the car.

“Get in the car.” He hovered close, his arms encasing my body, his hands clasping the hood of the car. I knew there was nowhere else for me to go. On shaky knees, I lowered myself into the limo.

I flinched as the door slammed shut behind me. The limo was dark, but my eyes were well adjusted. I found a figure sitting beside me with only a small seat between us, and I tensed, instantly bolting for the other side of the limo. I knew I was farther away from the door, but I couldn’t handle sitting so close to him. I felt like a spooked horse, and when the limo shifted forward, my moist, trembling hands gripped the leather of the seat. My eyes fastened on the little white house I had known for so long, the house I was certain I would never again set eyes on. I watched with misted eyes, until there was nothing more to see. It was gone. They were gone.

A golden light flooded the space and I saw the man for the first time. My breath caught in my throat and my lips parted on a gasp. He was young!

The man sitting - or claiming - the other side of the limo couldn’t be any older than his late twenties. He was the most striking man I had ever laid eyes on. And I instantly hated him. Loathing for him pulsed in my blood, poisoning my once gentle entity. His body was large, and I knew he was exceptionally fit. I had a feeling he was also uncannily strong and harsh. I didn’t particularly want to test my theory - yet.

My eyes swept over the length of him, taking in every miniscule feature of his being. He was sitting back in the seat, appearing at ease, but I knew he wasn’t. I could see by the curl of his fingers into his palm, forming large fists that he was anything but. A steady pulse pounded in his throat, where the first two buttons of his black dress shirt was left undone. The shirt was rolled up onto his firm muscular forearms, and every few seconds he flexed, his wrist mass straining the heavy gun medal gray watch links. His long, dark jean covered legs were slightly parted, and a thick black leather belt hugged his hips. The buckle was bulky and silver. His feet were adorned in worn black leather dress shoes. Everything about him exuded confidence, but I had a feeling he was a ticking time bomb. Not nearly as in control as he’d like to be.

My eyes flickered up to examine my captors face, and my heart paused its beats. The most intense blue eyes I had ever seen were staring at me without an ounce of reticence. It appeared my captor was just as intrigued by me as I was him. The only difference was that I hated him.

But hey, maybe he hated me. I mean, why else would someone do this to a person?

Shaking the thought from my head, I allowed my eyes to analyze his face. I wanted to memorize every shadow, every flaw, perfection, and quirk. Not because I was hypnotized by this man, but because one day I would escape. When that day came, I would be fully qualified to give a statement about my captor. I would be able to draw his face to perfection and he would pay for everything he put me through.

His hair was thick and inky black. He styled it messily. As though a woman had just run her slender fingers through the mass in a thrall of passion. It fringed the sharp frame of his face perfectly, giving him an air of harsh, unchallenged command. His cobalt eyes were piercing, bordered by the thickest, longest ebony lashes. His cheekbones were high and even, his nose sharp and straight. Strong. His lips were full and slightly quirked in a lopsided grin and his chin was firm. His jaw was square. The man didn’t appear to have any flaws. He was complete and utter perfection - an Adonis. But no one was perfect. I was certain that his ugliness lived inside him, rather than outside. And that made him all the more dangerous.

At the thought, my heart broke.

Obviously, I wasn’t above crying. Tears were rolling determinedly down my face, freefalling from my chin to hit the bare skin of my thighs. My only saving grace was that I was a silent crier. I didn’t sniffle, or sob, or hiccup. Not once did I make a single sound. I just cried, my body falling subject to soft shudders.

“Interesting choice of attire.” The man spoke for the first time and I noted, much to my displeasure, that his voice was deep and smooth. The sound crawled toward me, declaring the space I had so desperately tried to put between us.

I didn’t reply. He didn’t deserve a reply.

He sighed, “When I speak to you I expect a response, Nova.”

How did he know my name? The thought was short-lived. The man knew where I lived. He’d just had me stolen from my bed in the dead of the night. The fact that he knew my name was the least of my worries.

I still didn’t bother to reply. He’d taken me away from my home and my family. He had nothing left to bargain with for my compliance. I had no intention of making this easy for him. I would fight him at every corner and if the opportunity ever presented itself, I would kill him.

The man chuckled and I wondered fleetingly if he could hear my thoughts. I dismissed it quickly for the ridiculousness it was. My fingers curled over my kneecaps, my nails biting into my skin.

“I thought you’d play it this way.” His eyes were trained on me as he spoke. “So I made sure I was equipped with a move of proper response.”

I sneered. “This isn’t a game of chess.”

He laughed. “Ah, sweet humor.” He cocked his head. “But this is a game to me. A game I intend to win.” He grinned the same lopsided grin. His blue eyes were laughing in their over abundance of confidence. “Checkmate, Nova.”

You’re freaking insane! I bit my lip to keep from screaming my thought at him. I watched, as his finger travelled over a button on a remote. A small screen dropped from the roof on my side of the car, and I stiffened in shock, feeling cornered. The image on the screen was of my home. I realized, chilled to the bone, that the footage was live.

He spoke, sounding cocky. “I have men positioned close to your family, where they will remain until I am confident that I have not only your compliance, but your loyalty and respect.” A new burst of tears fell from my eyes as I stared at the screen. He was asking for the impossible. “Nova,” his voice claimed my attention and my eyes flickered to his. “I am not above killing them, one by one, until I’ve gotten what I want from you.”

My breath was shaky, “What do you want from me?”

He shifted in the seat, his eyes skimming over my body. I felt the heat of his gaze over my skin, and my stomach churned. In all my twenty-one years, I’d never loathed another human being as much as I loathed him.

“What I want is simple, Nova.” He paused and I waited, holding my breath. “I want you to marry me.”


 

Chapter 2

“What?” I gasped, my lungs felt void of oxygen. They burned. I felt my fingers clawing at my throat, tugging the fabric of my t-shirt away from my neck, stroking the length of my neck - just anything to make the air flow through my airwaves again.

“I don’t repeat myself, Nova. Listen to me when I speak to you.” He reprimanded me with a cold, harsh tone. “You will marry me.”

I shook my head, frantically. “No.” I couldn’t stop shaking my head. “No, no, no I won’t.”

Through the dim lighting I saw one dark brow rise. That was the only infringement against the cool calm in his watchful expression. “Shall I kill your mother first?” He angled his head. His upper lip lifted into something that resembled a sneer, and I felt my blood run cold. “Or maybe one of your younger sisters?”

His words broke my heart and my determination. I couldn’t even find the will to grit my teeth. I croaked, “Why?”

“Why what?” His words were sharp.

“Why are you doing this? Why do you want me to marry you?” This time, I sobbed. “I don’t understand.”

He stiffened. “You’re in no position to demand answers. And if I want you to understand something, I will explain it to you.”

“This is my life.” I whispered.

“It was your life, love.” He grinned, but there was no kindness in the action. “You belong to me now.”

Numbly, I leaned back in the seat. The tips of my fingers felt cold and pained, they were tingling. It was as though my brain forgot to send blood in to warm my extremities. Shivers racked my body and my teeth chattered. When I spoke, my voice was small. I sounded so very weak, and I hated myself for it. “I, I don’t want to marry you.”

He smirked. “You don’t have a choice.”

“I’ll never love you.” I mumbled, aching inside. I felt dead. Everything I had ever hoped to attain from my life was quickly dissolving. I’d always been a big believer in fairytale love. I believed in the existence of a sweet, loving man, who would hold me from behind, moving my body to a romantic rhythm in his mind. I ached to be kissed unexpectedly, to feel a burst of butterflies fluttering lively in my stomach. I’d always dreamed I’d find my prince, and I would live happily ever after. But with every passing moment, I was seeing it for what it was, a beautifully improbable dream.

“I’m not asking for you to love me. I’m telling you that if you don’t marry me, I’ll kill everyone you’ve ever loved.” His eyes were focused intently on me as he leaned forward. “I retract my earlier statement. You do have a choice, Nova.” Hope flared in my chest and I held my breath. “You can choose to marry me so that your family can live, or you can choose not to marry me, and watch as your family dies. It is your choice, love.”

The fragment of hope I’d felt vanished into thin air. “That’s not much of a choice.”

“Ah,” he tisked. “But it is a choice. That is what you wanted, is it not, love?”

He really was a cruel beast of a man. I had no doubt he’d practiced the art of manipulation for years. He may have given me a choice, but either way my hands were tied.

Pulling a deep breath of air into my lungs, I looked into the eyes of a man with the heart of the devil. I spoke, “I’ll marry you.”

His blue eyes flickered with a sickening excitement and I shrunk into myself, wishing I could be anywhere but here. He regarded me for a long moment, his eyes slowly turning dark. “You really are a bleeding heart.”

I chomped down on my lower lip, crossing my bare legs. I wished I had a blanket to cover myself, but I’d be damned if I asked him for anything. Ever.

He spoke again, “We have a long journey ahead of us. I suggest you sleep.”

As if! How the hell did he expect me to sleep after everything he’d done? Maybe he was mentally unstable. Of course, he was mentally unstable! He’d kidnapped me from my home and was forcing me to marry him. I shook my head, glaring out the window at the passing scenery.

When I’d woken to unfamiliar hands pulling at my body, covering my screams and threatening my family, the last thing I imagined was that I was being captured to marry some rich, egotistical brute. I’d thought I would be raped, beaten and murdered. I had never once suspected this. But maybe this was worse. Because I would be spending the rest of my life tied to a man I loathed with all my being. He had the rest of my days to torture me, and I didn’t know if I was that strong.

I replied, hoping my tone was cutting. “I don’t think I’ll be sleeping.”

He chuckled, “Suit yourself.”

Silence claimed the space in the limo, and I watched as Seattle’s glimmering city lights fell to the blackness that claimed the highway. My eyes burned, now void of tears, as I watched the land pass us by. I wondered where we were going, where he was taking me, but I didn’t ask. I couldn’t seem to find my will to speak. I didn’t really care where he took me. Caring would only lead to disappointment.

Hours passed as we drove. Slowly, the moon retired to the sun’s pink glow, before the entire sky was flickering with the magical hues of sunrise. It was beautiful. A sight worthy of an artist’s appreciative eye. It was Saturday morning and I knew that within a few hours, my family would rise. I was usually an early riser, and I knew that when they woke to find the pot void of coffee, they would come searching for me. They wouldn’t find me.

They wouldn’t find me.

The thought closed my throat and I gasped for breath loudly. From the corner of my eye, I saw the man, whose name I still didn’t know, stare at me in confusion. My fingers shook as I clawed at my throat, coughing. Tears clouded my vision and a panic I hadn’t yet experienced, set in. Loud sobs filled the silence. If I weren’t so panicked, I might have been ashamed at my display of weakness, but I couldn’t concentrate on that. All I could think about was my family. How desperate would they feel when they realized I had been taken? Would my mother blame herself?

“Oh, God,” the words were shaky and breathless. My eyes were frantic.

My heart climbed up my throat as the man moved quickly from his side of the limo to mine. His eyes were sharp as he took in my face, his hands heavy on my shoulders. “What is it?”

I shrugged away from his touch, but he only held my shoulders tighter. His hands were warm and steady. “Don’t,” I gasped the word. “Don’t touch me!”

He frowned, clearly perturbed. “What’s wrong with you?”

“My family,” violent sobs beset my body and I set my hands against his hard, muscled chest to push him away from me. He didn’t budge an inch. The man was built like freaking iron! “They’ll be so worried. They’ll think,” I shook my head, choking on my words. “Oh, God.”

He raised his brows. His expression was incredulous. “You’ve been with me for hours and you’ve only just realized this?”

“My mom,” I shook my head, sniffling. “She’s going to blame herself.”

He sighed heavily, his sturdy fingers slipping beneath my chin to force my eyes to meet his. “I’ve taken care of it.”

I shook my head, trying to shake off his touch. I hated his touch. “What did you do?”

“That isn’t your concern. But, I assure you, it’s taken care of.”

Again, I sobbed. “I don’t believe you.”

He shrugged, dropping his hand from my face. I thought he’d move back to his side of the limo, but he didn’t. Instead, he remained sitting beside me. He was too close for comfort. I scooted away from him, pressing myself against the side of the car.

He chuckled. “You may as well get used to me, love. You’re soon going to be my wife.”

“But I’m not yet.” My voice was still shaking, but the swell of panic I’d experienced was subsiding. “I’m not your wife, and I won’t ever get used to you.”

His eyes swung to meet mine. They were cold and hard. “Well, that’s your decision, love. But it’s going to make your life much harder than it has to be.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded hoarsely. I set my hands in my lap, my fingers fidgeting with the hem of my shirt.

He leaned back, eyeing me with interest. “I want a wife, Nova. Do you know what marriage entails? Do you know of the duties expected from a woman when a man takes a wife?”

I cringed in abhorrence. “I’m not sleeping with you!”

He laughed. “You will. And not only that, you’ll beg for me.”

The scowl that painted my face must have been hilarious, because he was grinning from ear to ear. “You’re delusional,” I spat. “I don’t even know your name.”

“My name’s Calix.” His voice was gravelly as his eyes bored into mine. “Calix McKnight.”

I didn’t reply, but I couldn’t help but shrink away from his persistent gaze. Why was he looking at me like this? Did he expect me to recognize his name? Had I met him somewhere before? Was that why he was doing this to me? Had I met him and somehow caught his fancy?

“What?” I snapped, glaring at him hotly. “Have I met you or something?”

He cocked his head to the side as though tasting my words, before finally replying. “No, Nova. We’ve never met.”

I nodded. I couldn’t help feeling confused as I stared at him. Minutes passed before I said anything. “I think you should move to your side of the car.”

He raised a single brow. “My side?”

“Yes, your side.” I pointed to the spot he’d claimed up until I’d had my shameful break down. “Over there.”

Calix made a show of pondering my proposal before shaking his head. “Nope.” His blue eyes settled on me and I shivered. “I think I’ll stay right here beside my fiancée.”

“I’m not your fiancée.” I muttered under my breath. “I’m your captive.”

Before I knew it, Calix’s hand was around my waist and I was on his lap. I froze. I could feel his heat through the very thin material of our clothing. His hands on my waist were burning though the flimsy shirt I wore. I may as well have been butt naked. As soon as the thought entered my mind, I flushed cherry red and scolded myself hotly. Gathering my courage, I pushed at his chest, trying to disentangle myself from his body. He refused to relent as he watched me struggle. I felt like a rabbit caught in a hunter’s snare.

I was helpless.

“Stop.” Calix growled, his voice vibrating through his chest. His tone was so commanding, I stilled. “You’ll listen to me carefully, Nova. I’m a very important man. I care about my public image and I care about how others perceive me. I will not be made a fool of by my fiancée. Yes, you are my fiancée. I’ll remind you, that you’ve chosen to marry me.” He paused and I stared at the seat beside him. I couldn’t bring myself to look into his eyes. I was so angry, I could feel my body quaking. He continued. “You will not fight me when I touch you, you will smile when I whisper in your ear and you will obey my commands, have I made myself clear?”

I chewed on my lip, determined not to answer him. Calix waited all of thirty seconds before he pinched my side. Hard. “Ouch!” I hissed, glaring daggers at him. “What the hell was that for?”

“I’ve already told you once, Nova. I expect a reply when I speak to you.” His fingers started rubbing the sore spot he’d pinched, his warmth quickly soothing the skin. I tensed. I didn’t want him to make me feel good. I’d take another pinch over this warm caressing. “There will be consequences for your indiscretions, Nova.”

“You’re an asshole.” I declared, staring straight into his piercing blue eyes. “You’re a fucking asshole.”

He caught my chin in his hand, stiffly holding my face mere inches from his. When he spoke, I could taste his breath. It was - sweet. I scowled, wanting to stick my finger down my throat. “That language is anything but becoming on you. I suggest you refrain from using it.” He winked. “Unless you have a hankering for punishment, love?”

“That doesn’t even deserve a response.” I wiggled on his lap, again trying to set myself free from the snare that was his arms. “Please, let me go.”

He shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

My mouth dropped. “I don’t want to be touched by you. Why can’t you understand that?”

“I don’t care what you want, love.” Calix replied as though bored. “I care about what I want, and right now, I want to hold you.”

I gritted my teeth, “Why?”

He leaned forward, whispering in my ear. “Because I’m loving the feeling of your almost naked ass on my lap.”

I pulled away, and before I thought my action through, I’d slapped him hard across the face. The sound of the slap echoed through the limo and I gasped, the cold hard realization of what I’d just done settling into the deepest pit of my stomach. Oh shit!

Calix’s large hand closed over my wrist, holding me tightly, painfully. Before I knew it, I felt tears wet my eyes, burning. It was too late for me to coax them back into hiding. I whispered through trembling lips, “I’m sorry,”

“You will never, ever, do that again.” He tightened his hold and I winced. “Do you understand me?”

I nodded. I couldn’t lift my eyes to meet his. I was afraid of him. I was afraid of the punishment I would see in his eyes.

Yes, I was a coward.

Calix growled low in his throat, “Answer me.”

“Yes,” my voice was shaky. “I understand, Calix.”

“Good.” He released my wrist and I rubbed it quickly with my other hand, the pads of my fingers soothing the raw skin. His eyes watched my movements and he scowled. Without warning, I felt his hands span over my waist and my body was moving closer to his.

I tensed, feeling my side press against his chest. A warm hand gathered my long mess of chocolate hair, pushing it off to one shoulder, exposing the skin of my throat to him. His breath was warm against the bare skin of my neck and I fought the need to shiver against him. I closed my eyes, imagining that I was anywhere but here. A beach, the Alps, sinking into the dark abyss of the ocean...

“Tell me about yourself, Nova.” Calix’s command brought me back from my moment of reprieve.

“I’ll tell you about myself if you release me.” I bargained hopefully.

He sighed. “You’ll tell me about yourself because I’ve asked. And I told you once that I like holding you. I will not release you until I want to.”

I was beginning to think hope was the devils preferred tool to break a soul. One might think it is the tiny flickering light at the end of a very long and dark tunnel, but I don’t see it that way. Hope is the perfect brand of self-destruction. And this man had found a way to employ it over and over again until his victim was weak and broken. I hated him.

Slowly, I spoke. “What do you want to know?”

“Everything.”

“Why?”

“Because you will be my wife in a matter of weeks.” I gasped and he continued. “I will be the one asking the questions from here, Nova.”

Weeks? I would be his wife in a matter of weeks? No. No, I couldn’t handle this. As though sensing my panic, Calix tightened his hold on me, pulling me tighter against his hard chest. I was too close to him now. My side was meshed to his and I could smell the heady scent of his skin. If I tilted my head just so, I could bite down on the tender flesh of his neck. I bet I could hurt him or piss him off - and then he would punish me. I shook the thought from my mind, tensely leaning my head against his shoulder. There was nowhere else for me to go, I may as well get as comfortable as possible.

“Good girl,” I could hear the smugness of his smile and I wanted to wallop him over the head for finding amusement in my distress. Thankfully, I was able to clench my fists and restrain myself. “Now, tell me what I want to know.”

“I think ‘everything’ is a little vague. Why don’t you ask a question,” I sighed, wanting to cry again. “And I’ll try to answer.”

“You will answer.” He corrected. “What was your favorite subject in school?”

Oh, that was an easy one. “English.”

“You read?” The way he asked, made it sound like he already knew the answer to my question. That unnerved me.

“I do.”

“What do you read?”

This was personal for me, but I had a feeling he knew a few personal things about me. And I had an inkling that lying would get me nowhere with him. “I read everything and anything romance.”

“Hmm,” I felt him nod. “So you really are a bleeding heart.”

I pulled away to look into his face and my breath caught. His blue eyes were piercing as they regarded me intently. I blushed, hating my reaction to him. “I don’t know what you mean by that.”

“Never mind.” He spoke sternly, pushing my head back down onto his shoulder. “Tell me, why do you like romance.”

“Probably because I have an X chromosome.” I replied sarcastically.

He chuckled, and to my surprise, the sound did something to me. It tickled a place deep inside of me, stirring something unfamiliar. I bit my lip and told myself over and over again that I hated him.

I hate him. I hate him. I hate him.

“Not every woman likes romance.”

“The ones who grow up with my mother do.” I replied quietly and at the mention of my mother, my heart ached. It felt as though it’s fragile shell had been cracked against hard granite, leaving the frail interior exposed to damaging weathering. It was a consuming kind of pain that bordered on desperation.

“Do you want to tell me about her? Do you want to tell me about growing up?” His words were quiet and gentle.

What the hell was he playing at? He was the one who’d taken me from my home and the very family he was now inquiring after. And so gently! As though he was trying to console me. I just didn’t understand.

“Are you trying to hurt me?” I asked quietly and he tensed beneath me. “Is this your objective? To get me talking about the things I love only to remind me that I’ve lost them forever? If you’re trying to hurt me, I’d prefer you do it physically.


 

Chapter 3

Calix didn’t say anything in response. I half expected his arms to drop from where they were positioned around me, and again, I felt a glimmer of hope. Yet again, as expected, that hope was crushed when Calix’s fingertips started working gentle circles into my back. The motion brought tears to my eyes. It reminded me of my sister, Jaylah. She was the middle child, only two years younger than me. We were close. She was my best friend and Calix was not only reminding me of her, but he had taken me from her.

Jaylah and I would spend our summer nights lying on a heap of blankets on the living room floor, watching sappy romantic movies until the sunrise painted the sky, tickling each other’s backs as we dreamed up our prince charming’s. Calix was everything my prince charming wasn’t. Calix was rough and I longed for soft. Calix took and I yearned to be wooed. I dreamed of butterfly kisses and deep conversations in the crisp morning air, locked in strong, capable arms. I wanted to dance and laugh and tease and tickle - I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life with Calix, my captive. My heart ached for the prince charming I’d concocted before Calix, and I could only hope that one day my fairytale would find a way to bloom. Until then, all I had was hope. The very thing I felt was working against me.

Calix’s voice was deep and husky. The sound made my skin pebble with unwelcome goosebumps. “I know you don’t believe me, but I don’t wish to hurt you. I simply need you to obey me.”

I nodded, but didn’t say anything. To my surprise, I didn’t even flinch when I felt the warmth of his fingers dip beneath the fabric of my nightshirt to caress my skin. I’d never been so tense in my entire life, but I didn’t know if that was because I had never been touched, like this, by a man. Or if it was because he wasn’t just a man touching me, he was my captor. He was the man who had taken everything from me and would continue to do so for the rest of my life.

I finally found my voice, “Calix,”

“Hmm?”

“Please, I’m begging you now.” I whispered. “Stop touching me.”

Yes, I had allowed myself to stoop so low as to beg. But in reality, holding onto my pride would do nothing for me. Calix had stripped me of everything. Why not take my dignity too?

Calix stopped his caressing movements, his hand pressed flat against my tense back. For a long moment there were no words or strokes. And then he sighed, heavily. The sound was one of defeat. “I’m trying to make this easier for you, Nova.”

“Maybe I don’t want this to be easy.”

He smirked and I lifted my head from his shoulder to look into his eyes. They were an icy blue that made me feel exposed down to the deepest, most protected layer of my soul. “You don’t want this to be easier on you, Nova, because you’re afraid of what I might make you feel. You’re afraid of what I might make you want.” I felt my lips part to argue with him before I even knew what I would say, but he continued. “You’re attracted to me. And that’s a good thing, because I’m attracted to you. I’ve wanted you since I decided you were the one. There’s no going back, Nova. What’s done is done. You need to let go of your past so you can move on with your future.”

I couldn’t believe the words that sounded from his lips. He was absolutely unbelievable. And I was absolutely terrified of him. Slowly, I pulled in a ragged breath and somehow found courage. “I have no future, Calix. You stole it from me when you took away everything I loved.”

He shook his head, irritation lighting the depths of his eyes. “You’re going to need a bit more time than I first anticipated.” He lifted me from his lap to set me on the seat beside him before catching my chin in his tight grip. “But the end result will be the same, Nova. I will make you mine. And once you’re mine, you will never belong to another.”

It took everything in me not to shake Calix’s hand from my face. Instead, I stared straight into his brilliant blue eyes with what I hoped was defiance. When he cracked a grin, I knew I’d failed. The man would never see me as anything to be feared. In his eyes, I was weak.

And in reality, I was.

I couldn’t fight Calix and what he wanted from me. My fighting would be the blade of the guillotine hanging over my family’s necks. And I couldn’t do that to them. So, if it was my love for them that made me the weak girl who would forevermore submit to Calix’s whims, then so be it.

Calix dropped my chin, settling back into the seat beside me. “Share your thoughts with me, love.”

I felt like hissing. “Stop calling me love.”

“Never,” he grinned. “I suggest you talk, Nova. Because if you don’t, I will be tempted to pull you into my arms again.”

My mouth dropped. “I don’t know what to talk about.”

“What is your favorite color?”

I shrugged. I wanted to say blue, because blue had always been my favorite color. But I knew that for the rest of my pitiful existence, blue would remind me of his eyes. I wanted to loathe everything about him. I replied, “Green.”

He smiled. “Why green?”

I rolled my eyes and his jaw clenched. I spoke quickly, eager to quell his sudden anger. “I like nature. Green makes me think of being outside with the quiet peace of nature.”

His eyes softened and his jaw unclenched. I quickly made a mental note never to roll my eyes again. Or maybe I should. Maybe I should do everything that irritates him so that I might be able to show him he doesn’t really want me as a wife. Maybe he’ll let me go.

“Do you have a treat you can’t live without?”

I blushed, “Maybe.”

He grinned. When he spoke, his voice was deep and gravelly. I felt the vibrations of his words deep in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t want to feel him there. He persisted, “Tell me.”

“Macaroons.” I shrugged. “I know it’s odd. But I love them.”

“Interesting.” He mused, his eyes taking me in. For the first time in hours, I remembered that I was nearly naked and my heart lurched. Suddenly uncomfortable, I stretched my shirt over my knees.

“What about you?” I asked. I seriously needed to take the attention off of me. “What’s your favorite color?”

“I’d have to say red.” He answered. “And before you ask, I don’t have a treat I can’t live without.”

“Then why did you ask?” I frowned. “That’s not exactly a common ‘get to know a person’ question.”

“Most of the women I know have a treat they can’t live without. I figured you would as well. And being that you will soon become my wife, I figured I should know how to sweeten you up.”

I suddenly regretted the question - and my answer. I truly loved macaroons and I didn’t want them to be used as a tool to manipulate forgiveness. “Oh.”

“That’s an awful way to reply, Nova.” He scowled. “I would appreciate it if you made a conscious effort to respond properly.”

Seriously? My mind was spinning. How could manners mean so much to this brute of a man when he’d had the audacity to kidnap me? What a loon! I chomped down on my lower lip, glaring at him.

Calix lifted his hand to my mouth and I flinched back into the seat as the pad of his thumb tugged my lip from between my teeth. Slowly, he rubbed his thumb over the assaulted flesh of my lip. It throbbed in reminiscence of the pressure of my teeth. “When you do that, it makes me want to kiss you.”

My breath caught and I returned his words to him smartly. “Then I’ll make a conscious effort to stop.”

I watched Calix’s lips curve at the corners. I could feel his eyes burning my face, but for the life of me, I couldn’t bring my eyes to meet his. “I will kiss you, Nova. I will kiss every inch of your body and you will revel in every moment.”

I hissed in a breath, flinching away from him in abhorrence. “I won’t.”

“You will.” He stated without an ounce of doubt. His confidence made me feel insecure and I cursed him for it. “I promise you, Nova, you will.”

“I hate you.” I folded my arms indignantly over my chest and stared out the window. I gritted my teeth, feeling like a petulant child.

Beside me Calix laughed, completely oblivious to the tears welling in my eyes. He really didn’t know what he was doing to me. Or maybe he did know. Maybe it was just me who had no clue what was going on in my mind, in my heart. There was no doubt I loathed my captor. Every fiber of my being repelled his nearness. But despite the hatred I held for him, for obvious reasons, I couldn’t help but teeter on the fence. On one side, I could do what Calix wanted of me and accept him and the life he had planned. I could maybe find some semblance of acceptance for the hand I’d been dealt. While the other side left me helpless and depressed. I had a feeling that no matter how long I fought him, I could only do so behind closed doors. He had my family in the cross hairs, their lives relying on my compliance. I wasn’t naive enough to believe that the man who’d had me taken from my home in the dead of the night was above murder. He had told me that he wouldn’t hesitate to stoop so low, and I believed him.

Before I knew it, I felt tears rolling down my cheeks. I wondered if I was going through some sort of hyperactive stages of being a kidnapped victim. My situation wasn’t the usual. I had a feeling that most girls who were taken, weren’t taken by some enigmatic, possessive male with steel blue eyes. And for marriage!

There was a part of me that wondered if I should just accept him, and this situation for what it was. I’d always been the kind of person who looked for silver linings. I tried to make the best out of every situation I found myself in, no matter how unfortunate. But this, this was just wrong. There was a part of me that simply couldn’t fathom doing that. I just couldn’t. How could he expect me to accept him? How did he think I would ever be a dutiful wife? Oh right, he thought I would, because I didn’t have a choice.

Slowly, I turned to face him. “I need to pee.”

***

The limo rolled into a small gas and diner on the side of the highway, just a few miles off some unnamed dinky town. The limo had no place being in this parking lot and I stared, wide eyed, out the tinted window, comfortable in the knowledge that no one could see me.

“Well, you’d better get some clothes on.” Calix muttered, lifting the lid of a disguised compartment. “You can’t go wandering into the diner without clothing. Someone might think you’ve been taken from your bed in the middle of the night.”

I didn’t know what to be more angry with. The fact that he’s had clothing in here for me the entire time, or that he was making a joke about my very unfortunate situation. The situation he himself had forced me into.

Instead, I snatched the clothing, holding it tight to my chest. My hands were shaking as I sputtered, “You are the worst human being I have ever encountered!”

He sat back in his seat, looking satisfied. “Get dressed.”

I pointed to the door. The anger in my voice was barely restrained. “Get out.”

He folded his hands in his lap. “I don’t think so, love. I’ve already told you that you’re going to have to get used to me being around. You’re my fiancée and we aren’t one of those prudent couples who won’t be sharing a room.”

My entire body was vibrating with anger by the time I turned around. He obviously wasn’t going to leave, allowing me to dress in private. The man was a freaking Neanderthal! I wondered, quite spitefully, if he would survive a baseball bat to the head. The thought made me grin, and I couldn’t help but think that I was turning heartless remarkably fast. Shrugging off my sudden guilt, I inspected the clothing he’d brought along for me. The size was just right. I was a solid four. The realization that he knew my exact size made me wonder just how long he’d been plotting my abduction. How much did he know about me?

Peeking over my shoulder, I found that he was watching me intently. There was no shame in his eyes when I caught him staring. Instead, there was challenge.

On a huff, I turned back around. Shoving my feet into the white high waist maxi skirt, I tried to think up a way to get my shirt on without giving him a show. All I could do was keep my front turned away from him as I pulled the nightshirt over my head. I shoved my arms into the holes of the cropped champagne tank top. I didn’t have a bra, but the shirt had a nice flow, making my lack of a bra seem almost planned.

I turned around to face him, “I don’t suppose you thought of shoes?”

“When it comes to you, love, I think of everything.” Calix reached into the compartment, producing a strappy pair of gold sandals.

“What else have you got in there?” I grunted, already bending over to strap my feet into the sandals.

“Everything you’ll need until we’re home.”

Home. The word made me feel sick to my stomach and I felt my skin pale dramatically. The blood drained from my face in one quick swoosh, dropping to my feet. My skin was sticky, cold and clammy with sweat as I gasped for breath. I felt dizzy and my breaths were shallow as I gripped the edge of the seat, my moist fingers digging into the leather.

A frown tugged at Calix’s brow, marring his breathtaking beauty. “Nova?” His movements were slow and careful as he crossed the distance between us. His hands settled on my arms, running over the length of them gently. “Are you all right?”

“Home.” I breathed the word, trying not to let myself cry. “Where is home?”

He sighed. Sliding a finger beneath my chin, he forced my head to tilt back. His cerulean eyes found my dull brown orbs and his full lips parted. “Your home is with me, Nova. We will be living in Alberta, in the mountains. I’m certain you will enjoy living there if you’ll only accept this.”

One tear slid from the corner of my eye, but no others followed. However, when I spoke my voice croaked. “I don’t want to accept this, Calix.”

He shook his head, slowly closing his eyes. For the first time since my abduction, I saw something like regret flare in the depths of his steel eyes. My breath caught and hope reared its head in my chest. I sat still as Calix leaned forward, resting his forehead against mine. My breaths stilled in my chest and my heart raced. Feeling him so close to me, like this, set confliction loose inside my body. I ached to pull away, but I desired nothing more than to stay like this with him. I sensed a rare vulnerability within this strong, powerful man, and I couldn’t help but want to caress it.

Before I knew what was happening, Calix lifted his head from mine. His hand cupped the side of my face, his touch warm and soft. I forced myself to remain still as the pad of his thumb swiped across the delicate skin beneath my eye. “I can’t let you go, Nova.”

My heart broke. Again. “Why?”

“Because this is bigger than just you and me.” He whispered and my heart thudded. I searched his eyes frantically, hoping to find an answer lurking in their depths. I didn’t. The vulnerability I’d seen in them only moments before had vanished to be replaced by the cold hard man who’d taken me. My captor was back.

I had to try. “What’s bigger, Calix?”

He dropped his hand. “If you have to pee, I suggest we go now. If not, I’ll let the driver know we’ll be on our way.”

I let my eyes fall to my shiny blue painted toes. This was the last thing I’d done with my sisters. We’d given each other pedicures last night before bed. Only last night, I’d laughed and joked with my family - the family I would never see again. My breaths were sharp and shaky as I tugged my gaze from my toes.

“I have to pee.” I stated for the second time in a matter of ten minutes. “Are you staying here?”

Calix snorted. “I don’t think so, love.”

I moved to the door, but Calix caught my wrist. His other hand settled on my hip, guiding my body firmly into the seat. I hissed in a deep breath before slapping his hand away. “What are you doing?”

“Enough.” He barked and I flinched. “You’ll not question me in public, Nova. Ever. Do you understand me? Do you know what I’ll do if you make a scene?”

I nodded numbly. “You’ll kill someone I love.”

“I’ll start with Amy.” His words were cold.

“My little sister?” I gasped, clutching at the pain in my chest. It wasn’t tangible, but I don’t think there was anything I’d ever felt more. My fear for her surged inside me, willing me to obey him completely. “Why would you target her?”

His eyes didn’t even flicker. Not a spec of remorse resided in the glimmering blue, and when he spoke, his tone was filled with fact. “I know you love her. You’ll do anything to protect her, Nova. So I know that when we go into the diner, you’ll do as you’re told.”

I couldn’t even find it within myself to feel. There was no anger, no hurt, or fear. There was nothing. “I will.”

He nodded, pressing his lips to my forehead. I watched as he dipped his hand into the pocket of his jeans, pulling out a sparkling diamond ring. The diamond was round and solitaire, the band thin white gold. It called for gasped breaths and glee. Sadly, it received neither. I almost felt sorry that something so beautiful, a symbol of affection and love, would be on my finger, binding me to a man I loathed. “You’ll wear this.” He lifted my hand into his, quickly sliding the ring onto my finger. No surprise, it was a perfect fit.

There was no emotion in my voice. “Is that all?”

“No.” Calix’s blue eyes were hard. “You are my fiancée, Nova. You’ll appear in love with me, or you will suffer the consequences.”

“I understand, Calix.”

He sighed, nodding stiffly. “I trust you do.”

I watched as Calix tapped on the window and the door opened. He slid from the car before me, holding his hand out for me to take. Gritting my teeth, I slid my hand into his, letting him help me from the car. I knew that if I refused him, someone I loved would pay for his wounded pride. And I couldn’t allow that to happen.

Calix’s hand moved to slide around my waist as he led me across the parking lot and into the diner. I felt his finger’s slide against the waistline of my skirt before skimming, butterfly soft, against my skin. I tensed, but I didn’t move away.

Calix leaned down. His lips close to my ear, his breath warm. “You passed my first test, love. Congratulations.”

“Hmm.” I nodded, forcing a smile to my face as Calix opened the door for me. I caught sight of the sign for the bathroom and had to stop myself from running for it. I never thought I’d see a public bathroom as an escape from my world, my life. But that was all I could concentrate on. I just needed a moment. I needed to feel a moment’s peace away from Calix, even if it was only a brief illusion.

“Come,” Calix’s hand against the small of my back made me feel stiff beneath his touch as we crossed the distance from the exit to the bathroom. Only a few steps until I found reprieve, long fingers slid from the small of my back to my belly, holding me in place against a firm, long piece of man. I gasped, my hand instinctively moving to his against my stomach. My fingers curled around the tip of his fingers, itching to peel his hand from my belly, but I didn’t. I knew that such an action would force him to act on his threats. And I couldn’t handle that.

He dropped his head into the nook of my shoulder and my heart raced as his lips moved slowly over the skin of my throat. I knew he was doing this for the eyes watching us, but my body couldn’t seem to stop itself from responding to him. I felt hot despite the shivers claiming my body. “You have three minutes, love. A second longer and I’m coming in behind you.”

“I don’t have a watch,” I protested.

“You don’t need one.” He stated factually, nipping my earlobe. “Get your business over with quick and you’ll have nothing to worry about.”

I nodded crisply. “Yes, Calix.”

Without looking back, I moved into the bathroom. The door wasn’t swinging closed fast enough behind me, so I kicked it. Before it latched shut, I swore I heard Calix laugh. Crossing the tiled floor, I disappeared into one of three stalls. I hadn’t been lying when I said I had to pee. My bladder felt as though it was seconds from bursting now that there was a toilet in sight, and I didn’t waste any time pulling my skirt up and lowering myself. As I peed, I felt tears mist in my eyes. Balling up a piece of tissue, I wiped my tears away before finishing my business. I flushed, opened the door and moved to the sink. I turned on the water and it seemed to take forever for it to warm, but I used it regardless. I washed my hands before splashing my face.

My eyes were puffy from the crying intervals I’d suffered since the men woke me in the night. I didn’t know how many hours had passed, but I assumed it had been around six or seven. The sun was high in the sky, but I’d noticed people sipping coffee in the diner. So I didn’t figure it could be too late into the day. Pulling a piece of paper towel from the dispenser, I wiped down my hands and face. I looked a ruin. My creamy skin, a soft tan color, looked paler than usual. My brown eyes were dark, the whites red. My mother had always said my eyes were my best feature, and I agreed. I loved my eyes, the color of spun gold. But today, they looked like dirt.

My dark hair was messy. The soft waves framed my face haphazardly. I was pretty. That was something I had never denied. I had great genes and I had a knack for eating healthy, so my body was tight. My only fault was my height. I was a short five foot two. Most people, male and female, towered over me. I was always looking up, and although that had never bothered me before, I absolutely despised the thought of looking up at Calix. He was a massive six foot four and if I wanted to stare into those hypnotic eyes of his when he spoke, I had no choice but to look up at him.

I sighed heavily, chewing the inside of my cheek as I stared at myself in the mirror. Why was I thinking of Calix now? Why was I thinking of him in my moment alone? Surely, for the rest of my life, I would long to be away from him.

A tap sounded against the door and I jumped, remembering my three minutes. As soon as I thought about leaving the small sanctuary of this bathroom, my heart raced and I felt queasy. The door opened and Calix stood beneath the threshold.

“Your time is up, love.” He crossed his arms over his chest, his eyes taking me in.

“I’m just finishing.” I didn’t turn to look at him. Meeting his eyes in the mirror was enough for me. Even looking at them indirectly made my blood warm and my heart race. “I was washing my face.”

“You’re beautiful.” He stated as though I was fishing for a compliment. I wanted to knock him on the side of the head.

“Can I have another minute?” I asked quietly, looking into the bowl of the sink.

He shook his head. “Already trying to bend my limits.”

“Is that a no?” I peeked up at him.

“Come,” he held his hand out to me and I knew his answer without him having to voice it. “We’ll have breakfast while we’re here.”

“I’m not hungry.” I looked down at the sink, wishing I could slide like the pebbles of water down the drain. I wanted to escape him.

He cocked his head to the side. “I know you are.”

“You don’t know a thing about me.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.” I thought for a moment that he was about to step into the washroom with me. The thought had my cheeks stained red. If the diner’s patrons saw that happen, I would never be able to eat here. “I know a lot about you, love. And I know you always eat breakfast.”

“Alright,” I walked quickly to the door. Slipping past him, I was careful not to touch him. “I’ll eat.”

He caught my hand, lacing his fingers through mine. My heart leapt and I cursed the insistent fluttering. “We’ll grab a table in the back by the windows. That way we can talk.”

I snorted. “Whatever you want.”

“Nova,” my name was a warning on his lips. “Let’s make our first day together something to remember.”

I couldn’t help the widening of my eyes as I stared at him in awe. How in the world could he think I would ever forget this day? The day of my abduction?

Calix spoke again and his tone held something that resembled a plea. “Let me get to know you.”


 

Chapter 4

“I thought you already knew everything about me.”

He shook his head on a sigh. “I know a lot about you, Nova. I never once said I knew everything.”

I looked away from him quickly. I was afraid that if I continued to look at him, I would act out the motions I was envisioning in my mind. One of the many images I’d entertained, was of me grabbing a plate from a nearby table and slamming it over his head. Repeatedly.

My lips curled up at the corners as the thought replayed in my mind. I wondered what he would do. Apart from hurting those I loved, how would he react? Would he hurt me?

Calix squeezed my hand, his body pressed close to mine as he walked, guiding me toward the back of the restaurant. I noticed his men seated around the diner and my skin felt tight as my eyes settled on the man who’d held my mouth shut as he tugged me from my bed. In the light of the day, he wasn’t any less frightening than he’d been in the darkness of the night.

Calix’s men were all muscle, their bodies constantly alert and ready, their eyes sharp and all seeing. They looked like an army team dressed in suits. They frightened me.

“We’ll take this table.” Calix instructed. The table was an intimate setup for two. A little vase filled with sunflowers sat in the middle of the rustic wooden surface. I sat down obediently, the chair creaking beneath my weight. Calix stood beside my chair, watching me settle into the seat. His hand rested against my shoulder, its weight heavy and burdening.

I looked up at him pointedly. “Are you planning to stand the entire meal? Or are you going to take your seat?”

He cocked a grin. “I’ll take a seat when you tell me what you were thinking while we were walking.”

“I wasn’t thinking anything.”

“You were.” He stated matter of fact. “You’re fingers fidget with your clothing when you think.” He cocked his head. “So, I’ll ask again. What were you thinking?”

Jeez, what was his middle name for goodness sakes? Perception? “I was thinking of hitting you over the head with a plate.” I stated bluntly. He demanded and I saw no reason not to tell him the truth. “Repeatedly.”

Those penetrating blue eyes widened and I felt a small burning of satisfaction. I’d shocked him! “What stopped you?”

My heart dropped. The flickering flame of satisfaction was snuffed out before it found real life. “You know what stopped me, Calix.”

He smirked. “You’re right. I do.”

And again, I was reminded of how much I disliked him.

I stared into the seedy center of the sunflower as Calix removed his hand from my shoulder and I tried not to notice the absence of his touch against my skin. From my peripheral vision, I watched as Calix moved to his side of the table. He lowered himself gracefully into the seat and I felt his eyes on me. The need to cry swelled anew within me and I bit back my tears. I couldn’t do this here. I couldn’t allow my emotions to wander when there was so much relying on their stability.

Calix leaned into the table, his voice low and commanding. “Stop thinking about them, Nova.”

“I don’t know how.”

“Think of ways to hurt me.” He offered and my eyes darted to his in surprise. “But do it fast. Our waitress is on her way over.”

God, I wanted a plate. And I wanted it made of iron.

A middle-aged woman stopped by our table, smiling warmly down at us. “Welcome, darlin’s.”

“Good morning,” Calix’s voice was smooth. I watched as her eyes settled on him with appreciation as she regarded him slowly. I knew what she was thinking. I knew it like I knew the sun would retire to the moon tonight. She thought he was beautiful - probably the most beautiful man she had ever seen. And she was right. Calix was beautiful. But he was evil. He was a beautiful, arrogant, sadistic bastard.

“Well,” she breathed out a deep breath before looking to me. Her eyes scanned over my face, and to my surprise, she smiled warmly at me. “Don’t you two make a gorgeous couple?”

“Thank you,” I could feel Calix watching me as he spoke. “You have no idea what I had to do to get her attention.”

My eyes swung to Calix’s and my mouth dropped open. The waitress spoke before I could find my voice. Her words were eager and her smile was large and filled to the brim with romantic hope. “Do tell.”

When Calix spoke, his voice was deep and serious. “That ring is about the only thing she hasn’t fought me on.” His eyes were on me, intensely. “From day one, I vowed to make her mine, forever. She’s made a conscious effort to fight me on everything, but when I slipped that ring onto her finger, there was no fight in her eyes.”

The woman slapped her hand over her heart, sighing heavily. “You vowed to make her yours forever?”

Calix nodded, his eyes on mine. “I did. And I will.”

“Oh, child,” her hand grabbed mine where it was sitting on the surface of the table, her misted eyes inspecting the sparkling ring. “Lordy, babe, you’re one lucky girl!”

My lips trembled as I forced them into a smile. “Thank you.”

“Now, I know its nerve wracking to plan a weddin’ and all that,” she misunderstood my hesitation as my being overwhelmed. My heart sank. “But with a man like this one standing at your side, honey, I assure you, there’s nothing you can’t overcome. Love is power, darlin’.”

I nodded hating the situation Calix had forced me into. “I’m very fortunate.”

The waitress frowned at my lack of enthusiasm. Her eyes darted between Calix and I. Thankfully Calix spoke. “I think we’ll order now if you don’t mind. My fiancée is anything but enjoyable when she’s hungry.”

The waitress nodded. “What can I getcha?”

I glanced at the menu I hadn’t opened when Calix spoke again. “Do you have fresh blueberries?”

“We do.” She nodded.

“Good.” Calix smiled gently in response to my frown. “If you could bring a bowl of blueberries and milk out with brown sugar, it would be very appreciated.”

“Okay,” she nodded unsurely. “Is that everything?”

“No, I’ll get the swiss spinach omelet and two glasses of orange juice.” He handed her the menus. “Thank you.”

She nodded, glancing unsurely to me. I wanted to snicker at her. She’d thought he was so perfect until he went and ordered for me. Little did she know, that blueberries with milk and brown sugar was my breakfast of choice. What I wanted to know was how the hell Calix knew that.

“I would like a coffee as well, please.” I spoke softly and she nodded.

“Will that be everything?”

“Yes.” I offered a tense smile and she turned away, quickly moving to the kitchen. I looked back to Calix and found he was glaring at me. I snapped, “What?”

“You need to work on your acting skills, love.”

“Oh?” I cocked my head. “You mean she doesn’t think we’re in love?”

He tensed. “Are you trying to test me, Nova?”

His eyes were so stern and cold, I had a feeling I was only inches from pushing him off the cliff. If I did that, he would take my sister with him. I knew this with certainty. And it was that certainty that had me clutching to his fingertips, pulling him away from the ledge.

I reached out to pet a soft pedal of the sunflower in the vase. “How did you know I liked blueberries?”

He didn’t even crack a smile and his reply was dry. “You eat them every morning.”

“Not every morning.” He glared at me over the sunflowers and I added. “Just most mornings.”

“I don’t want to fight with you, Nova.” He rubbed his brow. “It’s been a long night and there are still things we need to discuss. I have expectations of you, and you will fulfill them.” I opened my mouth and he continued, cutting me off. “Have I made myself understood?”

“What do you expect from me, exactly?”

Calix didn’t reply as the waitress reappeared with our juice and my coffee. “Anything else I can get for you?”

I shook my head and she promptly left us alone. I tore open a packet of sugar and dumped it into the blackness before adding a half a creamer. Calix watched me intently as I stirred my coffee before bringing it to my lips. Now he knew how I took my coffee - if he hadn’t already known.

“We have another four hours until we’re home.” Calix stated.

There was that word again. Home. “I see.”

“My grandmother lives with me.” He stated bluntly and I felt my eyes widen. “You will show her nothing but respect and kindness. She deserves it.”

I set my coffee on the table. Circling my hands around the mug, my skin soaked up the warmth. “Does she know about me?”

His eyes focused on mine. I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like his answer. “Yes.”

My heart clenched in my chest. “Sh, she knows you,” I paused, gathering my thoughts. “She knows you took me and she’s okay with it?”

I watched as his shoulders tensed and he leaned into the table. His voice was stressed and filled with warning. “She knows. That doesn’t mean she approves, but she will not stand against me.”

“I don’t understand.” My words were a whisper that was ignored as our waitress reappeared with our breakfast.

She set the dishes in front of us and before she could ask if that was all, Calix waved her away. Not once did his eyes leave my face. The woman stuttered a few moments, before turning on her heel and walking eagerly away.

She must have thought us to be the most odd couple she’d ever encountered. Considering our circumstances, I wouldn’t be surprised if we were in fact the oddest couple to ever have dined at this establishment.

“I’ve told you once, Nova, that this is bigger than just me and you.” He cut into his omelet. “I am growing tired of having to repeat myself to you.”

I shifted in my seat, feeling uncomfortable. “What could possibly be bigger than our lives, Calix?”

“Someone else’s life.” His eyes flashed with pain. “Two to be specific.”

“What?” I breathed. “I don’t understand.”

“And you won’t.” He replied coldly. “Unless I want you to understand.”

I shivered violently. “Why wouldn’t you want me to understand why you’ve taken me?”

His blue eyes were dark as a command charged from between beautiful lips. “Eat.”

“Calix,”

“I’ve told you to eat, Nova.” His grip was tight around his fork. The white of his bones prominent beneath the skin stretched tight over his knuckles. “If I have to do it again, you will not like me.”

“I already don’t like you.” I mumbled through shaking tones. “I hate you.”

“So you’ve said.” He pointed his fork to my bowl. “Now, do as you’re told.”

***

I hadn’t spoken to Calix since the restaurant. I did as he told me and ate my blueberries. I smiled when it was appropriate and Calix paid our bill before guiding me back to the prison that was the limo. I’d closed my eyes and crossed my arms over my chest, wishing for the thousandth time in the last ten hours, for a blanket. I didn’t get one, but I wasn’t asking for one either. I didn’t know what else Calix had stored within the confines of the limo, but I’d be damned if I asked him for anything. Ever.

After a few hours, I curled into myself, leaning my head against the plush leather seat. I was exhausted. My entire body was beginning to feel the effects of my lack of sleep and unlike before, I was able to close my eyes. But I still couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t stop thinking of my family. The worry they would surely feel in regards to my disappearance. Had they called the police? Would there be a search party?

My body shifted and I fought the desire to open my eyes. I didn’t want to look at Calix. I didn’t want to see him, but at another bump in the road, I opened my eyes. Peeling myself from the leather, I sat up. “Where are we?”

“Almost home.” Calix answered gruffly. I could feel his eyes on me, but I couldn’t look away from the scenery outside the limo. It was - stunning. Magnificent mountains stretched into the sky, their rough peaks capped in white despite the warm spring air. Groups of trees stood together in scattered clumps over the stone expanse. Constant shades of gray glittered in the sunlight while pulsing veins of purple streamed through the rock.

I had never seen anything so large and completely hypnotic. My breath had escaped my lungs as soon as I caught sight of the mountainous range, and I hadn’t yet found it.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Calix’s voice shattered through my thoughts and I found my ability to breathe again.

“It is.”

“Have you ever seen them?” He looked out the window, staring warmly at the rugged land.

“No.” I murmured. “I haven’t. I haven’t really left Seattle.”

His brows raised and I knew this was something he hadn’t known about me. “Why not?”

“Mom doesn’t have all that much money.”

His face hardened. “And your father?”

I shrugged. “I don’t really know the man. He has next to no part in our lives.”

“I see.” His words were clipped, but behind his eyes I saw confusion. “We’re almost home.”

“We are?” I felt my mouth drop as I stared, once again, out the window. I realized then, that I hadn’t felt the sorrowed panic I felt every other time Calix told me where home was. I might not like the life Calix had planned for me, but at least he had chosen a place of immense beauty.

“We are.” Calix’s tone demanded my attention, and before I could deny him, my eyes had swung to meet his. “You like the mountains?”

“How couldn’t I?” I asked. “They’re amazing.”

“I’m glad you’ve found something positive about this.” He nodded more to himself than to me. “That’s a start.”

I tensed. “I’ll never accept what you’ve done to me, Calix. Not even something as breathtaking as the mountains can change that.” My words turned quiet and I laced my hands together into a large fist. “What you’ve done is unforgivable.”

His jaw hardened as he clenched his teeth. “It is what it is, love.” He shrugged, but I knew I’d gotten to him. “There’s no changing the past.”

“You could make it right.”

He chuckled, his eyes gazing out the window. “That’s what I’m trying to do, love. That’s what I’m trying to do.”

My heart lurched at the pain in his voice and I hated myself for wanting to comfort him. I should revel in his pain. But I couldn’t. What had happened to this man to make him so - fucked up?

“What does that even mean, Calix?” I asked gently. “I’m trying to understand.”

His entire body hardened and I knew he’d assembled his shield. I would get nothing from him. “It doesn’t matter, love.” He cocked a grin. “We’re home.”


 

Chapter 5

I stretched my neck to the side, struggling to catch a glimpse of the massive house between the trees. The limo nosed slowly through a winding path of pines. Little lanterns poked up from the ground fringing the road. I knew that if it were night, it would be a beautiful, almost magical sight. As it was, I felt as though I were entering into an alternate reality. Tall trees stretched into the blue of the sky surrounding a massive, elegant house.

Or, that wasn’t a house.

That was a mansion!

The roundabout drive was made of stone to match the dark elegance of the house. There were three peaks to the house and large windows adorned the massive dark body of stone. My eyes took in the first peak, a very large crowning over the front door. Another towered behind it while the third stood to the right. Connected to the peak to the far right of the house was a long, curved garage. I felt my lips part slightly as I counted the bay doors. There were seven. What in the world did the man need a seven car garage for?

I pulled my eyes from the house to glance at Calix. He was watching me take in his home with piqued interest and I couldn’t help but think that everything about my captor was excessive, from the way he took what he wanted without regard for consequence, to the clothes he wore, to the house he lived in. It was all excessive.

“What do you think?” He asked, his voice gravelly.

“I think it’s excessive.” I admitted. I focused once again on the house, this time giving my attention to the grand front porch. If it could be defined so simply as a porch. The arched stone pillars led into a large room of stone where matching benches had been strategically positioned. Flowers hung from the roof in dark wicker baskets, soft pedals cascading all the way down to the floor. It was beautiful. Excessive.

Calix chuckled. “Come.” I watched him move to the door. “I’ll show you around.”

My heart thumped in my chest as I stared at the door. Only a few hours ago, I’d seen the limo as a prison, but it was suddenly a safe place.

When had the limo become my safe place?

I shook my head. “I’d rather stay here.”

Calix scoffed. “Too bad. It’s been a long drive and I’d like to stretch my legs.”

I settled back into the seat, determined to remain right where I was. I wasn’t ready to walk into Calix’s domain. He’d taken everything from me in a matter of hours, I couldn’t loose the little comfort I had found. I just couldn’t. I knew the limo. I recognized the pristine leather and tinted windows. The gentle hum of the engine had become soothing and I just couldn’t imagine leaving now that I’d found a place of comfort in a situation that should never allow for any. “I’m comfortable here.”

“Nova,” Calix raised a brow. “Come.”

“No.” I folded my arms over my chest, my heart rate spiking to a painful high.

I watched as a muscle in his jaw twitched. Long fingers curled into large palms, creating a heavy fist. “If I have to carry you over my shoulder, Nova, I will.”

My heart leapt. I could see by the darkening of his blue eyes that he wasn’t lying. If I didn’t move of my own accord, Calix would swing me over his shoulder like the possession that I was to him. He would march me into the house that I feared would be the last place I would live. I wouldn’t go to college to get my BA in English. I would never become an editor - and I would never fall in love. All my dreams were shattered because of this man taking my precious life in his palm, and squeezing.

I’m not denying the fact that I’m a hopeless romantic. I was born that way. I never denied loving the sweet fable of fairytale love. But I never once thought I would ever be robbed my chance to find my modern day prince charming. Yet, in a matter of hours Calix had done just that. He’d robbed me of everything - so why wouldn’t he rob me of the comfort I’d found in the limo too?

Slowly, I nodded. Moving stiffly across the limo I met him at the door. He held his jaw tight and I had a feeling he was clenching his teeth behind his closed lips. At the sight of his hard eyes on my face I couldn’t help but wonder, just how mad had I made him?

After a long moment of Calix peering at me through hard eyes, I murmured. “Have I done something to upset you?”

He sighed. “Nova, this is your life. If you’ve been harboring any ridiculous notions of me releasing you, I’ll have you dismiss them at once. I did not make the decision to take you lightly. As a matter of fact, I thought it through for a very long time before I acted. No matter what you do, I will never let you go.” His eyes were piercing. “Do you understand me?”

Numbly, I nodded. “I understand.”

“Good.” He replied crisply. “That being said, I expect you to accept this as your new life. I’m not a patient man, Nova.” His eyes swept over my face. “I will tire quickly of watching you wallow over the loss of your family. I am your family now. You will accept me as such. When you need something, you will come to me. When you want something, you will come to me. Have I made myself clear?”

“Crystal.” I whispered. As clear as he was, it didn’t mean I was comfortable with this. The situation he’d put me in wasn’t one I’d ever prepared myself for - not mentally or physically. As much as I understood what he wanted from this - relationship - I didn’t know how to allow myself to be that very thing.

I’d never lived my life as a confrontational being. All my plans for my life had centered around myself being in the background. I loved watching life from behind the scenes. I wanted to become an editor more than anything for the simple reason that I loathed change. As it was, I lived my life with my nose shoved into the crease of a book. At twenty-one, I had yet to visit a club or feel the weight of an alcoholic shot in my stomach. I wasn’t my sister, Jaylah. I didn’t have it in me to fight every rule or debate every statement. I was, in more ways than one, my mother’s daughter. I was soft spoken and soft hearted. I preferred a walk through nature over a walk through a mall.

Being here with Calix, I had a feeling I’d have to find my backbone - and quick. But how was I supposed to find the will to fight when the very things he held over me I loved more than my own life?

Maybe that was why Calix had taken me. Maybe he recognized my docile nature for what it was - something that would never dare question him.

Fisting my hands, I glared at the man who’d made me rethink the woman I’d grown to become. Because of him, I saw my soft heart as an excuse to be weak. If Jaylah were in my situation, she’d have ground her teeth and fought him no matter the consequences. Despite the fact that I knew Jaylah was stronger than me by a stretch, I was glad she wasn’t in my shoes. At nineteen, she wasn’t all that much younger than me but she was bright. She was like sunshine. When she walked into a room people stopped to stare. She just had this energy about her - it was captivating.

It was energy I would never again see.

“Very well,” Calix pulled me from my thoughts as he opened the door and stepped out, offering me his hand. I didn’t take it. Instead, I stepped from the limo on my own. As soon as I was standing on the cobblestone driveway, I moved away from Calix. My efforts were wasted as he caught hold of my waist, tucking me into his side.

He spoke gravelly. “I offered you my hand.”

“And I saw no reason to take it.” I stated bravely. As soon as the words were out, I wanted to retract them. Instead, I decided to explain. “There’s no one here we need to put a show on for.”

A low growl vibrated from deep in his chest and I cringed internally. I knew I’d made him angry - maybe for the last time. He’d warned me that his patience was thin and I’d continued to test him. But did I really care what happened to me?

Oh hell, who was I kidding? Of course I cared about what happened to me. I had never been one for pain of any kind. I’d heard of people who derived pleasure from pain - and let me tell you, those people made my head spin. Literally.

“Nova,” my name was a tense growl on his lips that was interrupted by a woman’s squeal of delight.

“You’re home!” My eyes swung to the house in time to see a tall woman in her mid seventies shuffling through the front door. Her white hair was chopped stylishly in an A-line bob and her thin body appeared to be lean and very much in shape. For an older woman, she rocked her body. “I’ve been so worried about you.” Her hand patted the left side of her chest over her heart dramatically.

I couldn’t help but stare wide-eyed at the woman I assumed was Calix’s grandmother. Standing in this very awkward situation, I’d completely forgotten about Calix’s impending anger.

The woman reached out to catch my hand between both of hers and I flinched away from her. A flash of pity crossed through her eyes before it was gone and she was babbling introductions. “I’m Gabriella, but you can call me Gabby or Grandma.” She beamed a warm smile at me and when I didn’t introduce myself, she spoke. “You must be Nova.”

Still, I didn’t speak. I couldn’t seem to find my voice or even any words to say. This situation was the furthest thing from the norm. And if I hadn’t made myself clear, I’m not exactly good with change.

Calix squeezed around my waist and my muscles tightened in response. “Yes Grandma, this is Nova. She’s obviously lost her manners.”

Gabriella reached out to flick Calix’s shoulder. “Psh!” She rolled her eyes. “After what you’ve put the poor girl through, Calix, you’re lucky she hasn’t had a heart attack.”

“Grandma.” Calix warned. “Don’t.”

His tone terrified me, but this woman didn’t seem to be affected in the least. Rolling her blue eyes that were so like Calix’s, she caught hold of my hand. Tugging me from Calix’s side, she pulled me along beside her toward the front door. “The house is enormous, as you can see. It’ll take you a while to get yourself comfortable, but I’ll be here for anything you need.”

I didn’t speak as I walked up the stone steps and onto the porch. Gabriella continued, pointing to the draping flowers. “I love flowers,” her tone was enthusiastic. “Do you like flowers, Nova?”

“Um,” I cleared my throat. “I do.”

Relief passed over her face. “Oh joy!” she huffed. “You speak...and we have something in common.”

Smiling unsurely, I nodded.

“You’ll help me tend them, won’t you?” She angled her head to the side before reaching out to pet a pedal. “They’re so lovely. Good for the soul.”

I didn’t know what to think of this woman. How could someone so nice be so oblivious to what her grandson was doing? I mean, how could she not fight him on his decision to bring me here - to force me to marry him? Did she just not care?

Calix leaned against a large stone pillar, his eyes on me. Somehow, despite the warmth sizzling through my veins at the feel of his eyes on my body, I spoke softly, quietly. “I don’t know much about flowers.”

Gabriella waved, “I will teach you.”

I didn’t reply. Accepting her offer would be like consenting to this horrible situation, and I couldn’t allow myself to do such a thing. To keep my family safe from Calix’s twisted threats, I would remain here with him. But I would never ever enjoy it. He would know that I forever hated him for taking me away from those I loved.

Settling my eyes on the floor of the patio, I slammed my lids shut against the sudden swell of emotion I felt at the loss of my family. As though sensing my sudden sadness, Gabriella tightened her hand around mine, tugging me toward the door.

“You’ll love the house, Nova.” She assured as she moved through the door.

Gabriella paused in a grand entryway. Looking at the outside of the house, I never would have expected the interior to be so warm. But it was. The walls were painted a gentle beige and the floors were a deep dark wood. The roof was high. Looking up, I could just see into a sitting room that overlooked the entry. The furniture was a mixture between rustic and contemporary, but it worked. The house was really very nice.

Gabriella started walking without removing her shoes and I followed simply because I knew she would drag me if I didn’t. “The kitchens this way.”

We walked into a large warm room. The cabinets were cherry wood and the granite was a warm cream color with blotches of brown and hints of red. I loved Calix’s house. If it were shrunken down a few sizes and didn’t belong to him - it would have been perfect.

“You help yourself to anything you want in this house, you hear me?” Gabriella demanded, sternly.

I could feel Calix’s presence behind me, but I didn’t bother to glance at him. “I understand.”

“Good.” Gabriella wore a small frown. “This is your house now, you can move freely through the rooms.”

Looking her dead in the eye, I spoke. “I don’t want to be here.”

Calix huffed a sigh behind me, but didn’t say anything. Gabriella shot him a glare, but otherwise didn’t act as though she’d even heard me. Maybe she didn’t understand.

“Come, come,” she gave a chirpy little skip. “You need to see the rest of the house.”

All in all, the house held seven bedrooms and eight full bathrooms. There were two living rooms, a theater room, a game room, a wine cellar, and even an indoor pool. I had seen every bedroom apart from Calix’s and that little fact made my heart ease in relief. Maybe he meant for me to have my own bedroom. Maybe he didn’t want me to know what he had stored behind the door of his bedroom - and to be honest I had no desire to know. I prayed I was given my own bedroom.

Gabriella turned to face me. Thankfully, she’d released me from her hold halfway through the tour. “What did you think?”

“It’s a nice house.”

She beamed. “Calix fell in love with the land as soon as he saw it, but I fell in love with the house.”

I didn’t want to know about Calix - or anything he loved. I didn’t know how to reply, so I said nothing.

Gabriella continued. “You must be famished.”

I shook my head. “No, I’m not.”

A frown distorted her ever-constant happy face. “You have to eat!”

“I’m really just tired.” I protested. “I’d like to lie down.”

“Oh,” she nodded, her eyes lifting over my shoulder to focus on Calix. “If you’re sure you’re not hungry.”

“I’m not.” I assured.

Calix moved from where he’d leaned himself against the wall of the upstairs sitting room. “Would you like to be shown to your room?”

I didn’t look at him. “Yes.”

To my surprise, Gabriella leaned in to plant a kiss on my cheek. I flinched back away from her, my eyes wide. She clasped her hands before her chest, looking down at me as though I were nothing more than a wet, frightened animal she’d adopted. “I know this is difficult, Nova, but you’re going to have to accept your reality here.” She reached out to caress my cheek. “Make the best of it, darling.”

Emotion raged in my chest as I watched Gabriella turn on her heel and walk away. Tears blurred my vision and anger poisoned my every breath. How could she say something so ridiculous? How in the freaking world was this happening to me?

I wanted to scream, kick, fight, scratch and bite. I wanted to tear out my heart so it might stop hurting so damn bad!

“Come, Nova.” Calix placed his hand against my lower back and I jumped away from his touch.

“Don’t touch me!” I hissed unbecomingly. Tears that had pooled in my lids were now pouring from my eyes. “I hate you!”

“So you’ve told me.” His eyes were hard. When he stepped toward me, my every sense told me to run. I felt as though I were nothing more than prey for this predator of a man. “And never tell me not to touch you again.”

“It’s my body.”

“That is where you’re wrong, Nova.” He cocked his head. “You belong to me. Therefore your body belongs to me. The sooner you accept this, the easier your life will be.”

“I will never accept that.” I snapped angrily. I felt cornered. I felt caged.

“Then you’re in for a world of hardship.” He reached out to clasp his hand around my wrist. His hold was tight, but it didn’t hurt. Not physically, anyway. Mentally, his touch was like a beating.

Calix moved through the halls with a speed that frightened me. Obviously, he was mad. And I knew I was the one who had made him this way - but honestly, what had he expected? When he’d stolen me from my home and family, had he honestly thought I’d be welcoming to his touch? Had he thought I’d swoon over the idea of marrying him?

Throwing open a door at the end of the hall, Calix pushed me inside. As soon as I caught sight of the room, I knew it wasn’t mine. It was Calix’s. The room was warm like the rest of the house, but it was used. Everything was clean and ordered, but it was also worn. And the scent was all Calix.

Dark wooden furniture stood against the walls and a massive bed was positioned against the wall to my immediate left. A black duvet covered bronze sheets and not one throw pillow existed in the vicinity. A black leather couch set had been strategically placed before a fireplace that peered into the bathroom on the other side of the far right wall. Straight ahead, there was a wall of windows. Gently billowing bronze curtains let me believe the windows weren’t just windows, but patio doors.

Dumbly, I stated. “This is your room.”

Calix slammed the door shut behind me and I flinched. Whirling around, I found Calix staring at me with his arms crossed over his chest. He didn’t look happy. He didn’t even look slightly amused.

“It is.”

Pulling in a deep breath of air, I replied. “I would like my own room.”

He laughed, but the sound was strained. “No.”

“I don’t want to share a room with you.” Another burst of panic was climbing quickly through my chest and up my throat. “Please,”

At my plea, his blue eyes blazed. “You’ll be sharing my room, Nova.” He moved closer to me and I stepped back. “And you’ll get used to being near me. You have two weeks to accept this for what it is.”

“Why two weeks?”

His eyes swept over my face. “In two weeks you will become my wife.”


 

Chapter 6

Two weeks.

Two weeks and I would be my captors wife?

Oh God, no. No, no, no, no, no.

I shook my head, raising my hands to my temple before letting them fall back to my thighs. All right, so I was panicking. But who wouldn’t? I mean, marriage? And to the man who kidnapped me? Was he fucking delusional?

“I can’t handle this.” I breathed. Before I knew it, my feet were carrying me determinedly to the bathroom. I could hear Calix behind me, but it didn’t matter. Wild horses couldn’t have stopped me.

As soon as I caught sight of the toilet, I dropped down to my knees and lost the contents of my stomach. Loud retching filled the room as I continued to heave into the porcelain bowl. To my surprise and horror, I felt warm hands swipe the hair off the back of my neck and away from my face.

Calix, my kidnapper, was holding my hair back as I threw up.

Finally, when there was nothing left to toss, I leaned back against the wall.

“Are you done?” Calix asked.

Weakly, I nodded. I watched through half lidded eyes as he leaned forward to flush the toilet. Bending down, he scooped me into his arms.

“What are you doing?” I demanded, feeling my stomach lurch again. “Put me down.”

“Enough, Nova.” He snapped his command, and I stilled in his arms. Calix carried me easily across the large ivory and bronze bathroom to the sink. Gently, he placed me between the two sinks and I watched as he set to rummaging about through a drawer. Unwrapping a toothbrush, he loaded it with toothpaste before handing me the brush. “Here,”

“Thanks.” I murmured as I took the brush.

Calix didn’t move away as I brushed my teeth. Instead, he watched me through suddenly guarded eyes. The cocky demanding attitude he’d sported since I met him had vanished only to be replaced by this silent, brooding man. I didn’t know which I preferred.

When I finished, I handed him the toothbrush. I watched silently as he tossed it into the trashcan beneath the sink. Calix moved to open a door on the far side of the vanity. I realized, as he plucked a cloth from a stack, that it was a linen closet.

Calix walked back to the sink beside me, wetting the cloth with warm water. He squeezed the cloth before wiping it across my forehead, over my neck and shoulders and down my arms. His actions were so gentle and caring, I found myself confused. Maybe I was just delusional after my episode.

Finally, setting the cloth aside he spoke. “Are you ill?”

I thought about lying. Would he leave me alone if I told him I was sick? No, I didn’t think he would. “No.”

“What was that then?” He asked, gesturing to the toilet.

“Maybe I’m pregnant.” I shrugged. I knew I wasn’t. That wasn’t even a possibility, but Calix did not need to know that.

His eyes darkened and his jaw tensed so tight, I feared for his teeth. “You’re not.”

“How do you know?”

“Because never, in all the time that I watched you have you entertained another male.” Calix ground out the words. “Don’t lie to me, Nova. I don’t appreciate it.”

“How long have you watched me?” I demanded.

“Why did you get sick?” He asked again, ignoring my question.

Suddenly filled with anger, I replied. “Because of you. Because I have to marry you!” I yelled. “The thought alone makes me sick!”

Lifting his chin, he blinked. Other than that, there was no sign that my words had any affect on him. “Get used to it.”

“Never.” I shook my head, covering my sob with a hand. “I’ll never get used to the thought of being your wife.”

“You have two weeks, Nova.” He gripped my wrist, pulling my hand away from my mouth. “If you haven’t found a way to accept this in two weeks, I’ll have to force you.”

“How?”

“Amy.” He spoke my little sister’s name as though it were nothing. And to him, she was nothing. She was a bargaining chip and nothing more.

“You’re a bastard.”

He shrugged. “That doesn’t change the fact that you’ll be my wife.”

“Why?”

He frowned. “Why what?”

“Why do you want me?” I shook my head. “Why do you want me to marry you?”

“It had to be you, Nova.” He said quietly. “It always had to be you.”

“You’re crazy,” I breathed. My heart was racing. “You’re fucking insane.”

His hand moved to catch my chin in his grip so fast I couldn’t have avoided contact if I’d tried. “I told you once to abstain from using that language, Nova.” His eyes were dark. “I will not tell you again.”

I spoke through the grip he hand on my mouth. “So don’t.”

“That kind of language is anything but becoming.” He dropped my chin. “I don’t want to hear it again. Next time there will be consequences.”

“You aren’t my father.” I rubbed my chin. “And you have no right to touch me.”

“You’re right. I’m not your father. I’m your fiancé. And that does give me the right to touch you, Nova, any way that I like.”

I cringed away from him. “Are you threatening to rape me?”

“No,” he shook his head as though I was pathetic. “I won’t take you until you beg. I’ve told you that as well.”

Again, I had the urge to tell him I hated him. But this time, I refrained. It was a waste of energy.

“I’d like to be away from you.” I stated bluntly. “Please leave.”

He shook his head. “What will you do?”

“I don’t know and I don’t care.”

“Then I’m not leaving.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

I felt like crying for the billionth time today. “I’d like to have a shower.”

He nodded. “Very well,” he took my hand in his. “I’ll show you the closet and then I’ll leave you to shower.”

Sliding off the counter, I followed Calix across the bathroom to another door. He opened it before stepping into a large closet. The room was bigger than my living room at home. I was freaking massive and the walls were lined with clothes and accessories. Any woman would think she’d died and gone to heaven at the sight of all the clothes.

“These are for you,” Calix said. “They should all fit. I made sure everything was in your size.”

My mouth felt dry. Looking more specifically at the clothing, I realized every article was something I would have chosen for myself. He knew my style exactly. As though trying to prove myself wrong, I plucked a maxi skirt from the mass. It was simple and light and flowing.

Turning to face Calix with the skirt still firmly in my hand, I asked. “Exactly how long have you been watching me?”

He lifted his chin, shoving his hands deep into the pockets of his jeans. “Why?”

“I need to know.” I replied quietly.

For a moment, I thought he was going to deny me an answer. But at the last second, he spoke. “Two years.”

I don’t know what I was expecting - but his answer definitely wasn’t it. Two years? Calix had been watching me, lurking in the background of my life for two years? How hadn’t I seen him? How hadn’t I noticed? The truth in his response made me feel hopeless. If he had said a few months or even six months, I might have been able to hold onto the belief - the hope - that I had a chance at being released. But two years? No, he’d committed to me long before he’d taken me. He knew what he was going to do and now I knew there was no chance of him releasing me.

If I was going to find freedom from Calix, I’d have to kill him.

“Say something, Nova.” Calix commanded.

I blinked, “I don’t know what to say.”

“Anything,” his tone was tense. “Tell me how you’re feeling. Tell me what you’re thinking.”

At a loss, I shook my head. “I feel violated.”

I watched as his eyes closed slowly before he replied. “I never wanted to make you feel that way and I’m sorry that I have. But I can’t change it.”

“You can.” I whispered.

“How?”

“Let me go.” I pleaded. “I’ll never tell anyone you took me. I’ll never breathe your name to another soul.”

The little emotion I’d seen in his face vanished. “No. I’ll never let you go, Nova.”

“Please,”

“If you want a shower, I suggest you take it now.” He turned to walk from the closet, calling behind him. “Dinner will be ready in an hour.”

And then he was gone.


 

Chapter 7

Steam floated around me as I sat in the stone shower. I was slightly afraid that Calix might barge into the bathroom and see me naked, but I’d locked the door. I could only hope he didn’t have a key.

Pushing the thought from my mind, I tried to cook up a plan. I had to find a way out of this mess I was in. No matter what happened, I couldn’t spend my entire life with Calix. I just couldn’t. The man was a monster of the cruelest kind.

The thought brought about a new round of tears. Despite the heat of the water washing over my face, I felt my tears roll from my eyes. Thankfully, they mixed with the water quickly and washed down the drain.

I’d been sitting in the shower for the better half of an hour and in that time, I’d cried on three separate occasions. If my life weren’t in such a ruin, I would think myself pathetic. But I didn’t bother putting myself down - not with the horror that I was already facing. I didn’t need to be any more distraught than I already was. Putting myself down would only heighten my emotional turmoil.

A heavy knock sounded on the door and I jumped. My heart pounded relentlessly in my ears and I could have sworn it was louder than a drum.

At my silence, Calix spoke. “It’s time for dinner, Nova.”

“I’m not hungry.” I called in answer.

“You’re not starving yourself.” He barked through the door. “If you’re not out here within the next five minutes, I’ll be coming in.”

I wanted to point out that I’d locked the door, but I didn’t feel like challenging him while I was sitting naked on the floor of his shower. That was just asking for trouble. No thanks!

“I’ll be out.” I answered obediently. And all over again, I was reminded of how deeply I hated Calix.

Pulling myself up from the floor, I turned off the water. As I stepped from the shower, I wrapped the towel around my body before bending forward to wrap another around my head in hopes of drying some of my annoyingly thick hair. Glaring at the fireplace, I darted past it. I didn’t like how the glass allowed you to see into the other room. It freaked me out.

The last thing I wanted was for Calix to see me naked. Wait? Had he seen me naked?

The unwelcome thought sent chills loose over my body. He’d admitted to having watched me for two years. In all that time, he must have caught sight of me changing clothes.

Slamming the closet door behind me, I quickly dropped my towel. I didn’t bother looking at the clothing, but rather pulled the first dress I saw from its hanger. It was a soft mint color and the fabric was breezy. The straps were thin and the dress was loose, cinched only at the waist. It hung down just above my knees. This was definitely a dress I would have chosen had I been shopping for myself with no care to the cost. I wasn’t one for brand names - and I didn’t recognize this one - not that I cared enough to study the label.

Scanning my image in the body length mirror, I decided not to bother with a bra. I wasn’t small chested by any means, but I also wasn’t so large that I was uncomfortable going without a bra. Actually, I preferred going without. It was simpler - more comfortable.

Pulling the towel from my head, I ran my fingers through my thick chocolate strands before deciding that I didn’t care enough about Calix to bother with making myself pretty. I could only hope he thought I was frumpy and hideous. Then maybe he would return me.

The thought was nothing more than wishful thinking. I knew it in my bones. Plus, if he’d been watching me for two years, then he’d already seen me at my worst.

Had he watched me every day?

I banished the thought from my mind as I stomped obnoxiously from the closet, over the floor of the bathroom, to the door. Unlocking it, I swung it open and yelped.

Calix raised a brow. “Have you destroyed everything in the bathroom or just the doors and floor?”

I narrowed my eyes. “Are you going to move?”

“Are you going to answer my question?”

“I haven’t destroyed anything.” I hissed. “That’s all you.” I didn’t wait for him to move. Instead, I shoved myself forward in the hopes that I would be able to push past him.

Calix was having none of it. His arm caught me around the waist and I huffed a release of breath at the weighted contact of his arm against my stomach. Suddenly, I regretted trying to shove past him.

“Let me go!” I struggled against his arm, but my efforts were nothing against the power of my captor. He was more than twice my size. I honestly don’t know what I’d been thinking by challenging him. Oh, yes, I hadn’t been thinking.

Calix gave a small grunt and that was my only warning for what happened next. One hand wrapped around my upper arm while the other gripped my waist. Determinedly, he steered my body backward into the wall beside the bathroom door. When I was pressed firmly against the wall, he moved his body snug against mine. His massive form against my small stature was overpowering and I strained to look up at him while struggling beneath his weight. “Get off me!” I screamed.

“Enough!” He yelled and I flinched. Living all my life in a house of women, a mans yell was foreign to me. “I’m tired of your attitude, Nova. I’ve forewarned you of my lack of patience. I will not be tested at every turn.”

“My attitude?” I scoffed incredulously before my temper riled and got carried away. I could almost see it running sporadically as I tried to coax it back into submission. “You think I have an attitude? You stole me from my family you fucking monster!”

The brilliant blue of his eyes darkened dangerously and his hand at my waist tightened. My heart tore through my chest as though on a rampage as I realized that I’d sworn. I couldn’t take my eyes off his face as I watched his anger swell. He hadn’t been lying when he said he wasn’t a patient man - but how then, had he watched me for two years? If that was anything, it was patience.

“I told you the next time you used such language that there would be consequences.”

I was nearly shaking in fear of him, but I spoke words of bravery that shocked me. “Then punish me.”

The anger in his eyes yielded to something new - something stronger. I didn’t know what it was, but I knew I feared it more than his anger. Whatever this was held the power to destroy me from the inside out.

“How do you recommend I punish you?” He bowed his head until I could taste his breath.

“I,” I whimpered, suddenly regretful of my challenge. “I don’t know.”

His hand moved from my arm to my chin. Placing pressure under my chin with his fingertips, he forced my head back until I was staring up at him. Looking into his eyes made my heart race. I felt as though I were challenging a wild animal.

I was terrified.

I felt fear move through my body like wildfire. It spread through my veins and worked its way right up into my heart - poisoning my system - paralyzing me.

Calix watched me closely as he dipped his head. My heart was pounding so hard in my chest I would have bet money that he could hear it.

I wanted to push him away from me. I wanted to run. I wanted to hurt him. But I could do none of those things. In every sense of the word, I really was paralyzed.

And then his lips were on mine.

My brain must have been fried upon contact, because I didn’t twist my head to the side. I didn’t move at all.

His lips were soft - like the smoothest silk. I never would have expected such a hard man to kiss so gently, so warmly, so softly. But he did. His mouth covered mine, moving leisurely. I thought for a moment that he was trying to coax me from my paralytic fear, but I couldn’t tell for sure.

His hand moved slowly from my chin, over the side of my face, to cup the nape of my neck. Thick fingers twined with my hair, fastening his grip on me. Even though my head was tilted back for his taking, he had to bend his knees. His shoulders curved inward, blocking me between his massive form and the unrelenting wall.

I felt caged.

I hadn’t moved my lips against his once, but that hadn’t stopped him from taking the kiss deeper. Pressing his lips harder against mine, I felt his tongue press against the crease between my lips. Silently pleading for entrance. And then his hand lowered from my waist, over my hip to my thigh. His fingertips hooked the hem of my dress, tugging it up before I felt the pads of his fingers against my skin.

His touch was like fire. Every nerve ending came alive at his touch and something foreign to me flared to life. Desire maybe?

The thought was confirmed as Calix ran his teeth against my bottom lip before sucking it into his mouth. Liquid heat pooled in my lower belly and in response, I cried out pitifully. Before I knew it I was filled with shame and horror.

How had I let him touch me, kiss me? Pressing my palms flat against his chest, I pushed with everything I had inside of me. He didn’t budge an inch. The colossal man was simply too heavy for me to maneuver so easily. Panic swelled where there should have been anger. I should have bit down on his lip, but I couldn’t. I was afraid of what he was doing to my body and the reactions I couldn’t help but experience in response.

My panic worked itself into a frenzy in record time. Before I knew it, tears were streaming down my face and sobs were quaking my body. I felt Calix pull away, but I couldn’t bring myself to look at him. My entire body was shaking uncontrollably and I was gasping for breath.

“Nova?” He asked worriedly. “Look at me.”

I shook my head, sharp bursts of breath filling the silence and I tried to halt my crying. I couldn’t.

He caught my chin in his hand, tilting my head. “Love, look at me.”

Blinking rapidly, I looked up at him. His blue eyes were dark and serious and his lips were tilted down in a deep frown. “P-please,” the word was choppy and pathetic. “I need,” I gasped. “I need you to stop touching me.”

Calix shook his head. “No.”

“What?” I croaked, my hands pressing once again at his chest. “Please,”

“No, Nova.” He growled firmly. “You’ll have to get used to me touching you. I’ll soon be your husband, and I won’t be dancing around your shortcomings.”

I grappled frantically for some semblance of control. “Shortcomings?” I whispered. “You think my needing space is a shortcoming?”

“I will not hurt you.” He vowed.

“Physically,” my retort was cutting, but he didn’t even flinch.

“No, not physically.” He assented. “You will be my wife, Nova. I will kiss you, touch you, fuck you, and you will love every minute of it.”

I flinched at his vile words. “I won’t.”

“You will.”

“Get away from me.”

“I already told you I won’t release you.” He lowered his head and I turned my face away. Tears streamed down my face in rivulets. “When I make a decision, I stick to it.”

“Please, Calix,” I pleaded on a whimper. “I can’t handle this - not right now.”

“Why not?” He demanded. “You liked it when I kissed you, when I touched your thigh.” I slammed my eyes closed, but he continued. “I’d bet my life that you’re wet for me this very minute.”

My cheeks flamed red-hot as I tried to ignore his words - and the intimate physical affect they had on me.

“Tell me, Nova,” Calix continued in low husky tones. “If I slipped my hand into your panties would I feel your cream? If I parted your lips and dipped my finger between your tight little folds, would I ease right in?”

I didn’t reply. And again, he spoke. “Tell me.”

“No.” I lied. And I hated myself for having to do so in the first place.

I hated Calix with every fiber of my being - and yet he affected me in a way no other had ever done before. But then again, no one had ever kissed me the way Calix had. No one had ever touched me so determinedly. And no one had ever, not once, spoken such brazen words in my ear.

Calix chuckled. “Shall we test my theory, love?”

My stomach dropped. If I thought I’d been feeling panic before, well I had been mistaking. Because what I was feeling now at the thought of Calix’s fingers moving over me where no one had ever touched me before, definitely took the cake over the panic I’d felt earlier.

There was nothing I wouldn’t do to keep him from touching me. There was nothing I would refuse to subject my pride to in order to abstain from feeling his touch.

I begged. “Calix, I’m begging you. It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours since you took me from home. Please, let me know you a little better before you start this...”

I was crying so uncontrollably now that the water falling from my eyes was like a tap. And I couldn’t turn it off.

Through the blur of my vision, I saw deep frown lines crease between his eyes. His jaw was hard and his hand on my waist was firm. I thought for a moment that he wasn’t going to release me, but at the very last minute, when I was certain my heart was going to stop beating entirely, he nodded.

“We’re late for dinner.” He stepped back and a breath of relief wheezed from my lungs. “Come.”

“I should,” I thumbed toward the bathroom, sniffling. “I should probably splash my face.”

He turned to study me as though just realizing I had been crying a storm. How he could have missed it, I would never know.

“Go on,” he nodded to the bathroom. “But hurry.”

I didn’t reply as I scurried into the bathroom. At the sink, I splashed cold water on my face until my eyes felt less swollen. Despite the way I felt, I looked horrid. My cheeks were swollen and my skin was blotchy and red. My eyes were puffy and my nose was runny. If I had a choice, I would have remained in the room the entire night, but Calix seemed determined to make me eat. I hoped I was able to stomach the food. I could only imagine what he would do to me if I refused to eat. He would be so angry.

And if I made him angry, would he want to punish me? I didn’t like Calix’s brand of punishment.

“Come, Nova.” I jumped to find Calix standing in the doorway of the bathroom. His hands were pushed deep into the pockets of his jeans and his eyes were hard and guarded.

Focusing down onto the floor, I spoke. “I’m really not feeling well, Calix.”

“You’re eating.”

My stomach rolled. “I don’t think I can.”

He took a step forward and I flinched. I heard him sigh at my reaction to him and I cringed internally. “You don’t have to eat an entire plate, Nova. But you do have to eat something.”

Slowly, I nodded. When I looked back up at him, I found him watching me intently. Shifting uncomfortably, I gestured to the door. “Should we go, then?”

He nodded. “Yes.”

When he still didn’t move from the doorway, I walked timidly toward him. He caught my hand in his, weaving his fingers through mine. As soon as I felt contact, I instinctively tried to pull away from him, but he held me tight. “You have to get used to me touching you, Nova.”

“I don’t want to get used to it, Calix.” I reminded, incase he’d forgotten.

He hadn’t. And his reminder definitely trumped mine. “Me or your family, Nova?”

I knew exactly what he what saying. He had waved my families vulnerability in my face on more times than I could count. If I didn’t accept him as my future, then my family would lose their lives.

“You.” I whispered. “I choose you.”

He tightened his hold on my hand. “I assumed as much.”

I snorted. “You’re cruel.”

“I do hate reminding you, Nova.”

“Then stop.”

“I will if you’ll allow me.” He replied factually. “Accept me and I’ll never threaten your family again.”

I didn’t bother telling him that I didn’t know if I could accept him. So I said nothing at all.


 

Chapter 8

I walked beside Calix through the house while trying to snuff out the urge to bolt. I knew that if I ran, he would chase me and he would catch me. So I remained right where I was - at his side.

We walked into the dining room where Gabriella was already eating. At the sight of soup, the tension in my stomach eased.

She looked up from where she was blowing on a spoon of tomato and herb soup to smile. “Hello, Nova.” If she noticed I’d been crying, she didn’t let on. “I hope you’re settling in nicely.”

What was it with this woman and the pleasantries? It wasn’t like I could reply kindly and honestly at the same time. Instead, I just said, “Thank you, Gabriella.”

From the corner of my eye, I saw Calix glance at me.

Gabriella waved, “Please, call me Gabby or Grandma.”

I nodded, but didn’t reply. Calix sighed heavily and guided me to a chair. I thought he would take the one at the head of the table where the place setting had been arranged, but he didn’t. Instead, he sat right next to me.

I watched as he dragged his placemat over to his chosen seat before reaching for the large pot of soup in the center of the table. He picked up my bowl and began dishing me my soup. After only one scoop I wanted to tell him to stop, but I couldn’t seem to find my voice.

He placed the full bowl down in front of me before filling his own. Picking up my spoon, I dipped it into the creamy soup. Just as I was about to lift the spoon to my mouth, I felt Calix’s hand settle on my thigh and I dropped my spoon as I jumped - nearly out of my skin.

Calix frowned warningly. “Settle down, Nova.”

“Are you alright, dear?” Gabriella asked sincerely.

I blushed fire red as I grappled for an answer. The way my mouth was opening and closing, I probably looked like a fish out of water.

Calix chuckled. “I’m just touching her, Grandma.”

She raised a brow, “Touching her?”

“Her thigh,” Calix shook his head and I blushed even deeper. “She needs to get used to contact with me if she’s to be my wife.”

“Calix, I know you’re an impatient man - but you need to take into consideration that this is very new to Nova.” Gabriella scolded.

I wanted to shrink down in my seat and maybe even melt into a puddle on the floor - I was so embarrassed. I couldn’t believe they were talking about me as though I wasn’t sitting right here in front of them. It was - appalling. And rude!

“As you said, I’m an impatient man.” Calix said stiffly. Gabriella had obviously pushed a button.

She pursed her lips and sipped her soup from her spoon. Glancing at me, she offered a tight smile. “You should get something into your stomach, dear. Calix said you haven’t eaten anything other than blueberries.”

“I’m not very hungry.” I admitted quietly and beside me Calix grunted.

“None the less, you need to eat.” Gabriella insisted. “Go on, you’ll like it.”

Sighing, I lifted my spoon. Bringing it to my lips, I tried to concentrate on the warmth of the liquid against my lips or even the taste. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t concentrate on anything but the feel of Calix’s large hand spanning over the surface of my thigh. The way he touched me with such ease was disconcerting.

I hated it.

Silence fell around the table as we ate. I would have thought it would be uncomfortable - and maybe it was and I just didn’t notice because I was too lost in my own thoughts. I wasn’t sure. All I could concentrate on was Calix’s touch - and how I had to get away from him before he destroyed me.

And he would destroy me.

“So, Nova,” Gabriella’s voice interrupted the silence. “What do you do with your spare time?”

I blinked. She wanted to get to know me? “Um,” I shifted uncomfortably. “I read.”

She raised a brow. “Is that all you do?”

“Well,” I placed my spoon against the side of my bowl. “I used to volunteer at the animal shelter, but I don’t see myself doing that any longer.”

She nodded. “You like animals?”

“I adore them.” I replied softly. It was the truth. Animals had a direct passage to my soft spot, but I was particularly favorable of cats. I was certain Calix already knew this about me, being that he’d watched me for two years.

Gabriella nodded. “I quite like them as well. What about dancing?”

I frowned. “What about it?”

“Did you and your girlfriends go dancing together?” She asked with a small chuckle.

“No.” I shook my head. “I’ve always kept to myself. I’ve never really been one for parties and whatnot.”

“Hmm,” she sat back in her chair, eyeing both Calix and I. “You and my grandson are very much alike. Calix never partied as a young boy either. He was always planning for the future, so focused.”

Interesting. I didn’t know much about the man sitting next to me. My captor hadn’t been exactly forthcoming in regards to his personal life.

“Grandma,” Calix shook his head. “Nova doesn’t want to hear about this.”

“No, I do.” I protested and his hand tightened on my thigh. Not enough to hurt me, but enough to let me know I was treading on thin ice. I looked to Gabriella, “Please,”

She beamed, eager to tell me about Calix. “He was never really what you would call popular. He had girls chasing after him for as long as I can remember, but he’s never really bothered to pay them much attention.”

I nodded. I could see Calix being wanted by the majority of the female population. He really was gorgeous. Too bad he was also psychotic.

“And what does Calix do for a living?”

“He runs a shipping company.” Gabriella stated eagerly. “He actually took it over from,”

Calix stood abruptly. “That’s enough.” He reached down to take my hand in his, pulling me into a standing position. “We’re going to retire for the night.”

“Oh,” Gabriella straightened. “Alright then. You both have a lovely evening.”

“Goodnight.” I said quietly.

The nervousness I’d felt before came rushing back with an intensity that made me wobble on my feet. As though worried I might fall, Calix tugged me in close to his side as he snaked his hand around my waist. I wanted to push away from him, but I’d learned my lesson enough for one night. If I pushed away, he would only pull me closer. I didn’t think I could handle him coming any closer to me than he already was - and I knew I couldn’t handle his lips on mine. And not only because it was so very wrong. But because I couldn’t handle the betrayal of my own body. It was simply too much.

Calix led me through the halls of his massive house without speaking one word to me. I could feel his energy crackling through the space around us, and I hoped that whatever it was that had irked him wore off just as quickly. I didn’t know what Gabriella had said to make Calix grow irate, but I wasn’t about to question him either.

He opened his bedroom door and I stepped inside. I was thankful when he dropped his hand from around my waist to walk deeper into the room. I stood awkwardly by the door, watching him pace through untrusting eyes.

As though noticing me for the first time, Calix stilled. “Make yourself comfortable.”

How? How did he honestly expect me to ‘make myself comfortable’ in his house, in his room? I was his prisoner. I was nothing more - and somehow he thought I could be comfortable under that knowledge. Nope, the man was delusional along with psychotic.

When I remained standing beside the closed bedroom door, Calix sighed. I watched his long legs claim the space between us and I suddenly wished I’d done as he commanded and made myself comfortable. I simply didn’t know how.

Grabbing my hand, Calix pulled me deeper into the room with him. “You can sit here on the couch or the chair.” He pointed to the patio. “There is furniture out on the patio. You are welcome to go out there, as well.” I watched as he turned me to face the bed. “Or you can climb into bed.”

“Um,” I tensed at the sight of the large bed. It looked - imposing. I wanted to run in the other direction.

Calix moved to stand close behind me. His body wasn’t touching mine, but I could feel the heat of his front against my back. He settled his hands against my hips and fire ripped through me as his fingers spanned over my hipbone. I wanted to slide out from beneath his hands, but I couldn’t find the will to move.

He dipped his head until I could feel his breath whisper across my ear. “If you’re going to bed, I’ll join you.”

I jumped away from him then, nearly running for the patio. “No,” I spun around to see him watching me through that intense gaze of his. “I’ll uh, I’m just going to sit out here.”

With that, I darted out onto the patio. The spring air had been warm in the day, but it was evening now and it was becoming increasingly chilly. I suddenly wished I had worn anything but this thin dress. Still, despite my discomfort standing in the crisp evening air, I was determined to remain outside. I would rather freeze than climb into bed with Calix. If he thought I was going to be so easy, then he was sorely mistaking. There was no way I was sleeping with that man! He was a flipping ogre.

The patio was large and stone. There was a small dark wicker table and chair set for two with a glass top sitting in the corner to my right. The cushions on the patio set were a soft green that made the atmosphere on the patio feel serine. A matching swing sat in the far left corner. It was shaped almost like an oversized teardrop and it looked comfortable. I could definitely lose myself in that teardrop swing. And then there was a chair that resembled more of a chaise.

Calix’s bedroom was on the second floor and I was suddenly happy for the view. It was brilliant. His bedroom overlooked the breathtaking backyard. In the distance, majestic mountains loomed. At the base of the mountain straight across from the house, there was a large crystal clear lake. It shimmered in hues of pinks, reds, and oranges in reflection of the setting sun in the sky. It was gorgeous. Tall trees surrounded a meticulously manicured property. I could only imagine the gatherings Calix hosted here. The land really was something else. And then I remembered Gabriella saying that was why Calix bought the property - because he fell in love with the land.

No matter how deeply I disliked Calix - and wanted to loathe everything he loved - I couldn’t bring myself to hate this land. It was magnificent. It was like something out of a fairytale. I could only imagine exploring this land with a man who owned my heart. Too bad I would never have the chance.

Not unless I could get myself away from Calix.

I had to get away from Calix.

Feeling suddenly desperate and overwhelmed, I moved quickly over the patio to the teardrop swing. Climbing into the cushiony interior, I curled into a small ball and gazed out over the land.

In only a few hours, it would be an entire twenty-four hours since my abduction. I’ll bet the police weren’t even looking for me. I was twenty-one, they probably told my mother I ran away.

The thought made tears prick in my eyes. My mother would be positively desperate. I was always home whenever I said I would be. Unlike Jaylah, I didn’t sneak out in the middle of the night to see a boy or to attend a party. Unlike Jaylah, I was always up early to make coffee and to read in the early morning sunlight. And Amy - Amy would be so confused. She would be so afraid by the disappearance of her big sister. What would they think? What would they feel?

Would my mother’s mind be entertaining the worst possible scenario? Would she imagine my delicate skin bruised and beaten? Would she see me being cut and tied up roughly? Would her mind imagine something so dark as rape? Would she see my pale, lifeless body lying in a ditch somewhere? Would she wish, with everything inside of her, that she could trade places with her child?

Of course she would. Any mother would wish to take on their child’s pain. And I knew if it were possible, my mother would do anything for me. She would trade places with the horror of her imagination just to save me. The thought shattered my heart. Because I knew my mother was feeling desperate beyond anything she’d ever known.

And I wasn’t being abused. Calix had yet to hurt me. But my mother didn’t know that. The nightmare of her imagination would continue until I put a stop to it. I had to put a stop to it.

I had to convince Calix to let me contact them.

Jumping up from the swing, I bolted for the door without realizing Calix was standing there, I slammed roughly into him.

“Ouf,” I moaned, teetering on unstable feet. “Calix,”

His hands settled firmly on my hips, holding me upright as I gasped through my distraught sobs. He frowned down at me. “What’s going on? Why are you crying?”

“I need to contact my mom.” I gripped the fabric covering his chest in both my fists. Desperation curdled in my stomach as I searched his eyes for an answer. They were hard. Unwavering.

“No, Nova.”

“Please,” I croaked. “She must be thinking horrible things. She must be thinking I’m in such pain. I can’t,” I stammered through a sob. “I can’t allow her to go on thinking that way. I just can’t.”

“Nova,”

I clenched my fists tighter, “You have to let me contact her!”

“I said no once.” Calix stared down at me resolutely. I had a sickening feeling that there was nothing I could do to change his mind. “I won’t change my mind.”

“Why?” I whispered through my internal agony. “Why?”

“I don’t trust you.” He said simply.

“What does trust have to do with it?”

His blue eyes were cold. “If I can’t trust you to tell her you’ve run away with a man you’ve been having a secret affair with for months, then I can’t risk letting you call her.”

Frantically, I shook my head. “I won’t tell her you kidnapped me. I promise. I’ll tell her whatever you want.”

For long minutes, he just watched me. His eyes scanned my face and I knew he was seeing a raw desperation in my eyes, but I couldn’t be bothered to restrain it. All I cared about was making contact with my mother. She needed to know I wasn’t being tortured. Because I knew not knowing was torture for her.

“My decision has been made. You will not contact your mother or anyone else.” The finality in his voice pushed me into a rage.

I slammed my hands, open palmed, against his chest. I yelled, “Why?”

He caught both my wrists in his hand. “Because you’re not convincing, Nova. You might tell your mother that you’ve run away with a lover, but she won’t believe you.”

“She will.” I pleaded. “I promise, she’ll believe me.”

“The conversation is over.” He stated and I stared up at him numbly.

He was dismissing the conversation of me contacting my mother? And so easily? How could this beautiful, strong, powerful man be so monstrous? He was a cruel beast of a man who was slowly sucking the life and humanity out of my heart. Never before had I longed to hurt someone the way I ached to cause Calix pain. I had never been this girl. I had never wanted to physically hurt another living creature before - but Calix was changing me. He was awakening within me a side I longed to keep dormant.

“If I ever get the chance,” I glared up into his hypnotic blue eyes. “I’ll kill you.”


 

Chapter 9

I watched the corners of his lips curl up into a grin that stilled the blood in my veins. Cold seeped through my skin all the way down into my bones as I stared up into his face. The angles of his face casting shadows in the dim light of the setting sun made me shiver hauntingly. He looked evil. Pure, radiant evil.

“I’m going to tell you for the last time, Nova, that you are mine.” He dug his fingers painfully into my waist and I gasped. “You are mine to do with as I please. I guarantee that you will never be rid of me so easily, Nova. For the rest of your life, you will belong to me. I suggest you banish the ridiculous notion that you will ever be free of me.”

His words were spoken with such confidence that I almost believed them. But then I found myself, but just as I opened my mouth to argue with him, he spoke. “You’ll get yourself ready for bed now, and then we’re going to get into bed.” His eyes were firm on my face. “Together.”

“No.” I shook my head and he growled low in his throat. His hands tightened on my waist and I cried out, more from surprise than pain, when he threw me over his shoulder. Like a sac of potatoes, he carried me from the balcony into his bedroom. Slamming the door shut, he walked brusquely to the bathroom. Screaming in rage and humiliation, I pounded his back with my fisted hands. “You asshole! Put me down!”

As soon as the words left my mouth, I felt Calix’s hand slap down hard on my bottom. Through the sheer material of my dress, my rear stung from the bite of his slap. Bucking against his shoulder I dug my nails into his back and screamed another curse. “You fucking monster!” I sobbed, hiccupping on the word monster. “I hate you!”

Calix didn’t slap my rear this time. Instead, he spun on his heel, no longer intent on walking me to the bathroom. Rather, he was moving quickly to the bed. My heart slammed furiously in my chest as I felt Calix stop walking, his hands gripping my hips tightly. As though I weighed no more than a feather, Calix lifted me from his shoulder to drop me onto the bed. My entire body bounced once before Calix planted his hand against my lower belly, holding me down on the bed. I couldn’t even get my heels dug into the mattress to push myself away from him because the brute was standing so close. With my legs dangling over the edge and my back pressed tightly against the mattress, I felt exposed and vulnerable. I wanted to lift my knees into my chest, but I knew that lifting my knees would only spread my legs to him. I couldn’t bear such an action, so I remained spread out on the bed for him.

A new bout of tears was already falling from my eyes. The hot water seared the skin of my temples before disappearing into my hair - but unlike the time before - I wasn’t panicked. I was just sad. Almost dead inside. There was next to no fight left in me. Calix was going to do what he wanted to do regardless of my desires and needs. There was nothing I could do to stop him, and trying was simply a waste of energy.

Yet, despite the inner excuses in my mind - I knew the truth of my sudden loss of fight.

My mother thought I was being tortured. She was going through the horror of imagining such a terror - yet I wasn’t living it. I felt guilty. I felt guilty for the lack of physical harm I’d lived through, because I knew my mother and sisters were living that very horror in their minds. And that was worse than anything I could ever have to live through physically. Not knowing truly is agonizing. I understood that statement now.

“Do what you want, Calix.” My tone was lifeless and he frowned down at me. “Do your worst. Punish me. Hurt me. Fuck me.” More silent tears streamed down my face. “Break me. I. Don’t. Care.”

He didn’t reply. For long moments, he simply stood there watching me. His expression was unreadable, but for a second - a flash of pain flared in his eyes - and then it was gone as though it had never even been there. I wanted to feel nothing for him, but that burst of pain was so raw - I knew it was the very thing that was fueling him today. That pain had fueled his decision to take me.

And that very pain would fuel his decision now.

“Are you comfortable in your dress?” He asked gravelly.

What? He seriously wanted to know if I was comfortable? I didn’t answer. I was too dumbstruck by the change in his persona to engage in such ridiculous pleasantries.

Calix raised his hands to the buttons of his dress shirt and I watched as he started to pull the buttons through the holes. He raised a single brow at me. “Are you comfortable, Nova?”

Slowly, I nodded. “As comfortable as I’ll ever be.”

He stopped moving. “Would you prefer to sleep in pajamas?” He cocked his head. “Naked?”

A frown pinched my expression. “I’m fine in the dress.”

I really would have preferred pajamas, but that would require me getting undressed and I didn’t know where he would want me to do that. In front of him? Surely, he would have given me privacy to change?

As soon as I had the thought, I wanted to kick my mental ass for being filled with such high hope. Calix wasn’t noble. He would never give me permission to undress away from him.

“Then get into the bed.” He undid the last button and I watched in something that resembled awe as he shrugged his shoulders out of his shirt.

Calix was big. In his clothes, the man was imposing. But out of them the man was all consuming. His body resembled something a male model would aspire to be. He was large and every muscle was intricately defined and molded to perfection. His skin appeared to be sun kissed, though I didn’t exactly envision Calix working shirtless in the sun. His golden tan was natural - a part of his skin.

From broad shoulders hung thick strong arms. As he clenched and unclenched his fists, the veins in his arms raised up beneath his skin in thick blue rivers. His chest was hard and defined and his stomach sported washboard abs. This man worked hard to accumulate the utter perfection that was his body.

No matter how I tried, I couldn’t seem to tear my eyes away from his form. He was captivatingly beautiful. I’d always thought I would be attracted to a man who was lean - a runner, maybe. But Calix was all muscle - he was a fighter. I sensed the will to fight within this man the same way I sensed that very will in a feral dog. It was animalistic. Primal. Calix.

“Do you like what you see, love?” Calix’s deep voice interrupted my study of him and I blushed. I felt the heat of my embarrassment tint my skin from my toes to the tip of my head. It swooped through my body in a rush of warmth that made me feel almost dizzy.

I didn’t say anything as I stared up at him from where he’d thrown me onto the bed. Bending at the waist, Calix planted both hands on either side of my head. Leaning over me in such a way made my insides clench in fear - and something else. Awareness?

His voice was gruff, “Did you want me to continue, love? Maybe you really do want me to punish you?”

I scowled up at him. “No.”

He chuckled. “Did you enjoy my punishment so much last time?” I watched as his eyes moved from where they had trained themselves on my face to flicker down over my throat, my heaving chest, my stomach - and lower. “You’re not nearly as indifferent to me as you’d like me to believe.”

He looked back up to meet my eyes and I spoke. “Then you’re an idiot. Because I hate you with everything inside of me.”

He grunted. “Nova, I think you’re the fool. You’re attracted to me. You can’t help it, much less fight it.”

“I’d like to go to bed, now.”

His lip curled at the corner, sliding into a coy half-grin. “So eager.”

“Screw you.” I bit out the words, wiggling from beneath him across the bed.

He pointed to the side of the bed he was standing on. “This is your side, Nova.”

I looked at him incredulously. “You’re picking sides?”

He shrugged. “I don’t want you near the door.”

“Seriously?” I scoffed. “You think I’m going to try and escape?”

“No.” His eyes met mine. “You couldn’t even if you tried.”

“Why is that?”

Calix grinned. “Door’s locked. I have the key.”

I hadn’t seen him lock the door, but it figures. He wouldn’t want to take the chance of little old me running through his house in the dead of the night. No, that could be bad. “If you’ve locked the door, I won’t be able to get out. Why don’t you want me sleeping next to it?”

He shrugged, “Someone else might find a way in.”

“Someone like who?”

“Does it matter?” Calix asked pointedly. “I don’t want you sleeping by the door as a precaution.”

“You think I’d hurt someone who came in here?” Wow, he might have been watching me for two years - but he knew nothing about me if he thought I was capable of hurting another living creature.

He sighed, running a hand through his inked hair. “I don’t think you’ll hurt anyone, Nova. I don’t want to take the chance of someone hurting you.”

I was stunned and it took me a moment to utter, “You would protect me?”

“With my life.” His tone was resolute.

It sent chills travelling over my spine. Calix confused the hell out of me! I just didn’t understand him, his motives, his actions, his mind. Nothing about him made any sense to me. And I didn’t like that. It made me severely uncomfortable. I’d always been studious - I worked every angle of my mind until I understood something that puzzled me, but I doubted, no matter how many angles I considered in regards to Calix, that I would ever understand him. Hell, I wouldn’t even scratch the surface of understanding this man - my captor.

“But,” I paused. “But you took me. I don’t understand why you would protect me.”

“You are mine, Nova.” Calix stated bluntly. “You are mine to protect.”

A thought sprouted in my mind and I couldn’t keep myself from whispering. “Am I yours to hurt, Calix?”

His eyes darkened a fraction and my heart raced. He opened his mouth to speak and everything inside of me tensed. “Get beneath the covers, Nova.”

“Answer my question.” I demanded, folding my knees into my chest.

“You are mine to command.” He growled in warning. “Now, get beneath the covers.”

I didn’t move. I was frozen. I remained sitting on the side of the bed closest to the door, hugging my knees like a frightened child. I felt like a frightened child - so helpless. I just couldn’t move.

Calix popped the button open on his jeans before raising a brow at me. “Are you going to get under the blankets, or am I going to have to put you there?”

“No,” I whispered. “Don’t touch me.”

“Then do as I ask.” He barked in low tones. His eyes were sharp as they watched me unfold my legs from my chest.

I scooted back up onto the pillows at the head of the bed before inching my toes between the sheets. They were crisp and clean. They felt amazing on my tired flesh, but I was still too nervous to really appreciate their cool weight.

“Now, come to your side of the bed.” Calix pointed down to the side of the bed he’d first thrown me onto and slowly, I inched closer to him. I wished he’d move to his own side. I didn’t want him standing so close to me.

“I don’t want to share the bed with you.” I murmured, watching the muscle in his cheek twitch at my words.

“You have no choice.” His hands went back to his jeans. I heard the zipper slide down and I slammed my eyes shut. I wasn’t so much of a prude that I hadn’t seen a penis before. I’d caught glimpses on late night television, but I hadn’t gone so far as to see one in person.

Call me old fashioned, but I’d always wanted to be married before I gave into sex. It was why I barely bothered dating throughout high school or the two years I’d taken between high school and the start of college.

And then I had the snarky thought, I guess you’ve got what you always wanted - your husband will be your first.

The thought made me flinch inside. Calix would be my first - if I didn’t get away from him. I had to get away from him. I had to escape.

I would find a way.

I heard a faint click and I sensed that Calix had turned on the lamp sitting on my nightstand. “You can open your eyes, Nova. I’m not naked.”

“I’m tired.” I replied. I heard him walk around the bed to his own side before I rolled onto my side and faced the patio - away from him. Curling my knees into my chest, I hugged them tight. I’d never been one to sleep in the fetal position, but I just felt so vulnerable. This position gave me a sense of comfort, and even though I knew it was false, it was something.

“Turn off your light.” Calix commanded. I felt the bed shift with his weight and thanked the heavens it was so large. There was no reason Calix should have to touch me throughout the night in this bed. We both had plenty of room to remain on our own sides.

Reaching out from beneath the covers, I flicked off the lamp. Darkness swelled in the room before my eyes adjusted and the moonlight spilled a soft white glow over the floor. As I lay on my side, staring out through the open patio doors I felt the same kind of sadness fill my heart as I had earlier. I ached for home. I ached for my family.

Apart from a two week exchange I’d done through the school for my French class, I hadn’t ever been away from my family. I was a homebody and I liked it that way. I needed home.

Calix shifted in the bed and I wondered what he was doing. He hadn’t yet lain down and with every passing moment, I was growing increasingly uncomfortable within his presence. Did he plan to sit and watch me sleep all night?

The thought made my heart slam in my chest, fighting to be released from its cage. I could feel the persistent beating against the flesh of my left breast and I pulled in a deep breath, urging myself to calm.

His deep voice broke the silence, “Turn around. Lie on your back.”

And just as I thought I’d convinced my heart to calm, it roared back to life. “Why?”

“Nova, I expect you to obey my commands.”

“I’ve never been the obedient type.” I replied in a small voice. Crunching the sheets in my fist, I brought them up to my mouth.

“You’re lying. You’ve always been the submissive type.”

My retort was snarky. “You want a submissive wife?”

“I want you to submit to me.” He admitted. “Always.”

“Well, you’re in for a life of disappointment.” I whispered. “You should find yourself a different wife.”

“You’re the only wife I want, Nova.” He shifted closer to me and I tensed. “You’ll come to accept that one day.”

“I won’t.”

“Regardless,” he dismissed my determination. “Lie on your back.”

“I’m comfortable.”

“I will force you, Nova. If I have to do that, you will not like it.”

The threat in his voice urged me to comply and I wished I would have been stronger. If I wasn’t so afraid of - everything - I might have been able to fight him.

Stiffly, I rolled onto my back. I continued to hold the sheets clutched in my fists, my hands pressed tight into my chest. I felt safer from him somehow.

“Open your eyes.” He commanded and I forgot I’d even kept them closed.

Slowly, I opened my eyes. Staring straight up at the roof, I prayed for him to leave me alone. And like always, my prayers seemed to go unanswered. I asked timidly, “What do you want?”

“You.” Calix replied instantly and I shivered.

“I’ll never give myself to you.” I vowed.

“You already have, Nova.” His statement was hushed and I felt him shift closer again. I could see him from my peripherals. He was watching me. “Have you forgotten you’ve agreed to marry me - to be mine - in order to save your family?”

“No.” I felt tears clog my throat. “I haven’t forgotten.”

God, I have to escape this man.

“Good.” Calix smiled softly. “I’m going to kiss you, Nova. You’re going to kiss me back, do you understand.”

“No.” I whispered shakily. “Please,”

“Enough. I don’t want to hear your protests. They have no effect on me.”

“But,”

“You will kiss me tonight - and every night after. Throughout the days we spend together I will touch you, I will kiss you, and I will hold you.” He lowered his face an inch and I could smell his heady scent. It was intoxicating. “I will seduce you, Nova. And then when you can’t take another kiss, another touch, you will beg me to fuck you. And only then will I take you.”

“I will never beg for you.”

“Fight it all you want, but know the end result is inevitable. I will have you.” He whispered. “Completely.”

“You’re a bastard.” I croaked and he caught my chin in his hand.

His grip turned from firm to caressing in an instant. The gentle stroke of his fingers along the line of my jaw induced a spasm of goosebumps to litter my flesh. As though knowing his effect, Calix’s lips curled into a confident grin.

“Move your hands to your side,” he commanded. Hating myself, I complied.

“Just get it over with.” I spat, taking the anger I felt toward myself and subjecting it to him.

He chuckled. “Oh no, love. This will be long and slow.”

I opened my mouth to retort, but he lowered his head. Calix crushed his lips to mine, pressing his body into the side of mine. I felt heat - everywhere. My blood pulsed, making places in my body that had always been dormant throb. Holding my face in his hand, Calix worked my mouth with his own. His lips moved slowly, but determinedly against my still lips. Despite my lack of enthusiasm, Calix continued to kiss me. His tongue poked out to trace the line of my lips before he pulled my bottom lip into his mouth, sucking. His hand moved from the side of my face to cup the nape of my neck the way he seemed to do so often. I really liked when he held me like that - his fingers diving deep into my hair.

The thought sent chills of dread through my body and I stiffened against him. Calix sighed, pulling away from me. “Kiss me, Nova.”

“I don’t want to.”

“I want a reaction from you. I want something. If you don’t give it to me this way, I’ll take it from you in another.” His voice was filled with warning, but I didn’t understand what he was saying.

“I don’t understand.” I murmured quietly, wishing the bed would just swallow me whole.

He quirked a grin, “I want a reaction from you, Nova. Either you’ll give me one willingly - or I’ll take one. But I’ll have it.”

“I’m not kissing you back.” I replied simply. “You can continue to steal kisses all you want. I refuse to let myself respond to your kisses.”

His eyes searched my face. “If you don’t kiss me back, I’ll be stealing kisses alright,” he informed matter of fact. “Just not from your lips.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“I told you, Nova. I want a reaction.”

“I get that!” I raised my voice. “You’re not going to get it by repeating yourself!”

“No,” he shook his head. “I’ll get it by tying your wrists together, spreading your creamy thighs and stealing kisses from your perfect little pussy. You’ll be moaning and coming all over my face before five minutes is up, love. It’s your choice.”

I gasped, cringing into myself. “You wouldn’t.” I clenched my legs together and hated the ache that had begun to build between my legs at his words. I really shouldn’t have such an intimate reaction to such despicable words - but I did. The idea of him stealing kisses was consuming. Enticing. Riveting.

“I would.” He countered. “Now, am I stealing kisses or are you giving them to me?”

Quietly, I consented. “I’ll kiss you.”

“That’s a good girl.” He lowered his head, grazing his lips against mine. “However, I’ll have you know I will taste you, Nova. I will taste every inch of your decadent body. And you will love every moment.”

“Never,” I whispered.

And then his lips were on mine and he was swallowing my sound. Closing my eyes, I moved my lips with his. At first, my motions were hesitant and timid, but Calix was quick to work the fear from within me. The press of his lips was warm against mine - a heat so natural and consuming - I felt it in the pit of my stomach.

Calix tongued the crease of my lips, pleading for entrance. I thought for a moment about refusing him, but there really was no point. He would take from me whether I was willing or not. I may as well make it easier on myself and stop fighting his every command. I would need to save my energy for the fights that really mattered.

Parting my lips to him, Calix slipped his tongue inside my mouth. Gently pressing his tongue against mine, he closed his mouth over mine. Fire tore through my body, ripping through my veins. He tasted unlike anything I had ever imagined - and felt even better. I had no idea what I was doing, but yet my actions came naturally. Moving my tongue against his, I kissed him passionately.

Pulling back a fraction, he breathed, “Fuck, you taste amazing.” And then his mouth was on mine again.

Calix moved closer, his hand still cupping the nape of my neck as he shifted his body over mine. Curving his shoulders inward, he trapped me within the cage that was his body. I felt his knee press against my tightly sealed legs as he balanced on his other knee beside my body. He wanted me to open my legs. My body wanted me to open my legs - to him. The thought was lost as I felt the sharp prick of his teeth on my bottom lip. In a matter of seconds, he wound his free hand beneath the small of my back, lifting me into his chest, crushing my front against his. My head fell back against the pillow as his lips sucked deliciously against my throat. Somehow, he’d worked himself between my legs. As he lowered himself over me, pressing me into the mattress with his massive weight, I felt the warmth of his naked lower stomach against the thin fabric of my panties. My dress had ridden up around my hips without my noticing.

Calix moved his lips back to mine from where he’d been kissing my neck and I tightened my thighs around his waist. I was aching inside for something that only Calix could give me. I was certain I needed him - but I didn’t know how.

The thought disintegrated as Calix shifted to grind himself against me. I felt the long heavy weight of his erection pressing against the very vulnerable place between my legs and my breath hitched on a small gasp. Calix swallowed the sound as though starved before slowly dragging his hips up before letting the length of cock surge downward. He was dry humping me - and it felt amazing.

“I can feel your need for me, Nova.” He moaned against my lips. “You’re so wet and warm, I can feel it against my boxers. Tell me what you need, love, and I’ll give it to you.”

I froze. Ohmygod. This couldn’t be happening - this couldn’t be happening!

“Stop,” I cried, pressing my palms against his chest. “Please, please stop.”

“Baby,” he dropped his head to the pillow, his breath hot on my ear. “Let me make you feel good.”

“I feel sick.” I croaked. And I did. I felt as though I was mere moments from being physically ill. How had I let one simple kiss get so far out of hand? “You have to get up, Calix.” I sounded panicked and he lifted his head to gaze into my eyes. “I’m going to be sick.”

“Fuck,” he peeled himself from my body and within seconds, I was running for the bathroom.

Dropping to my knees before the toilet, I heaved. Nothing came up as Calix appeared behind me, pulling my hair back away from my face and neck. But I’d definitely broken out into a sweat. My entire body was moist, and yet I was shivering.

“Come,” Calix placed his hands under my arms to lift me from the floor before standing me on my own feet. “Nothing’s going to come.”

“I know.” My throat was raw.

Turning me to face him, he frowned. “Do I really repulse you so much?”

“Yes.” I answered without hesitation and instantly regretted it. The pain in his eyes was enough to hurt anyone with a half-beating heart. I’d never been malicious, but Calix made me do all sorts of things I’d never done. He made me act in ways I never imagined I could.

I hadn’t been telling the truth when I’d said he repulsed me. He didn’t. It was quite the opposite, actually. I was repulsed by my attraction to him. I was repulsed by my bodies desire for him. I didn’t understand it - how he could take so much away from me - and I could still want him.

I had to get away from him, I thought for the billionth time in the last twenty-four hours.

“I might repulse you, but I excite your body.” He stated matter of fact and I blushed scarlet. “For now, that’ll have to be enough.”


 

Chapter 10

“Change into pajamas.” Calix muttered as he walked from the bathroom. Moving behind him, I closed the door before making a break for the closet.

Flipping on the light I found a section of negligées. Scoffing, I flicked through them. There was no way I’d be prancing around in those things anytime soon. For a husband I wanted, maybe. For Calix, hell no!

Moving past the lacy, silky dress-like tops, I found a more conservative collection of pajamas. I settled on a soft pair of silk pink drawstring pants and a matching pink cotton tank top. Still hating that I was revealing skin, I plucked a white long sleeved shirt from a hanger and pulled it over my head. Satisfied that I wouldn’t be turning Calix on anytime soon, I ambled back into the bathroom. With a glance at the door, I tiptoed to the vanity. Pulling open a drawer, I found feminine products, hair ties and makeup. The next drawer revealed something more to my liking. Razors, nail clippers, nail files and a small pocketknife.

I plucked the pocketknife from the drawer to inspect it. It wasn’t large enough for me to stab the monster in the heart - but I could do some damage.

I could escape.

Shoving the pocketknife up my sleeve, I quietly closed the drawer. Taking a deep breath, I looked at myself in the mirror.

“I can do this.” I breathed aloud. “I have to do this.”

With a firm nod, I walked to the door of the bathroom. As I moved, I felt the weight of the knife against my wrist where it sat firmly within the sleeve of my shirt. Opening the door, I caught sight of Calix instantly. He was sitting on the edge of the bed in the dark. At my entrance into the room, he looked up.

“Come to bed.” His voice was low.

I moved slowly across the floor to my side of the bed. Watching Calix carefully, I slipped in between the sheets. Lying on my back, I stared up at the roof. I felt Calix lie down beside me and to my relief he didn’t bother to touch me again. Instead, he turned his back to me.

I listened to his breathing for what felt like hours. When it settled and I was certain he was asleep, I inched myself slowly into a sitting position. Removing the pocketknife from where I’d so craftily stored it, I pulled out the blade. My heart was hammering violently in my chest as I thought of the blood there would be. I’d never been particularly good with blood and I hoped desperately that there wouldn’t be much. I wouldn’t get very far if I stabbed him in the throat and then fainted.

Shaking the thought of blood from my mind, I inched closer to him. His throat was long and exposed where he lay against his pillow. In sleep, his features were just as hard as they were while he was awake. I’d been hoping they would be softer - more vulnerable. But this man wasn’t soft and he wasn’t vulnerable. Well, technically he was very vulnerable right now, but usually he wasn’t.

I lifted my hand from where I’d placed it against the bed, moving the blade to his throat. The point pressed against his skin and I froze.

Do it, I coaxed myself. Do it!

My hand started shaking and my heart was beating so loudly, I could have sworn it would wake him if I didn’t get this over with soon. Taking in a deep breath, I tried to muster my courage.

And then he moved. His hand shot out to catch my wrist and he was on his back, looking up at me through eyes filled with rage. And I realized with shock - he’d never even been asleep.

The man allowed me to get so close to ending his life - before he took matters into his own hands. He allowed me to press a blade to his throat!

“If you’re going to do something, you do it.” He growled, tightening his hands around my wrist. “You don’t pussy out.”

“You’re,” I gasped, looking at the hand that held the knife. “You’re hurting me.”

He sneered. “And you were going to kill me.”

“Please,” I cried. “It’s hurting.”

“Drop the knife.” Calix commanded.

I didn’t and he squeezed harder. Crying out into the breathy silence, I pleaded. “Let me go.”

“Then drop the knife.”

“I can’t.”

“You can.”

“I don’t trust you not to hurt me.” I whispered unsteadily.

Calix laughed. “You think you can protect yourself from me? With that?”

I glared. “Let me go!”

“Nova,” he tisked. “I can take the knife from you. But I want you to drop it.”

I shook my head stubbornly before wincing as he tightened his fingers around my wrist even more. I swore, he was moments away from breaking it. “Calix!” I screamed his name on a cry.

“Fine, we’ll have it your way.”

Confused, I stared at him. And then I was flat on my back and Calix was sitting over me, pinning me to the bed. He tucked my empty hand between my body and his knee before moving his other hand to the knife. In one easy swipe, he had the knife taken away from me and I felt the last bit of hope shrivel up inside me.

I watched as Calix scowled down at the little blade before he threw it across the room where it imbedded itself hilt deep into the wall. I gasped.

“What else do you have?” He roared down at me.

I shook my head frantically. “Nothing.” I continued. “I promise I have nothing.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I swear,” I sobbed. “I don’t have anything!”

Calix pushed himself from my body to stand at the side of the bed. “Get up.”

I scrambled to do as he said. My entire body was quaking in fear as I hugged my middle, looking up into the angriest eyes I had ever seen.

“Undress yourself.” He demanded.

I tensed, shaking my head. “No, please. I promise I have nothing else.”

“Undress yourself or I’ll go get that knife over there,” he pointed to the knife impaled in the wall, “and we’ll test my knife play.”

“Wh, what?” I whispered through my fear.

Calix smiled, but it wasn’t kind. It made me shiver. “If you don’t undress yourself, I’ll cut your clothes from your body - with that knife.” Again, he pointed to the wall.

At the glint in his eye, I didn’t fight him. I had a feeling that Calix wasn’t bluffing. If I didn’t remove my clothes, he would cut them from my body. As much as I didn’t want to remove them, I didn’t want to test his ability for knife play, as he’d called it. I called it testing fate. No, thank you!

With shaky fingers, I pulled at the hem of the white long sleeved shirt to slowly lift it over my head. My heart was thrashing violently in my chest as I dropped the fabric to the floor. Calix didn’t move from where he stood imposingly before me as I dropped my hands to my waist. Untying the string of my pink silk pants, I let them fall down to a heap on the floor before stepping from the fabric.

Looking up at him, I spoke hesitantly. “C-can I k-keep my tank top and p-panties on?”

“No.” Calix growled and I flinched.

To my surprise, I wasn’t even crying. Maybe I’d cried all the tears I had inside of me. Who knew.

“Calix,” I tried again. He took a menacing step toward the knife and my heart leapt. “I’ll take it off!”

I watched as he paused to turn toward me. “You have ten seconds.”

I nodded. I turned my back to him, pulling my tank top over my head. Hooking my thumbs into the lacy band, I pulled my panties from my hips and down my legs. Stepping from the fabric, I covered my arms over my breasts despite the fact that Calix was standing behind me and couldn’t possibly see them.

I was completely naked now. No man had ever seen me naked before, and the thought of Calix being the first made my heart feel heavy and sore.

“Turn around.” His voice was low and commanding. I trembled as I turned slowly to face him. Keeping my eyes trained on the floor, I chewed my bottom lip. “Look at me.”

Flickering my eyes up to his face, I was surprised to find that he wasn’t staring at my body, but at my eyes. “You tried to kill me, Nova.”

I nodded, but didn’t say one word.

“Why?” He asked.

“I don’t want to be here.”

“You have no choice. And if you had killed me, my men have orders to eliminate your family.” His words were cold. Clinical. “Have you forgotten that I have men stationed outside your house?”

“No.” I shook my head.

“Then what were you thinking?”

“That I hate you.”

“I gave you a chance to sink the blade into my throat, Nova.” I gasped at his statement. “You failed. Why?”

“I’ve never hurt anyone before.” It was all I could think to say. “Why would you give me the chance?”

His face darkened. “I don’t know.”

“But,”

“Lie down.” He commanded harshly. He was angry again. But why?

I lowered myself onto the bed, between the sheets as Calix continued to stand at the side of the bed. Clutching the sheets to my chest, I breathed a breath of release at having covered myself.

Calix shattered that relief faster than I thought possible. “Let go of the sheet, Nova.”

“Why?”

“Because, I said so.” He reached down to pluck the sheet from my chest, exposing my body to him. I hurried to cover my breasts.

“What are you doing?” I demanded shrilly.

“I’m coming to bed.”

“What?” My stomach dropped. I swore I felt it in my feet. “What do you mean?”

“I need my sleep. Because I can’t trust you not to get out of bed and find another weapon, I’ll just have to be certain you can’t get out of bed.” He dropped a knee onto the bed. ““Spread your legs.”

“I can’t,” I whispered frantically. “You can’t do this.”

“I still have my boxers on, Nova.” Calix replied tightly. “Spread your legs.”

“Please,”

“I wouldn’t be forced to do this if you had just gone to bed like a good girl, now spread them.” I could hear the vibrations of his anger in the undercurrents of his tone and slowly, I spread my legs. Calix moved between them, lifting the sheet up over his shoulder as he stared down at me. The bronze sheet tented his body as he sat back on his haunches, staring down at me. I felt so exposed to him, so robbed, I felt almost as though I had nothing left.

He spoke again and this time his tone was husky and filled with want. “You’re so beautiful.”

“Please stop staring at me.”

“You’re mine, Nova.” Calix lowered his body over mine without pressing against me. A small gap of charged space existed between us. “You’ve always been mine and you’re always going to be mine. You just never knew it.”

I didn’t say anything as Calix removed my hands from my breasts before dropping his body carefully down to mine. The flesh of his chest against mine seared me and yet, beneath him, I shivered. I couldn’t stop the shivering of my body no matter how hard I tried.

Calix pressed his lips to the side of my temple, making himself comfortable over my body. He was so heavy I couldn’t breathe quite right, yet I honestly didn’t want him to move away. Feeling him against me this way was oddly comforting. Chest to chest, heart to heart, I fell asleep against Calix. I fell asleep against my captor.


 

Chapter 11

The early morning sun streamed in through the patio door, casting pink hues over the room. I felt Calix shift over me and memories of the night before flooded my mind.

It was daylight, and I was naked beneath Calix. I was naked beneath my captor. Tension spilled through my body as Calix lifted his head from where it rested against my shoulder.

He blinked. “Well, this certainly is a nice way to wake.”

I scowled. “Get up.”

He smiled. “I kinda like it right where I am.”

“Don’t you have a life? Work?” I snapped, pushing at his immovable body before flopping dramatically back against the bed.

“Work?” His blue eyes were dancing. Damn, they really were beautiful. “When I have someone like you to spend time with? I don’t think so.”

I frowned at the flutter in my heart. I had to kill this mood. It was dangerous. “I don’t want to spend time with you.”

Calix sighed. “One day you will.”

I opened my mouth to argue when his phone sounded into the silence. Tensing, Calix lifted himself from my body. As he moved, I watched the muscles in his arms flex before noticing the bulge in his boxers. At the sight I felt something stir in my lower belly.

Calix bent to pull his iPhone from his pocket. At one glance at the screen, he answered. “What?”

I pulled myself into a sitting position with the sheet pulled tightly to my naked body while I watched Calix pace the room. “So deal with it.” He growled into the phone. He sounded so dark and menacing that I felt for the person on the other line. Calix spoke again. “I pay you to deal with this shit so I don’t have to. If you can’t deal with it, I’ll have to find someone who can.”

Wow, he really was mean. I wondered what happened to make him so aggressive toward whoever was on the other end of the line.

I watched as he ran a hand through his inky black hair. “I’ll deal with this today. If something else happens and I have to deal with that too, you’ll be out of a job.”

I watched as he hung up on the person and almost felt relieved. As mean as Calix had been in my presence, he’d never been like that. His tone and his body language had never been so - menacing.

He turned to face me. “I’ve gotta work today.”

I nodded. “I figured as much.” I looked down to my lap. “Are you going to lock me in the bedroom all day?”

Calix moved forward, catching my chin in his hands. “You aren’t my prisoner, Nova.”

“I’m not?” I frowned. “I thought that was exactly what I was.”

“I want you to be happy here.” He sighed, dropping his hand from my chin. “But until I can trust you I will have to take precautions. You are free to roam the property, but I will have a man stationed to watch you.”

“Will,” I looked down into my lap again. “Will it be one of the men who took me?”

Calix crouched low. “Does it matter?”

I shrugged.

Calix continued. “Did one of them hurt you? Were they in any way violent?”

I thought about the man who’d kept his hand over my mouth. He’d whispered mean words into my ear, threatening me and my family. I particularly didn’t like him. Narrowing my eyes onto his face, I asked. “What would you do if one of them had hurt me?”

There was no hesitation in his reply. “I would kill anyone who hurt you. My men included.”

I clutched my chest in horror. “Have you killed before?”

Calix nodded stiffly. “Yes.” He scowled at what I was sure was a look of radiant fear on my face. “And I will undoubtedly kill again, Nova. But you will always be safe with me. You have nothing to fear.”

“You’ve killed,” I breathed through my shock.

“Did one of my men hurt you?” He asked sternly.

Blankly, I looked into the face of my captor. As much as I’d thought him a monster, I didn’t truly believe it until now. “No.” I whispered. “Your men didn’t hurt me.”

“Good.” Calix raised from his haunches to sit beside me on the bed. “You’re upset.”

Blinking, I shook my head. “No, I’m not.”

“I know you, Nova.” He caught my hand, closing his fingers around it. “You can’t hide from me that easily.”

“Will you kill my family?”

His face hardened and I knew he was thinking through his answer carefully. When he replied, it tipped my world upside down. “Yes. If you force me to, I will.”

“All I have to do is marry you?” I tried to maintain my unaffected tone but with thoughts of my loved ones lives hanging in the balance of my decisions, it was difficult. “And they’ll be safe?”

Calix nodded. “More or less.”

“You have to tell me.” I said frantically. “If I don’t know what you expect you’ll kill them.”

“I expect you to obey me, Nova. Make the world believe you want me as much as I want you.” He said simply.

“Why?” I breathed the question. “I just don’t understand.”

“Some things are better left unexplained.”

“Well, this isn’t one of those things.” I argued.

“Yes, it is.” Calix leaned forward to press his lips to my forehead. “I have to take a shower and head out. Will you join me?”

I stilled. I didn’t want to shower with him - but was this one of the times he was expecting obedience? “I,” I paused, fidgeting with the sheet. “Do I have to join you?”

Calix sighed. “No, you don’t have to join me.”

I nodded in relief. “Then I would prefer not to.”

Calix gave me a tight smile. “Very well.” He released my hand and stood up from the bed. “You might want to get yourself dressed for breakfast. I’ll be quick in the shower.”

I watched as Calix crossed the room to the bathroom. To my surprise, he didn’t close the door. I didn’t know if it was because he thought I would need to get into the closet, or if he wanted me to join him and it was a last attempt at an offer. I didn’t ponder it too long. Picking my pajamas up off the floor, I dressed myself quickly. By the time I was shoving my long sleeved shirt over my head, I heard the water shut off. The man was true to his word. Quick.

Knowing he had to dress himself, I meandered out onto the patio. The morning was warm. The sun was so bright and the sky was so blue, the land was practically glowing. I itched to go outside and explore down by the lake. I would love to sit on the dock with the sun high in the sky, losing myself in the words of a good book.

Leaning against the balcony railing I sighed. This is the kind of scene I wished I could share with my family. My mother would love it here. She was just like me in her love of nature. Jaylah would be romanticized by the land. The hope of meeting a dashing young man - her prince charming - would consume her thoughts. Amy would dart for the water; the girl was practically a fish. God, I missed them.

A warm hand settled on the small of my back and I startled upright. I was about to turn around when Calix pulled my back into his front, forcing me to stand there with him, cradled in his arms. If I had met Calix under any other circumstance, I was certain he could have wooed me.

“Why didn’t you introduce yourself to me?” I asked softly, quietly. My words were barely even audible but I knew Calix heard them, because he twitched.

“I couldn’t.”

“Why?” I persisted.

“Would you feel any different toward me?”

“Yes.” I said without hesitation and he sighed.

“If I would have introduced myself and asked for a date, we would have progressed under the illusion that you have control, when in reality you have none.” His words sliced through the shred of happiness I had found in the morning light. “It’s better this way.”

“Because I know my place.” I said sarcastically.

“Precisely.”

Stiffening in his arms, I scolded myself for ever thinking that I could have felt something for him if the circumstance had been different. No matter what he did, no matter the circumstance, he was still a monster. He would never be anything more.

As though sensing my anger, Calix spun me around to face him. He stepped forward, pressing my back into the railing of the balcony. My heart hitched. “What are you doing?”

“I have to leave soon.”

“Then go.” I said simply.

“I’d like a kiss from my fiancée before I go.” He stated matter of fact. His eyes flickered over my face, searching. When they landed on my lips and a look of pure hunger flashed in his cobalt eyes, my stomach fluttered as though filled with a thousand tiny butterflies.

“Then take one.” I raised my chin in challenge.

Calix smirked. “I don’t want to take one.”

“Then what do you want?”

“I want you to give me one.” His hands moved over my hips to the small of my back where he pressed, moving my body forward into his. “I want you to kiss me.”

Tingles claimed my skin and I swallowed. Looking at his lips, I felt something like fear claim me, burning me from the inside out. “I can’t.” I whispered.

“Why?” He cocked his head. “I know you like kissing me, Nova.”

“I just,” my cheeks flushed bright red. “I can’t.”

“All you have to do is press your lips against mine.” He coaxed. “I promise, I’ll take it from there.”

My heart was raging and my stomach was fluttering. My entire body was affected by what I was about to do. Rising onto my tiptoes, I ran my hands up over his chest to curl around his neck. Unable to reach him, Calix lowered himself slowly but he didn’t press his lips against mine. Instead, he hovered only an inch away from me. I could practically feel his heat. I could taste him on my tongue.

At the thought of his taste alone, I felt my body coil with need. And then I banished the thought as I pressed my lips against his. A moaned breath sounded into the silence and I wondered if it was him or me who made the sound. But then I didn’t care. Because as promised, Calix did take over.

This time, he didn’t have to ask me to open my mouth to him. I simply did it. I didn’t think about parting my lips. The decision was not conscious. It was primal.

Primitive.

Right.

I knew I should pull away. I knew there was a reason - but I couldn’t seem to remember what it was.

Banishing the thought, I pressed myself flat against him. Chest to chest felt right with Calix. In the back of my mind, I felt him moving, steering me backward. Before I knew it, I was lying on my back in the chaise patio chair and Calix was hovering above me. Pulling back, he was breathing hard. Harder than he had been breathing last night. His eyes were wild - and so blue. They were brighter than normal and I couldn’t help but wonder why.

I was about to push him from me when he dipped his head, his lips claiming mine once again. I had never been kissed like this. The way Calix sucked my lips, nipped and traced them with his tongue - I felt as though he was making love to me with his mouth. It was amazing. I had never felt anything like it before. He’d drugged me. But you instigated it. I cursed the little voice inside my head as I continued kissing him. Curling my hand around his neck, I pulled him deeper into me. With a strangled moan, Calix lowered himself down to my body.

I loved that sound.

The weight of him against me was familiar after having spent the entire night beneath him. My body seemed to act of its own accord, because I hadn’t made the conscious decision to spread my legs for him. My mind was a haze to the desires of my body as I wrapped my legs around his waist. Through the fabric of his dark jeans, I felt the bulge of his erection against me.

Warmth spread through me, pooling between my legs as Calix moved his lips over my chin, down my throat to nip my collarbone. A sigh toppled from my lips as he shifted his hips, pressing his desire against my core.

When he returned to my lips, his kiss was soft. Almost - loving.

The thought of love quickly cleared the haze of lust from my mind as my eyes fluttered open. Above me, Calix was looking down in study. His eyes were the same brilliant blue that they had been before - it hadn’t been a figment of my lust filled imagination.

His eyes flickered over my face as I tried to control my breathing and regain my bearings. What the hell had I done?

“Nova,” Calix was breathless. “You’re so beautiful.” He traced his thumb over my lips. They felt over sensitized. “Your lips are swollen and so red. I love seeing proof of me with you.”

“Calix,” I spoke his name through uncertainty. “I don’t know what happened.”

“You got carried away, love.” He replied gruffly. “If I could, I would stay here all day just kissing you.”

His words filled me with pleasure, which in turn filled me with guilt. “I think,” I took in a shaky breath. “I think you should go.”


 

Chapter 12

Calix looked startled. “You think I should go?”

I nodded. “Yes,”

“Why?” He narrowed his eyes.

“Because I don’t want you here with me.” I admitted. “I never should have kissed you.”

“You never should have kissed me, or you never should have gotten carried away?” Calix demanded darkly, lifting himself from over me. I watched him lean back against the railing, eyeing me through dangerous eyes.

“I didn’t get carried away.” I pushed myself up. “I don’t know what happened.”

“Well, I know what happened.” He folded his arms over his broad chest. “You like kissing me. You like feeling me against you, don’t you?”

“No.” I shook my head. “I don’t.”

“Deny it all you want, love, we both know the truth.”

I stood, “Just go!”

“Nova,” Calix’s tone was filled with warning. “Don’t test me.”

“Just leave me alone! I hate everything you do to me. I hate the way you feel against me and I hate the way your lips feel on mine.” My chest was heaving by the time I was done yelling at him. I could see he was angry - probably livid - by the way the muscle in his jaw twitched, but I didn’t care. Right now, I couldn’t care. “You have to deal with a problem at work, so just go.”

“We’ll deal with this later.” He growled.

“There’s nothing to deal with.” I snapped, striding past him to the door.

Calix caught my wrist in his hand. “Don’t walk away from me, Nova.”

I didn’t look up at him. I knew by the whirlwind of emotions raging through my body, that if I did, I would cry. And I had shown this monster of a man one time too many just how easily he made me cry. No more! I had to harden myself against him if it was the last thing I did!

“Look at me.”

“Calix,” I whispered his name on a broken breath. “I want for you to leave and never come back.” I felt my eyes moisten with tears and I hated myself for being so pathetically weak. “If I died today, I would regret nothing but knowing you.”

He hissed in a sharp breath and his hand loosened around my wrist until he finally dropped it. Calix didn’t look at me as he strode to the door. I followed him obediently, as I knew I should. Inside, my heart was breaking for reasons unknown to me.

I’d hurt Calix with the words I’d said - only I didn’t know why? Of all the times I’d told him I hated him, I’d never gotten this reaction from him. Would he release me now? At the thought, a burst of hope tore through my body. I wanted to see my family again. I wanted to smell my bed.

Calix led me through the halls to the dining room where we’d eaten with Gabriella the night before. I was surprised to find five men and Gabriella already in the room. They were eating a large breakfast that looked more like a buffet. There was so much food. I wonder who cooks around here.

“Good morning,” Gabriella sang cheerily. “How was your first night together?”

I blushed scarlet red as five male sets of eyes fell on me before Calix spoke. “There’s business that needs attending as soon as possible.” His tone was sharp and his men instantly sat at attention. “Neil, you’ll remain here with Nova. See to it she remains out of trouble. If any harm befalls her, the consequences will be devastating.”

“Yes, Sir.” The man I assumed was Neil spoke with confidence and respect. I wondered how Calix gained such a respect from them. The way he spoke made me think he was nothing more than a jackass! A complete and utter donkey of a man!

I eyed Neil carefully. He was younger than the rest of the men, probably in his early thirties. I recognized him as the man who’d opened my bedroom door to hustle things along. I didn’t mind being under his watch. At least it wasn’t the man sitting to Gabriella’s left - the man who’d covered my mouth. Even the way his dark brown eyes watched me now made me want to crawl out of my skin.

Calix spoke again. “The rest of you will come with me. We’ll be leaving immediately.”

Gabriella huffed a small pout. “You won’t even eat breakfast?”

“No.” Calix replied tightly and the men jumped up from their half eaten plates.

I had a feeling that the only reason Calix wasn’t eating was because of me, and the hurtful words I’d said. Part of me wanted to retract my vicious lash, but I couldn’t. Especially not in front of everyone else. And it wasn’t a big deal - he would be home tonight anyway.

“Fine.” Gabriella shook her head. “When will you return?”

“This evening.” Calix answered flatly. He hadn’t glanced at me since we’d been in the bedroom. Obviously, I’d really hurt him with my comment.

“Okay.” Gabriella stabbed a piece of French toast with her fork. “Give your girl a hug and a kiss and be on your way.”

Calix tensed. “I’ll see her tonight.”

With that, he strode from the room with four other men following him. Not even a few minutes later, I heard the door open and slam closed.

Calix was gone.

He was really all I knew here - and he’d left me alone. The thought was enough to spark a little burst of fear in my stomach as I stared at the mess of a table with half eaten plates of food.

Gabriella patted the seat next to her. “Sit, dear.”

I complied. Reaching tentatively for the toast in front of me, I placed as much food as I thought I could eat onto my plate. From the corner of my eye, I could see Gabriella watching me inquisitively.

“Did something happen between you and Calix?”

Blankly, I blinked at her. “Yes.”

“What happened?” She asked bluntly. I saw Neil lift his head in shock from the food on his plate.

I replied with undeserved spite. “He stole me from my family, is forcing me to marry him and doesn’t understand why I’m ashamed to breathe the very air he breathes.”

Gabriella flinched as though I’d somehow given her whiplash. “Well,” she shook her head. “I understand how you’re angry with my son, Nova, but don’t presume to know the reasons for his actions.”

Pressing my fingertips against my temple, I stood. “I can’t handle this. I need to leave. I need to go home.”

“Sit down.” Gabriella commanded in a tone just as sharp and forceful as Calix’s. It was shocking to hear the similarities in the tone. But what was more shocking was to see this kind, joyful woman transform so quickly before my eyes. “You are not going anywhere, Nova.”

Slowly, I sat. I could see by Neil’s tense body that he had been ready to chase me. Being that I didn’t know where we were or the land we were on, I didn’t think I’d get very far if I tried my hand at running.

“Don’t you people see how wrong this is?” I demanded shrilly. “Calix kidnapped me!”

“Yes, we know.” Gabriella replied dryly. “And you will live. You are part of a much bigger plan,”

“You’re all crazy!” I screamed. “All of you!” I stood up from the table a second time. “I’m not hungry. I’m going back to Calix’s bedroom.”

“Very well,” Gabriella replied pleasantly. “I will be working with the flowers today if you feel like joining me outside.”

I didn’t reply. Instead, I ran from the room. Behind me, I heard footsteps but I didn’t stop running until I came to Calix’s bedroom door. Turning around, I saw Neil slowing to a stop.

“You’re not coming in with me.” I stated, daring him to argue.

“I would never even think of it, Nova.”

I smirked. “Calix would probably kill you.”

Neil nodded. “Yes, he would.”

I stilled. “What?”

“Calix is a great friend and an even greater enemy. He is a dangerous man, but he is also fair.” Neil looked down at his feet and shuffled. “I know you hate him for what he did to you, but you should know that you’re safe here. Calix would never harm you.”

“But he won’t release me?”

Neil shook his head. “No. It is best you accept that for what it is, Nova. When Calix makes a decision, it is never changed. He’s decided to make you his wife, therefore that is what you will be.”

“And if I kill myself?” I asked pitifully. “What then?”

Horror bled into his frown. “You would do that to avoid a life with Calix?”

No. I didn’t have the guts for something like that. I was terrified of death and pain and anything else like that. “No.”

“I will have to report this back to Calix, Nova.”

I pushed the bedroom door open wide. “Do whatever you want.” I slipped inside and closed the door.

***

I hadn’t eaten a thing all day. It was late. The sky was beginning to darken, but I didn’t want to go back out into the house. For some reason unknown to me, I missed Calix. I wanted him to return home. I was determined not to venture outside the bedroom until he returned. I was ashamed of the things I’d said in the heat of the moment, not only to Calix, but to Gabriella and Neil as well.

Looking back in my minds eye, I saw myself acting like a petulant child and I wanted a do-over.

Banging sounded on the door, startling me from my thoughts. Hope that Calix was back flared in my chest, before I realized how ridiculous that was of me. Calix would never knock on his own bedroom door. That meant he wasn’t back yet.

I had no desire to talk to anyone, so I snuggled deeper into the duvet I’d carried from Calix’s bed onto the teardrop swing. It was fast becoming my favorite place to sit. Closing my eyes, I prayed for sleep.

“I found her.” A deep voice spoke with relief. “She’s on the balcony in the swing.” There was silence and then he spoke again. “Sleeping.”

I watched knowingly as Neil passed the phone to me. “I’ll sit over there, but I can’t leave you alone with the phone.”

I nodded before pressing the phone to my ear. “Hello,”

“Nova,” Calix’s breathed my name on a strangled breath. “Neil told me you made a threat against your life.” I didn’t reply and he continued tensely. “Do I have to worry about you?”

“If you know anything about me, Calix, you know I would never do something like that.”

“Desperate people sometimes do things they wouldn’t normally do.” I wished I could see him. He sounded so tortured. I wondered what shaded of blue his eyes were. They seemed to lighten and darken with his moods. His eyes were so brilliant.

Answering, I said. “I’m not that desperate.”

I listened to him sigh into the phone and something inside of me ached. Why did I miss him? How could I possibly miss my captor?

“When will you be back?” I asked hesitantly. I couldn’t make myself say the word ‘home’. That was just too painful a thought - that this is my home now.

“I’m going to have to stay here for a few days.” He sounded angry. “I suppose you’re relieved. You get a few days without me.”

At the pain in his voice, my heart ached. I wanted to tell him he was wrong. I wanted to tell him I needed him here with me - because I was afraid to be alone. I was afraid to be here without him. As unwelcome as he should be in my mind, he was present none-the-less. He’d forced his way in and now I wasn’t entirely certain that I wanted him out. How could I possibly want to banish someone whose pain I felt just as intense as my own from my mind? I couldn’t. And how long until I felt him in other places beside my mind? How long would it take before Calix infected my heart?

Instead, I said. “Yes. Space will be nice.”

A bitter laugh sounded and his tone was accusing. “Neil told me you haven’t eaten a thing all day.”

“And?”

“You have to eat, Nova.” Calix admonished. “You can’t starve yourself.”

“I’m not hungry.” Even as I said the words, my stomach growled in protest.

“Nova, eat.”

“No.” I hissed my reply. “You’re not here to make me.”

“Do you want me there to make you, Nova?” He asked and I thought his voice almost sounded husky.

And how I did want him here to make me. What was wrong with me? I was losing my freaking mind. I had to be losing my mind. “No. I don’t want you here.”

“Then eat.” He growled.

I didn’t reply and he continued. “I have to go, love. I’ll call you in the morning.”

Tears were streaming uncontrollably down my face at the thought of spending this night in his bed - without him. How had I become so unbelievably dependent on him in so little time? Swallowing my tears, I cursed my irrationality. “Fine.”

“Give me back to Neil, love.” Calix ordered gently and I held the phone out. As soon as Neil caught sight of the phone, he was walking toward me.

Placing it to his ear, he spoke. “Sir,”

And then I was alone again.


 

Chapter 13

I woke to the feel of hands shaking my feet and startled awake. Neil was bent over the swing, shaking my foot. “You slept out here?”

I nodded. “Yeah,” feeling groggy, I rubbed my eyes as I moved into a sitting position. I had worn my pink pajamas all day and all night. I was in serious need of a shower and a fresh change of clothes.

“Are you hungry?” He asked.

I frowned at the thought of eating in the dining room, but I really was hungry. “I am.”

“Good,” he looked relieved. “I brought you your breakfast.”

“Oh,” I wiggled to the edge of the swing, abandoning the blanket.

Neil grinned at my sudden enthusiasm. “Calix told me you like blueberries with milk and brown sugar.”

My heart clenched as though a giant fist had squeezed it. It wasn’t endearing that Calix knew what I liked - because of the way he had acquired the knowledge. But the way he used that knowledge certainly was endearing. “I do.”

He smiled. “It’s on the table there,” he pointed. “I wouldn’t have woken you so early, but Calix told me to be with you for when he called. I wouldn’t have come in the room either, but you weren’t answering when I knocked.”

I offered him a smile. “I didn’t hear you.” Sitting at the table, my mouth watered at the sight of the blueberries. “Thank you for bringing these.”

Neil nodded, sitting down in the remaining seat at the table. He bobbed his knee nervously, “No problem.”

I chewed a mouthful of the berries. “Do you know when Calix will return?”

I watched his lip twitch at the question. Was he going to smile? At my question? “Do you miss him?”

My eyed opened wide. “Pardon me?”

Neil shrugged. “It would make sense. He’s the only one here you’ve really spent any time with.”

“Oh,” well, in that light I supposed it made sense that I would miss Calix. As ashamed as I was of the growing feeling, I couldn’t deny to myself that it was there. I did miss Calix. I missed him because he was the only one I had really spent any time with - much of it arguing or kissing. Maybe I was experiencing the dreaded Stockholm syndrome?

Shaking the thought from my mind, I chewed another mouthful of blueberries. I hadn’t been with Calix long enough to begin feeling the effects of such a syndrome. Had I? Oh, it didn’t matter. If that was what was happening, maybe it would be for the better. I would have a much more enjoyable life believing that I wanted to be with him, even if it wasn’t necessarily the truth. It’s not like I can just get up and leave the man. I’m trapped here regardless of my feelings toward Calix. Living the rest of my days in loathing toward the man I would lie my head next to each night just seemed like a waste of a life when there was a way for me to feel some semblance of happiness.

Was that what I felt with Calix? Was I happy?

Thankfully my analysis was interrupted by the ringing of Neil’s phone. He watched me through light brown eyes as he dug through his pocket for the phone. Glancing at the screen, he answered. “Sir.” I watched him nod sharply as though he were standing in Calix’s presence rather than speaking with him on the phone. “Yes, she is, Sir. Blueberries as you requested.” He paused again and I wondered what Calix was saying in reply. “She slept outside in the swing, Sir.” Another pause. “Yes, I had no choice but to enter the room to wake her. I’m sorry, Sir, but she could not hear my knocking.” There was another pause and I wondered if Calix was being mean. If he was, I would have to scold him the next time I saw him. Neil had been nothing but nice and gentlemanly to me. “Yes, Sir,”

Neil took the phone away from his ear to hand it to me. He stood up and pointed to the chaise. “I know it’s not a lot of privacy, but I’ll be over there.”

I nodded. “Thank you, Neil.”

Curtly, he returned my nod before walking away. Putting the phone to my ear, I spoke. “Good morning.”

“Are you and Neil enjoying yourselves?” Calix asked gruffly. Was he mad? Jealous?

“Um, I suppose.” I replied unsurely.

“Glad to hear it.” Calix grunted. “I should be home tomorrow.”

My heart ached at the length of time to pass between this moment and tomorrow when he returned. “Late tomorrow or early?”

He chuckled, but the sound was strained. “Why? You want to know how much more time you have away from me?”

I shook my head, thankful he couldn’t see me rolling my eyes. However, he heard the sigh that accompanied my irritation. “I’m tired of being alone, Calix, and I wanted to know when I could expect you to return.” I continued. “I’m tired of the attitude you’re giving to me, so if you have nothing else to say, I’ll hand you back to Neil.”

From across the balcony, Neil’s eyes widened at the tone I’d used with Calix. The man almost looked - frightened. For me?

And then I remembered that Calix had killed. I remembered that he was a dangerous man with testy patience. But then I remembered the way I felt in his presence. No matter how I had tested him, no matter the domineering light that shone in his eyes, I had never once been physically hurt by Calix. Despite all he had taken from me and threatened me with, I felt implicitly safe with him.

“I’m sorry, Nova.” Calix whispered. I was certain - absolutely positive - that the man did not utter those words often. It wasn’t an elaborate apology, but it took a lot for him to speak them.

My heart fluttered and my stomach muscles tightened in feeling. “It’s okay.”

Calix sighed in relief. “What are you wearing?”

Glancing down in surprise of his question, I answered. “My pajamas.”

“The pink ones?”

“Yes.”

I thought there was a smile in his voice. “What are you planning on doing today?”

“I’m not too sure.” I replied. “I’d like to go down to the lake.”

“What do you plan to wear?” Calix asked and I sensed this was a loaded question - though I don’t know how.

“I’m not sure,” I answered slowly. “Why?”

“Please, Nova, nothing too revealing.”

I was offended. “I never really wear revealing clothing.”

“You don’t realize you wear revealing clothes, Nova.” Calix sighed. “Please, for my sanity, don’t wear a little dress and no bra.”

I blushed fire red. “What does it matter what I wear?”

Calix growled low into the phone and the sound sent shivers traveling over my body. “I don’t like the thought of Neil being with you when I can’t. You’re a beautiful woman. For the last two years, I’ve watched every man with eyes look his fill and now you’re mine and you’re with Neil.” He paused. “I don’t want him appreciating what is mine.”

“You left me with him.” I pointed out, unable to say anything more. My heart was still pounding in response to his other words.

“I had little choice.” Calix replied tightly. “If I didn’t want to return home as badly as I do, I would have already fired my obviously incompetent lead hand.”

“Oh,” I replied. I didn’t know what to say. I wanted him here so bad, but I wasn’t quite ready to tell him that. And it wouldn’t change anything anyway. He still wouldn’t be home until tomorrow.

“I have to go, love.” Calix said. “I’ll call you again this evening. Pass me back to Neil.”

“Goodbye.”

I handed the phone to Neil, waiting as he crossed the balcony quickly. Pressing the phone to his ear, I looked down to my blueberries. No longer hungry, I stood and walked into the bedroom. Without looking back at Neil who was watching me carefully, I slipped into the bathroom and closed the door.

***

I’d spent nearly my entire day down by the lake. Neil had persuaded me to eat both lunch and dinner. Thankfully, Gabriella was gone to town for a girl’s day so she hadn’t been there with us. I found that there was, in fact, a cook. His name was George and he was a cheery old gentleman. He also was adept at ignoring the fact that I wasn’t here voluntarily.

It was now late into the afternoon. I had a feeling it was almost 8:00 p.m. but I wasn’t ready to go back inside. The day had been warm, but the evening was cool. I’d grabbed a gray and white patterned sweater with large buttons to throw over the loose fitting white shirt I wore. My legs were still bare, as I hadn’t changed from the black dress shorts I’d dressed in. But I had followed Calix’s request to wear something more conservative than a dress with no bra. And although I wasn’t wearing sweats, I was wearing a bra. Compromise.

And he couldn’t see me anyway, so I really could have worn anything. The fact that I’d dressed as he’d asked me to made me wonder what was wrong with my head. Why was I obliging to his commands? Was it really for my family? Or was it more because I wanted to?

Shifting where I sat on the dock, I pulled my knees up into my chest and tried to ignore the cold that was seeping through my skin into my bones. I didn’t want to spend another night alone in Calix’s bedroom. It felt odd and wrong. I felt alone. I would rather spend the night out here than have to go back inside, but I knew that if I stayed out, Neil would too. Surely he was tired by now. Surely, he didn’t want to spend even another minute out here.

Neil didn’t sit with me on the dock overlooking the shimmering water. Instead, he sat in a lawn chair a few yards away. He never left me alone. Not for five minutes. How the man did it, I would never know.

As I pondered spending another half hour out here, I heard footsteps on the dock. That was odd - Neil had yet to come out onto the dock. Glancing over my shoulder, I felt my heart begin a deranged pitter-patter.

Calix was walking toward me with an expression of pure hunger. His steps were sure and long and his eyes were trained on me. Slowly, I rose to my feet.

“Calix,” I breathed his name, trying to bury the excitement budding in my belly at the sight of him. “I didn’t think you’d be back so soon.”

He didn’t smile as he came to a halt before me. I noticed he didn’t take me in his arms as I had been hoping he would do. He also didn’t lean down to kiss me. I wondered why?

If anyone would have told me that I would long, desperately, for my captors touch I would have laughed in their face. But that was exactly what I felt in this moment. Longing. I longed for Calix to touch me as he’d promised he would. Was he still upset with me for my parting words to him?

“I needed to see you, Nova.” Calix explained gruffly before lifting a small paper box in his hand. “I brought you something.”

Quizzically, I stared at the box and Calix pushed it toward me. Grasping hold of it, I opened it carefully to peek inside. At the sight, my blood warmed and tears pricked my eyes. “Macaroons?”

Calix shifted, looking awkward. “You said they were your favorite. A treat you can’t live without.”

A small smile curved my lips and this time I didn’t try to shove it away. “You remembered.”

Intensely, Calix watched my face. “I remember everything about you, Nova.”

“Thank you,” I closed the box as I tried to restrain the abundant burst of emotion claiming my body. “But why?”

Calix’s blue eyes met mine and I noticed they were the brilliant shade of blue I had only seen a few times. It was beautiful. I could stare into them for eternity and never grow bored with the shimmering pools.

“I’ve seen you smile countless times, Nova. Every single smile is more mesmerizing than the last. I’ve just never seen you smile because of me.” He replied gravelly. “For once, I wanted to be the reason.”

His words affected me in a way I had never imagined possible. There was so much emotion in them, I felt as though I was drowning in it. Maybe, just maybe, Calix wasn’t as bad as I had made him out to be. Yes, he’d had me kidnaped. And yes, he was threatening my family for my obedience. But he was also kind and gentle with me. He was sweet. Maybe he simply didn’t know how to be any other way. Maybe it was in his DNA to be this domineering man I knew, and was beginning to cherish.

Giving the little box a shake, I spoke. “Thank you, Calix. This was very sweet.”

Calix rocked on his heels. “You’re very welcome, love.”

Cocking my head to the side, I chewed on my lip as I debated on pushing my way into his arms. I wanted to feel his thick strong arms around me. I wanted to press my face into his chest and inhale his intoxicating scent. I wanted to lose myself.

Taking one step forward, I paused. I’d never really been the one to make the first move and I didn’t know how. At a loss as to what to do from here, I glanced down at my little box of treats and felt emotion swell in my chest. I could feel Calix’s massive presence surrounding me, but I still felt - empty. I knew I would continue to feel empty until he touched me. I needed him to touch me.

Looking up at him, I found he was already watching me. His expression was intense and my breath caught in my throat at the sight of it. Why was he watching me so closely? Could he see my internal struggle? Was the truth of my feelings painted right on my face for him to see? Could he see how insecure I was? Did he know how terrified I felt? Why was he watching me?

“Calix,’ I breathed his name on a shaky breath. “I,”

He cocked his head, waiting. “What is it, love?” He asked gently.

“I’m sorry - for what I said.”

He blinked slowly. Pulling a deep breath in through his nasal, I watched as his chest filled before he released it. “Do you mean that?”

Did I? He was my captor - if I regretted anything in my life - it should be knowing him. But I didn’t. I knew it was wrong, but damn, I didn’t regret knowing him. Because as oddly bizarre as the circumstances were, Calix was the only man who had ever made me feel so alive.

“Yes,” I nodded. “I do mean it.”

“Say it.” He commanded and I knew he was back. Authoritative Calix had made his reappearance with a bang.

“I don’t regret knowing you.” I whispered.

At my words, something in his expression broke. The controlled restraint he’d been emitting shattered and he stepped toward me. Catching the nape of my neck, he breathed. “I’m going to kiss you, love.”

I didn’t say anything as he watched my eyes. Instead, I simply closed them. Unable to talk, closing my eyes was the only way I could tell him I accepted this - us - him.

And then his lips were on mine. They were soft and warm. The pressure of him against me was gentle. My heart raced, throbbing in my chest as he pulled my bottom lip between his. Gently biting before his tongue slipped out to lap at my tingling flesh.

He spoke against my mouth, “You taste so good, love.” I sighed, feeling his lips curl in a pleased smile. “You know I’ll never let you go now, Nova.” I opened my eyes to gaze up at him unsurely. “You’ve sealed your fate with me, love.”

Even though I couldn’t bring myself to accept his words, I couldn’t dispute them either. At my silence, Calix slipped his hand from the nape of my neck, down my shoulder to my hand. He took the box of macaroons from me before lacing his fingers through mine.

Staring down at our linked hands, I couldn’t help but wonder dazedly, what I was doing with him.


 

Chapter 14

Calix closed the door of his bedroom before turning to face me. His eyes were still bright - almost iridescent - and my heart was still racing. The butterflies that had chosen residence in my belly since meeting Calix were fluttering persistently.

“I need to take a shower, love.” His eyes flickered over my body and I felt heat flush my skin. Why did I respond so easily - so intimately - to him? “I’d like for you to join me.”

“I,” I shook my head. Stunned by his forward statement. I really don’t know why it shocked me. It shouldn’t have. Calix was terribly blunt. “I don’t,”

“I’m not giving you a choice, love.” Calix informed matter of fact and I felt my mouth pop open in startled shock. “You will be joining me.”

I frowned as I watched Calix move with the grace of a panther to the sitting area of his bedroom. Placing the box of treats on the coffee table, he turned to look at me. In his eyes, I saw resolution and I wondered where the patient, careful man, who had come back from work disappeared to.

Pulling a breath into my lungs, I stood my ground. “I’m not comfortable showering with you.”

“And until you’ve showered with me, you’ll never be comfortable with the idea.”

“So you’re taking away my choice?” I leaned against the wall, feeling overwhelmed.

He cocked his head. “You never had choice, Nova. I told you that was why I took you rather than courted you. Choice is an illusion I didn’t want to have to argue with you about.”

“Wow,” I blinked as I tried to allow his words to sink in.

He took a step toward me. “I thought we were getting somewhere?”

I scoffed. “So did I.” I rubbed my temple. “I must have hit my head,” I laughed and the sound was nearly hysterical. “Or maybe I was coming down with something to think that I missed you. Obviously, I was delusional.” I waved my hand like a crazy person. “Temporary insanity!”

He cocked his head and his cerulean eyes shimmered. His voice was deep, “You missed me?”

I tensed, feeling as though I was nothing more than prey in his presence. Determinedly, I lifted my chin. “I thought I did. Now I know I just didn’t know how to be here alone.”

He smirked. “We’re getting somewhere, love. You might not see it yet, but you will. Eventually.”

“I doubt that.” I smiled tightly.

“It doesn’t matter.” Calix brushed it off. I watched through wary eyes as he crossed the bedroom, pausing before the bathroom door. “Come.”

I shook my head. “I said I wasn’t comfortable with this.”

“And I made it clear you had no choice.” His eyes darkened. “Did you somehow misunderstand me?”

I folded my arms over my chest and wished I could blend into the wall pressed tight against my back. “I understood, Calix.”

“Then come.” He lifted his hand in a beckoning gesture that made me grit my teeth.

Childishly, I stomped my foot. “Are you seriously going to make me shower with you?”

“Yes.” His eyes narrowed. “Among other things.”

“Other things?” My voice squeaked. The man was positively insane! “What other things?”

“Nova,” his voice was a warning I was too stressed out to pick up on. “If you don’t walk your little ass over here, I’ll be forced to come and get it.”

“I’m not a child!” I snapped. I was irritated. The man was bossy with a capital B. “You have no right to charge me around.”

“But I do.” He took a step toward me, and then another followed. My heart raced, but I didn’t move from where I was standing against the wall. Somehow, I was under the delusion that I was safe if only my body remained in contact with the firm structure. “I have every right to do whatever I wish to you. You are mine.”

Calix didn’t stop walking until he was standing in front of me. He was so close I could feel his heat, but right now, the warmth wasn’t welcome. I wanted the sincere, macaroon gifting man to reappear. I liked him.

Calix didn’t say anything in response to my silence. Instead, he lifted his hand between us. Hooking his finger around a button of my sweater, he popped it open. My breath caught, and I tried to swat his hand away.

“What is wrong with you?” I hissed. “What makes you think this is alright?”

“The fact that you belong to me, love.” Calix replied without even a moment of hesitation.

He truly did believe, entirely, that he owned me. Body and all. The thought was a devastatingly terrifying one. It was poisonous.

I tried another route. “I’m not ready for something like this, Calix.” I felt a blush sting my cheeks and I looked to the floor. He had no idea how true that statement really was. This, feeling his hands on my body - I wasn’t ready for it. Seeing him naked and aroused while I was naked and vulnerable wasn’t a situation I wanted to face. Hell, it wasn’t a situation I could face.

He quirked a grin. “I’ll get you ready, love. Don’t worry about that.”

Confusion screwed my expression and my reply was hoarse. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

His hand slipped into the now open front of my sweater to caress my side. I could feel the heat of his palm over my shirt. He explained huskily, “I’ll make you wet, Nova.”

Understanding settled in and my head spun as panic flared. I felt my skin pale as the blood rushed from my head. A small gasp sounded from my lips and I leaned my head back against the wall.

I was going to be sick.

Calix planned to fuck me in the shower.

My first time.

No...

I felt Calix’s hand still against my side where he’d been touching me before stepping back. “Nova?” He questioned, cupping my face. “Are you alright?”

Shaking my head from side to side slowly, I protested. “No,”

“You’re pale.” He leaned in close to my face, “Tell me what’s wrong.”

“I can’t do what you want,” I croaked, feeling the swell of tears. “I can’t.”

Pulling back, he asked gruffly. “Are you a virgin, Nova?”

Weakly and slightly ashamed, I nodded. “Yes,”

Calix didn’t reply. The silence beat between us for so long that I looked up. His face was tense and his eyes were wild. His jaw was clenched tight and his hands were fisted at his side. He looked mad. “You’re lying.”

“No,” I gasped. “I’m not.”

“You had a boyfriend for two years.” He stated. “How could you still be a virgin?”

Suddenly angry, I spoke. “Not everyone resorts to force, Calix.”

Fire ignited in his eyes. “No man would have stayed with you for two years, Nova. Not without,”

I cut him off. “He wasn’t a man, Calix. He was a boy. We dated from the beginning of grade nine to the end of grade ten and we broke up because I wanted to save myself for marriage!”

Suddenly, he grinned. My palm tingled, itching to slap him hard in the face. “Looks like you got what you always wanted.”

And then I did it. I slapped him. The loud crack of my palm against his cheek ricocheted through the room. Stunned, I pulled my hand into my chest. “You’re a bastard.”

Calix’s eyes on me were enough to make my skin pebble with goosebumps. They were filled with ice that chilled me down to the very marrow of my bones. “Undress yourself, Nova.”

“No.”

“Do it, or I will.”

“We aren’t married.” I was grasping at straws now. “You said I got what I wanted.”

“We don’t have to be married for what I’m going to do to you.” He growled. “Remove your clothes.”

“What are you going to do?” I whispered.

“I’m going to make you come, love.” His words were spoken through biting anger. “I’m going to make that pretty little cunt of yours ache with a need only I can satisfy. You’ll be so wet, so hot for me, your pussy will seduce your body of your minds restrictions. By the end of this night, you’ll be begging me to fuck you.”

His words rattled me and melted me. They melted me in the very place I didn’t want to feel him. And I hated him for it. So deeply, I loathed my captor. “I won’t.”

“You will.” His eyes burned. “Now we can do this the easy way or the hard way, this is your choice.”

“What’s the hard way?” I asked pitifully.

He grinned. “You can fight me and I’ll tie you up so tight, you’ll have no choice but to take what I give you.”

I frowned. “And the easy way?”

“You can undress yourself, join me for a shower, and allow me to give you pleasure.”

I blinked. “You’re going to fuck me?”

“Not until you beg me.”

“Never.” I whispered.

He shrugged. “We’re done going in circles. Take off your clothes.”

I didn’t move. Mostly because I couldn’t.

He spoke again. “Easy or hard, Nova?”

I breathed. “Easy.”

“Good girl,” he purred.

Good girl, my ass! Just because I wasn’t choosing restraints and who knows what else, did not mean I wanted this in any way. I didn’t. Actually, I was dreading this with every fiber of my being. Because as much as I liked to tell myself I wouldn’t beg for him, that I wouldn’t allow myself to stoop so low, I didn’t really know. Calix made me feel things I didn’t know how to interpret. He made me want, ache, and need when I shouldn’t. Somehow, when Calix touched me, all rational thought just dissipated. Right blurred with wrong and sense meshed with senselessness. Every time Calix touched me, I lost a little more of myself to him. Soon, there would be nothing left to lose. Soon, I really would belong to Calix. Completely and irrevocably. There wasn’t much I feared more in this world.

My body trembled without control as I shrugged the sweater from my shoulders. Letting it fall to the floor, I tried to ignore the heat of Calix’s eyes on my body as I acted his bidding. I’d never undressed so slowly, but I feared that if I moved any faster my heart would explode.

Calix didn’t seem to mind. He stood, his arms folded over his chest as he watched me bare myself to him. I wanted to cry, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t feel anything but fear - and anticipation. I had no clue what he planned on doing to me - to my body. All I knew was that I really wasn’t ready. Not mentally or physically.

Stepping out of the last article of clothing, I folded my arms over my chest to hide myself from his penetrating gaze. Pulling in a deep breath, I spoke. “What now?”

His lips curled and his command was husky. “Undress me.”

“What?” I asked in surprise. Eyeing him uncertainly, I frowned. “You want me to undress you?”

He nodded. “Yes.”

“Oh,” I nodded as though to convince myself I could. “Kay,”

Stepping toward him uncertainly, I lifted my hand before letting it fall back to my waist. I’d never undressed a man. Where was I supposed to begin? I had no freaking clue. Uncertainty turned to frustration that bled into doubt. I nibbled my lip and looked up at him.

He cocked his head. “You really haven’t done this, have you?”

I shook my head. “No,” my tone was soft, nearly inaudible. “You should know that already.”

“You’re right, I should know that.” He nodded. “There were so many signs.”

I didn’t bother asking what signs he was talking about. I had a feeling no matter how many questions I asked I would never understand Calix.

I shifted, still nibbling my lip when Calix took pity on me. “Start with my shirt.”

I nodded, happy to be told what to do. The irony of that was not lost on me. Here I was fighting tooth and nail for freedom, and yet when given what I wanted, I found I needed direction.

Shaking the imposing thought from my head, I reached for the top button of his shirt. My fingers were shaking so badly, I had a difficult time pushing the button through the stitched hole. Exposing inch by golden inch of toned male chest, I forgot to breathe. By the time I had reached the last button, my lungs were burning. Pulling in deep breaths of air, I looked up into his blue eyes and then forgot how to breathe all over again.

Tearing my eyes away from his, I fastened my attention back on his chiseled stomach. There was just so much of him to look at. He was considerably larger than me and he was so devastatingly beautiful. I didn’t want to continue. I wanted to stare at him for the rest of the night because I was living in an illusion where he was beautiful and this was right. When in reality, he was a monster and this was so very wrong.

“Continue, love.” Calix urged gently.

Trailing my eyes up his chest, I tucked my fingers beneath the collar of his shirt. Standing on my tiptoes, I pushed the material from his shoulders, letting it fall to the floor behind him. As I leaned forward, my breasts grazed his chest and he hissed sharply. I don’t know if it was his sound, or the feel of his warmth against my sensitive flesh, but my nipples hardened and my skin pebbled as a shiver rolled through me.

Startled, I jumped away from him quickly covering my breasts. Peeking up into his face, I tried to guage what his reaction would be. His jaw twitched and I knew he was clenching his teeth the way he tended to do so often, but he remained standing still.

“Sorry,” I breathed.

He frowned. “For what?”

“T-touching you.” I whispered.

“Never apologize for touching me.” His tone was hard and from the corner of my eye, I saw his large hand fist.

Nodding obediently, I asked. “What now?”

I didn’t see it from where my gaze was trained on the floor, but I heard his smirk. “My belt.”

My heart leapt at the thought of doing anything to his belt. His belt would lead to the button of his pants that would lead to the zipper that would lead to no pants at all. And then where would I be?

Oh yes, his boxers. I would have to remove those and then there would be nothing...

“Nova?” Calix’s voice shattered my thoughts and I blinked.

“Hmm?”

“Where did you go?”

“Um, nowhere.” I murmured and he chuckled.

“My belt, love.” Calix reminded me gently. “Remove it.”

Gulping down my insecurities, I stepped forward to remove his belt. His arousal strained against the fabric of his jeans and I knew, instinctively, that I was standing on dangerous territory. Beneath my fingers, the leather of his belt was warm. Probably from being so close to this unbearably hot man all day long. Working the belt free from the loops of his jeans, I tried to ignore the pounding of my heart in my eardrums. It was so loud I could barely hear my own breathing. And I knew that was loud too. I was filled with so many nerves and all of them were strung on high. It was a horribly torturous sensation.

Dropping the belt to the floor, it clanged against the wood. “Now my jeans,” Calix said tensely as though knowing instinctively that I needed his direction.

I didn’t look up at him. Instead, I went to work at the button of his jeans. Twisting my hand, my knuckle grazed against the hard skin of his lower belly. Popping the button free, I then tugged down on the zipper. As the jean split, his imposing erection pressed forward against the black fabric of his boxers and I gasped.

Shakily, I stepped back and glanced up into his eyes. “I can’t,”

Tensely, he nodded. His hand moved forward and I stared at it as though it were a body in and of itself. I feared it separately from Calix. I feared what it would do to me - what it would make me do to him.

Gently, he closed his hand around my wrist. Looking up, I caught his eyes with my own and I knew he felt my pulse quicken beneath his fingers. His eyes widened and he breathed a slow breath from between beautiful lips. “Nova, you don’t have to fear me.”

“But I do,” I replied breathlessly.

For a moment, he looked sad. Then he shook it off and turned, pulling me behind him to the bathroom. I stood in the center of the large room as Calix turned to close the door behind him.

As he moved around the room, I couldn’t help but think wow. This man was gorgeous. He was magnificent, actually. And with his jeans undone the way they were - hanging from his sculpted hips - he looked devilish. The man was pure sin.

Even in under the harsh light of the bathroom he looked amazing. While I looked washed out and exposed. My every flaw was out on display for Calix to scrutinize and that only added to my discomfort in regard to this situation.

“Stop hiding from me.” He pulled my arms away from my breasts and I felt my belly flutter in fear. “Never hide from me, love.”

Searching his eyes, I tried to find compassion. Surely, he wouldn’t continue with this charade. Surely he knew this was wrong. But if it was wrong, why was there a part of me that felt accepting of this? Why did my body flutter at his touch, heat beneath his gaze, and melt from his words?

“Can you,” I paused, looking down. “I don’t know,” Calix lifted my chin, forcing my eyes to meet his again.

“Can I what?” He asked curiously.

“Can you light a candle or something?”

He straightened. “You’re uncomfortable with the light?”

I nodded shyly. “I am.”

“Why?”

Seriously? He was going to make me explain the basics of being born with an X chromosome? Basically every female on the planet was insecure her first time being naked in a mans presence - and Calix wasn’t just a man. He was my captor. My very arousing, very daunting captor. In every way, I was inferior to him. Would it hurt him so much to dim the lighting and give me even an ounce of peace?

“Because I’m naked.” I admitted sullenly. “Because you’re looking at me.”

“And you’re uncomfortable with my looking at you, why?”

“I,” Was he daft? “I’ve never had anyone look at me - like this.”

His eyes gleamed. “Do you think I don’t like what I see?”

Wide eyed, I shrugged. “I don’t know.” I hated how mousey I sounded, but I mean, seriously. These questions were ridiculous. Was he trying to humiliate me? Was he into that - humiliation?

Taking my hand in his, Calix guided it to his cock. I locked my fingers straight and concentrated on not passing out from nerves. “Do you feel that?” He asked, rubbing my palm over the hardness beneath his boxers. “My cocks so fucking hard for you, love.”

“Calix,” I whispered his name, trying futilely to pull my hand away from him.

“If you’re still uncomfortable after seeing what you do to me, I’ll dim the lighting.”

“After?” I frowned and he released my hand.

Calix wasted no time in shedding his jeans. When his thumbs hooked into the waistband of his boxers, I nearly had a heart attack. Instead, I forced my eyes to look up at the roof. I felt a little as though I looked like I was praying. And in a way, I kind of was. I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t want to be here. But more than that - I prayed to remain unaffected by him.

“Look at me, Nova.” Calix commanded and I knew he had removed his last article of clothing. “See the way you affect me. I fucking pulse for you.”

His throaty words echoed in my brain, signaling the wrong message to my body. Liquid heat moved through my veins and I tried desperately to cool myself. I couldn’t believe I was so affected by him - by this monster of a man.

Slowly, I lowered my eyes to meet his. He was watching me intently, eager to see me take in his arousal - his desire for me. I however, was not so eager.

I was flipping terrified.

“Look down, Nova.” He voice was encouraging rather than commanding and I found I was grateful for it. However, I knew that if I were to fight it, he would force the issue the way he tended to do.

I barely breathed as I glanced down. And when I did, I gasped. He was huge. His arousal was long and hard and he had been telling the truth - it was pulsing. He literally throbbed as though it had a heartbeat of its own. The skin stretched over his shaft was darker than the rest of him and he looked so impossibly heavy. I wondered how it was possible for something so large to be standing up so high without help. It jutted out at me dauntingly and I swallowed.

If Calix thought I was ever having sex with him - he was one delusional man. Showing me how large he was only solidified my decision to ensure sex never occurred between us. The man would freaking tear me in two.

That thing would never fit inside me.

He stepped toward me and I flinched. Every muscle in my body tightened, coiling. I debated on bolting for the door.

“Do you still want me to dim the lights?” He asked softly.

Blinking, I nodded. I would take all the comfort I could get. And maybe being unable to see him so clearly would help me quell the sudden fear building inside me of his anatomy. “Yes.”

He looked almost disappointed, but he turned away from me. I watched as he walked to the door before slipping out into the bedroom. When the fireplace flamed to life, I closed my eyes in relief. I kept my eyes closed even after I heard Calix come back into the room. When he flicked off the light I knew even though my eyes were closed. Relief flooded me at the knowledge, but I still didn’t open my eyes. With them closed, I could pretend I wasn’t here. I could envision myself somewhere else. Anywhere else.

I could feel Calix standing in front of me before he spoke. The man radiated warmth like a furnace and his scent was just as hot. Everything about my captor affected me. No matter how miniscule the attribute, I never failed to be touched.

“Open your eyes, Nova.”

I obeyed. The thought wasn’t conscious. I simply acted on instinct. I was so far out of my element that the need to submit to him was visceral. Primal. Holding onto a broken thread of control was useless.

“Better?” Calix asked. I knew he was talking about the light.

I nodded. “Thank you.”

“I told you I wanted to bring you pleasure.” He moved another inch closer. The little space between us was charged - electrified. I could barely breathe.

Taking a large step back, I replied. “If you want me to find pleasure, you could release me.”

He shook his head. “Never, love.” And he took a step forward.

His hand moved quickly as I jumped to take another step away from him. Catching my wrist, he pulled me forward. Slowly, Calix tugged my body flat against his. At the feel of him against me, my blood sizzled. His hand moved to my lower back, pressing my front hard against his. The swell of his shaft throbbed against my stomach and my breasts squished against him.

“Calix,” I protested his nearness. Placing my hands on his hard pecks, I pushed myself back. “I thought you wanted a shower.”

“I do.” He smirked down at me. “But I wanted to feel you against me.”

“Let go.”

Blue eyes glimmered as he dropped his hand from the small of my back, releasing me. Surprised at his willingness to act on my command, I folded my arms over my chest and glared at him.

He said nothing as he moved across the room to the shower. I watched as he turned on the water, fixing the temperature before looking back at me. His expression was one I found difficult to trust. There was a mischievous light in his eyes I wanted to run from, but I didn’t. Because I couldn’t.

He crooked his finger at me. “Come here.”

My heart felt as though it was about to rip through my chest. Somehow, I managed to put one foot in front of the other. And then I was standing before him.

He looked pleased by my obedience. “Step in,” he placed his hand against my waist to guide me into the shower and my entire body tingled at the touch of his hand on my bare skin.

I don’t know if I stepped into the shower because he told me to, or because I wanted to step out from under his touch. I’d accepted long ago that there were some things I would never know the answer to. Some things held no rhyme or reason. I figured this scenario as one of those things.

The stream of water falling from the showerhead was warm on my over-sensitized skin. My breaths were coming in short shallow gasps and I could hear my heart beating in my ears.

Through wide eyes, I watched Calix step into the shower after me before closing the door. There was enough space in the shower for two people and yet I felt trapped. I felt as though the walls were closing in on me. Maybe I should have kept the lights on after all. Maybe then the room wouldn’t feel so frightening.

My head was spinning and I leaned back against the tile wall to steady myself. Blinking slowly, I watched Calix wet himself in the water. I was standing close enough to feel the spray of water, but I didn’t trust my body to move away safely to the opposite end of the shower. When Calix turned to face me, his hair was wet and dripping down his face. His blue eyes were vivid in the amber light of the fire. He was breathtaking. His massive form was aweing - the man was an Adonis.

And the Adonis was my captor.


 

Chapter 15

Calix moved from the water to stand in front of me. Planting both hands on either side of me, he bowed his head. Still leaning back against the wall, I crooked my neck to look into his face. His expression set my insides to fire. His lips were parted and his cobalt eyes were hooded. He wore the expression of desire.

“I’m going to kiss you now, Nova.”

I didn’t nod. But I didn’t tilt my face away from him either. I didn’t want to. I liked when Calix kissed me. There was no denying that. How could I when I lost myself every time he pressed his lips against mine?

He moved in close and I felt his penis slide up against my stomach, reminding me of how dangerously close we were to crossing every line I had ever drawn for myself. Not that I had a choice in the lines that were crossed anymore. I didn’t. The choice was all Calix. That was painfully clear and shamefully liberating.

His fingertips traced my jaw and I stared up at him hunched over me. He was so big. Standing against the wall with his body towering over me, I felt completely surrounded by him. It was as though this large man fought the world and won for dominance. Nothing else mattered but him. The outside world no longer existed. My mind blanked of everything, but Calix, my captor.

Tipping his head, he pressed his lips to mine. They were warm and wet from the water. He moved his lips gently against mine, and my mind fogged, stimulated with sensation. He really was a fantastic kisser. The moment his lips touched mine, the world and all its problems vanished. He kissed me now as he always did, with infectious hunger and passion. He traced my lips, licking and sucking until I granted him access inside. And then he tongued my mouth in such an erotic way, I wondered if he was trying to imitate lovemaking.

He kissed me so long, I felt robbed of breath. Spiraling out of control, I felt my knees weaken. And then I felt Calix press his knee between my thighs, inching his knee up until I felt him against my moist, hot core. At the feel of him there - a rush of searing liquid rushed through me to pool in my core. He was holding me there against the wall, devouring my mouth. And I didn’t want him to stop. Not even a little part of me encouraged my mind to fight him.

No, instead, I submitted to him completely - as though it were the most natural thing in the world for me to do.

The thought didn’t linger long in my mind. Rather, a new thought bloomed. And this one was much more interesting. I thought of Calix’s hands moving lower. And lower. And lower.

I thought so vividly of him touching me, I could almost feel it. His hands would whisper across my breasts, my stomach, the intimate place no man had ever gone before. But I knew Calix would. No matter the hesitations of my mind, my body knew, instinctively, that I would be Calix’s. In every way. He had taken me - and he would continue to take me until I had nothing left to give. When I was broken and empty - nothing left but a shell - would Calix walk away? When there was no more to take, would he release me? Was that the point of this game he played with such ease?

And it was that thought - the thought of him leaving me, walking away from me, that made my throat feel tight and closed from air. Devastation tore through my system. Gasping against his lips, I realized my entire body had begun shaking in his arms. I was quivering like a leaf on a breezy day barely hanging onto the branch. The blood flowing through my veins had been chilled like the icy Alaskan rivers.

Calix didn’t pull away from me as I expected, but instead, he pulled me even closer. Fingers delving into the wet strands of my hair, he pressed my face into his chest. With my cheek against his breast, I could feel his heartbeat. I could hear the bang of it in his chest - loud and imposing. Like the man himself.

He pulled me from the wall to cradle me against his hard body as though sensing my sudden panic. I could feel his arousal between us, but I paid it no mind. His leg was still positioned intimately between mine, but his arms had wound around my back. I felt his fingertips flutter across my back, gently tracing circles into my skin. With every passing moment, I felt the racing of my heart subside.

As though sensing my renewed comfort, Calix asked. “What happened?”

“I don’t know.” I murmured against his chest. I didn’t want him to pull away from me. Not yet. I knew it was wrong, that I seek security from the very man who had ripped me from everything I had ever known, but I was. And I didn’t want to fight it any longer.

“Yes, you do.” Calix replied factually, his fingers still tracing circles. “Let me in, love.”

“What do you want with me, Calix?” I whispered shakily, burying my face deeper into his chest. “Why did you take me?”

“I want you to marry me. And I took you as part of a bigger plan.” He’d said this to me before, but I still didn’t understand. There was no doubt in my mind that there was a deeper meaning behind those riddled words, but what? What could possibly be bigger than abduction?

I sighed, “When you marry me, will you ever leave me?”

“Why are you asking this, Nova?”

I shrugged and he pulled away from me. I felt the loss of him in the bottom of my heart. And that’s when I realized how very talented my captor was in pushing his way into places he was never wanted in the first place. He’d pushed his way into my life. He’d pushed his way into my mind. And now he’d pushed his way into my heart. When would he be sated? Would I ever be enough? When there was no part of me he had not claimed for himself, would I still be the focal point of his desire?

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t think of a lie to tell and the truth would give too much. I couldn’t let this man know he’d successfully pushed his way past the chains around my heart - in just under four days.

I was humiliated at my weakness for him. I was angry at myself for caving so quickly, so easily. Maybe he’d known my weakness the very first time he saw me. Maybe it was that weakness that encouraged him to take me in the first place.

I didn’t know. Because he wouldn’t tell me.

“Nova,” Calix bowed his head to look deep and hard into my eyes. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

“You can take my body and you can force my submission, but you can never take my thoughts. If you ever know what I’m thinking - what I’m feeling - it will be a gift that I will give to you.” I refused to blink as I stared up at him with water spraying over his broad shoulders. “If you ever know my thoughts, Calix, it will be because I want you to know. Not a moment sooner or for any other reason.”

His lips tightened as he processed my words. With his arms still hanging loosely around me, I felt caged by him. In every way he surrounded me. And I knew, that before the end of my days came, he would possess me.

“Such a statement is a dangerous one, love.” His tone was low. Challenging.

I held my ground. “Then it’s a good thing I don’t understand your cryptic threat.”

“It’s not a threat.”

“Then what is it?” I asked.

Calix moved his hand to settle on my hip. I felt the points of his thumb and fingers hold me tight. “You say I’ll never know your thoughts or feelings unless you want me to know, and I take that as a challenge.” He explained. “In no way, do you hold the power here, Nova.”

Confusion clouded my vision and I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

“Then I’ll make it clear.” He tipped his head and again I felt caged by him. “If you withhold something from me, I’ll be forced to make you want to tell me.”

My heart jumped. “What? How?”

He grinned. “I can think of a few ways, Nova.”

“Tell me.”

“You have a vivid imagination, love. I think I’ll let you come up a few answers on your own. But just know, I know you, Nova. I know your fears and I know your dreams.”

“You would hurt me?”

For a moment, he didn’t speak. And then he did. “Yes. I would hurt you, love.” I tried to pull away from his touch, but he held me firmly. “And then I would give you pleasure.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“And you don’t have to know. Not yet, anyway.” He loosened his grip on my hips, but not enough for me to move out from under his hands. “Now tell me, what was with the questions?”

“I honestly don’t know.” I whispered, feeling afraid and ashamed. Calix was cruel. Deep down, he was a bad person. And yet I continuously allowed myself to hope for something more - something that wasn’t there. It was depressing.

“Nova,” he warned. “Why do you want to know if I’ll ever leave you?” He cocked his head. “Are you afraid that I might? Do you want me to remain with you?”

I gasped. The man had to read minds! “No.”

“You’re lying.” He smiled. “You don’t want me to leave you. Why?”

Blinking back my shamed tears, I replied. “I don’t want you to break me and then leave me. I wouldn’t know how to fix myself.”

He frowned. “You think I’m going to break you?”

Lifting my eyes to his, I spoke. “You already are.”

I expected a reaction. A tense breath - a hiss - a twitch. But I got nothing. Calix simply stared down at me - as though I were nothing more than a fascination. It angered me and hurt me. That I would go from being a woman who respected herself and her dreams to this. I barely even knew who I was anymore. I didn’t know what I wanted. I was confused. My mind was at constant war with my body and now my heart was sitting on the fence - unsure which side to fight for.

I was losing myself already. And it had only been four days. What would happen when two weeks had passed - when I was set to marry this monster? Where would I be then? Would I even recognize myself if I looked into a mirror?

“Turn around.” Calix spoke gruffly, quietly.

My heart raced. “What are you going to do?”

He tensed. “I’m going to wash you, Nova. Turn around.”

Slowly, I complied. My knees were shaking and my stomach was aching. I didn’t know if it was the wreck of my nerves or because I was flipping from desire to disdain every few minutes. But I did know that Calix was wreaking havoc on my system.

Behind me, I heard Calix move. I knew when he poured the soap into his hands because the shower exploded in a warm honey aroma that eased some of the tension from my body.

“Move your hair over to one shoulder.” He grunted the command and I obliged quickly.

When I felt his hands on my back, I sighed. The feel of him working soapy fingers into the tense muscles was so good. He moved his hands over every inch of my backside. From the skin at the base of my hairline to my heels. He massaged every inch as he covered me in soap.

I tried to clear my mind. I tried to relax. But I couldn’t. All I could think was that Calix hadn’t answered me. He hadn’t said anything in response to my thinking he was breaking me. And he hadn’t denied that he planned to one day leave me.

This should make me happy. The possibility that he might one day release me - but it didn’t. Instead, it settled a depressing fog over my heart. It’s dark shadows were quickly festering - spreading into my bloodstream.

Calix’s voice shattered my depressing thoughts. “Face me.”

I did.

His eyes drank me in hungrily and a quick peek down told me that his arousal had never diminished. I didn’t understand that. How he could talk about something that made him obviously angry and still be aroused. It made no sense to me. My own desire was so quickly affected by my feelings, that trying to understand his, was like trying to wrap my arms around a hot air balloon. Impossible. It was simply too big.

“I could look at you all day and never grow bored.” He said huskily.

“Is that why you’re marrying me?” I asked spitefully.

He pursed his lips, lathering his hands with new soap. “I’m marrying you because I want you. I want to own you. Every part of you.”

I looked to the floor and Calix lowered his hands onto my shoulders. He massaged, working the soap into my skin just as he had over my back. Only, this felt more sexual. He took his time covering my breasts, kneading and stroking until I felt that same deceiving rush of hot liquid surge between my legs. As though knowing what he was doing to me, Calix’s lips curved into a cocky half-grin. Trying to keep myself from moaning as he rolled my budded nipples between his expert fingers, I chewed down on my lower lip.

I could feel Calix’s eyes on me, watching my reaction to his touch. I felt betrayed by my own body. He touched me and I caved. He stroked me and I bowed. He commanded and I obeyed. Somehow, we’d established a ranking between us this way - and without accepting it myself - my body saw him as my superior. I submitted to him in every way, when inside I was screaming to fight.

His hands stilled over my breasts. “Look at me, Nova.”

I looked up to meet his eyes, no longer watching his hands move over my breasts. And then he pinched me. His fingertips clamped down on both nipples tightly and the surge of liquid that went through me before tripled. A sharp gasp escaped from between my lips as I lifted my hands over his. I wanted his fingers off my breasts. He was hurting me.

“Stop,” I demanded, trying to pull his hands from my aching nipples. He pinched harder when I tried to pull him away and I dropped my hands. “Calix,” his name was a word between a cry and a moan. “You’re hurting me.”

“I know, love.” He smiled and I saw malice. It frightened me and I squirmed. “I just thought you needed a reminder that you’re mine. Whatever I want to do to you, you are helpless to fight. Do you understand?”

I nodded. Tears were flowing freely now. I was so terribly confused by this situation and my body’s reaction to it. For the first time, I was happy we were in the shower because I was so wet between my legs I could practically feel it running down my thighs.

He pinched harder and a new burst of liquid warmed me. What the hell was going on? This hurt. I shouldn’t be aroused - but I was. Oh, I was so aroused I ached.

“Tell me you understand, Nova.”

“I understand.”

“Tell me you’re mine.”

Slamming my eyes closed, I shook my head. “Please,” I didn’t know why I bothered pleading with him. But I didn’t want to admit such a thing aloud to him. I didn’t want to say those words.

“Nova,” slowly, his fingers tightened. “Do you like this pain?”

“No.” I moaned, squirming. I tightened my thighs before I even knew what I was doing. Subconsciously, I was trying to alleviate some of the building pressure within me. And Calix seemed to know exactly what I was doing, because he released my nipples and rubbed small circles around the swollen flesh.

“You do like this.” He stated.

“I don’t.” I protested, opening my eyes to find that his were intense. In their depths, I saw a hint of surprise.

“Don’t lie to me, Nova.” He moved his hands over my stomach - getting lower. “I know you like it. I can see your struggle, and you don’t want to like it, but you do. I bet if I touched you now, I would find you sopping wet. I bet I could make you come with just the touch of my finger on your swollen clit.” I shivered at his words, my body aching for him to do just what he spoke. “Do you want it, Nova? Do you want me to touch you?”

The bastard! He took and took and took - but this he wanted permission for. The one thing my body ached for so desperately, but my pride refused to beg for and the man was asking permission.

Stonily, I replied. “No. I don’t want you to touch me.”

“Again, you lie.” He tisked. And then I felt his large hands move lower - to that place between my legs - and I knew he was going to touch me. I hoped he was going to touch me.

Calix ran his soapy hand over my lips and I struggled to keep my hips from bucking into his touch. He never parted my lips, just washed over them.

His eyes gleamed. “You are wet. Even with your lips closed, I can feel the juice of your pussy.” He breathed. “So slippery and soft. I want to fuck you.” He growled the last words in the back of his throat. “Look at me, Nova. Look at my cock.” I did. It was standing so erect - even bigger than before. The veins protruded from the stiff flesh, making him look large and menacing. I shivered. “I want to be inside you. I want to push my cock deep into your pussy and I want to feel your body stretch around me. I want to hear your soft cries as I impale myself inside you. I want to feel your nails on my back and scalp,” he broke off. “Tell me you want it.”

God. I wanted it.

But I couldn’t have it. I wasn’t ready for that. I didn’t know if I would ever be ready for this with Calix. “I can’t.” I shook my head on a strangled breath. “I don’t want you.”

He closed his eyes slowly, his hand still running over me. Teasing me. Somehow, despite the pain of my desire, I held my hips still.

I watched as Calix opened his eyes. In their depths was a determination that nearly frightened the life right out of me. I didn’t know what he was going to do, but I did know that my moment of choice had been ripped away.

“Turn into the water.” He guided me into the stream of warmth and the suds over my body started to rinse away. His hands moved over my body, ensuring that every inch of my skin had been cleaned.

When he was satisfied, he spoke. “Lean against the wall.” He pointed to the wall I’d been leaning against before. Slowly, I moved, pressing my back against the tile. My heart was beating hard and fast in my chest as I watched him cage me in. “Spread your legs.”

“Why?” I breathed. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to make you come.” He announced. “Over and over again. Until you realize that you do, in fact, want me.”

Seriously? He was trying to prove me wrong?

I shook my head. “I don’t want you, Calix.”

“You don’t want to want me.” His blue eyes bored into mine. “Open your legs.”

“No.” I said resolutely.

Calix narrowed his eyes. And then I felt his hand press between my thighs. I kept them clamped tightly shut and he grinned at my fight. Leaning down, he nipped my bottom lip. “You want me to force you, Nova?”

“No.”

“Then do as I say.”

And I did. As soon as I was open to him, his hand moved between my legs. My belly was coiled so tight, it hurt. My desire for him was so strong I could practically taste it. And I knew that if I could, he could too.

Pulling back, Calix watched my face as he parted my lips, slipping his finger over my folds. I gasped, inching up the wall until I was standing on my tip-toes. I was trying to get away from him - from the torturous pleasure of his touch. But Calix was having none of it. He stroked me slowly, building the already intense pressure. And then I felt his finger press against my clit. Sensation flooded through my body and stars glittered behind my lids as I slammed my eyes shut. He rolled his fingers around the bundle of nerves and the pressure that he’d so intently built came crashing down, shaking my entire body in stubborn release.

And I realized, to my horror, that I had just had my first orgasm. At the hands of my captor.


 

Chapter 16

“Open your eyes.” Calix demanded roughly, but his hand was still gently against me as he stroked, milking me of my pleasure.

Slowly, I opened my eyes. I wanted to cry, but I didn’t. I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t. Gazing down at me, Calix looked satisfied with himself. And I wanted to hurt him.

“Are you finished?” I asked haughtily.

“Not even close.” He grinned. “I can do this all night.”

All night? I couldn’t handle this all night. One was enough. I already hated myself for coming at his touch. What more did he want from me?

I pressed my hands against his chest, pushing. “Get away from me.”

“Oh no, love,” he shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

“I don’t want you!” I raised my voice, instantly fearing repercussion.

“You do.” He repeated. “Tell me you want me and we’ll be done for the night.”

I glared at him through angry eyes. “Never.”

He grinned, “Then we’re not done.”

Defeated, I slumped down the wall, trying to get away from him. My move was so abrupt Calix didn’t catch me. Sitting on the floor, I pulled my knees into my chest before placing my forehead against my kneecaps. In a ball like this, I felt safe from him. From the unwelcome desires of my body.

“Nova,” he thundered. “Stand up.”

I ignored him. In this moment, I hated him more than ever before. He’d made me betray my body and that was unforgiveable. He wanted to do it again and again, but I couldn’t let him.

“Alright,” he sighed. “If this is how you want it,”

I heard him crouch down low beside me and my heart raged. I felt his hand on my ankle and then I was being pulled away from the wall. Lifting my head, I asked frantically, “What are you doing?”

I gripped behind me for something, anything, but found nothing. Calix had dragged me into the center of the large shower and I suddenly regretted my refusal to stand. In my attempt to save myself, I only made myself more vulnerable.

I gasped a sob, “I’ll stand.”

“Too late,” he crouched over me, his massive form daunting in the dim light. “Lie back.”

“No.” I shook my head, suddenly hating that there was so much space in this shower. “Please don’t do this.”

His eyes flared and I knew I was in trouble. “I will ask you one more time, Nova. And then I will make you. I promise you won’t like it if I make you.”

I was sobbing now. My entire body was trembling in fear and anger and hatred of Calix. But I did lie back. Pressing my back flat against the shower, Calix climbed over me. I was so uncomfortable, so afraid, I couldn’t help the sharp intakes of breath.

“Calm down, Nova.” Calix hovered over me. Not one part of him was touching me, but I knew he would. Is this how he was going to do it - take my virginity? Was he seriously going to do this on the floor of the shower. “I want you to relax, love.”

“I,” I stuttered. “C-can’t.”

“You can.” He lowered himself, pressing his lips to my forehead. He littered kisses all over my face. The tip of my nose, my temple, my closed eyes, chin and my lips. I knew if I raised my knee, I could severely hurt him. But I knew that such an action would have devastating consequences. And there were just some things I wasn’t willing to risk.

He spoke again. This time, his command was soft. “Open your eyes, love.”

I did, ignoring the light spray of water that came over him. Hovering over me, he was just as handsome as always. His angular face was tilted just so, and his eyes were intense. The muscles in his shoulders and arms were strained as he held his weight positioned over me. I could feel the weight of his cock pressing against my lower belly and I couldn’t help but notice how warm it was. Almost fevered.

Pressing my lips together, I tried to force my sob into the back of my throat. If only I could swallow the damn thing.

“Tell me what you’re thinking, Nova.” He cocked his head.

“Honestly?” I questioned.

He nodded. “Yes, I want you to be honest.”

“Will you punish me - if you don’t like what you hear?”

He frowned, but shook his head. “No.”

“I’m afraid of you.” I croaked. “I don’t want to feel you inside me. I’m not ready for this and even if I was I wouldn’t,” I paused, unable to continue.

He lowered his head a fraction. “Even if you were ready, you wouldn’t what?” His eyes pierced mine. “You wouldn’t want it to be me?”

“That’s not it.” I answered honestly. I knew there was no one else in the world I would want this way. As wrong as it was for me to ache for Calix, I did. It was that simple.

He hissed in a breath. “Then what is it?”

I closed my eyes. I couldn’t answer this question and look at him. I just wasn’t brave enough. “I wouldn’t want it to be in here - like this.”

He gasped a sharp intake of breath. “How would you want it?”

Even though I wasn’t looking at him, I could feel his eyes taking me in. My cheeks stained red and I knew he could see the blush. “I don’t know. Just not like this.”

“Tell me how you imagined it.” He whispered against the hollow of my throat before pressing his lips to my skin. I shivered beneath him.

“In a bed, I suppose.” My skin was so warm. “I guess I thought there’d be romance. Candles and wine, maybe? I just never saw it like this.”

I felt his tongue against my skin. He was licking me. And God, it felt so good. So hot and wet and soft. “Tell me, Nova, does it feel good when I kiss you?”

Since I was being so honest...

“Yes,”

He lifted himself away from me and I knew I’d surprised him with my answer. He knew I liked it - my body didn’t lie - but he had expected denial. “I want you to look at me, Nova.”

Letting my eyes flutter open, I gazed up at him. His eyes were like liquid fire as they burned into mine.

His voice was gravelly when he spoke. “Tell me you like the way my lips feel on your skin. Tell me you want me to kiss you.”

“Calix,” I protested.

“Love,” he whispered an agonized sound. “I know you like it. I just want to hear you say it.”

“What about what I want?”

“I’m a selfish man with you, Nova. I’m afraid I always will be, but I’ll try in no way to change that fact. I want every part of you and I’ll give you everything you need, so long as your desires don’t impede my own need to have you entirely for myself.”

At his words, my heart fluttered and crushed at the same time. How such a sensation was possible, I will never know. “I can’t give you want you want.”

“Not right now,” he sounded slightly hurt and I wanted to remedy that. “But one day you will.”

I shouldn’t care about his feelings, but I did. The man was a lovely monster, but he had also found a way inside my heart. And I’d always been a sensitive soul.

“I want to kiss you, Nova.” He breathed with emotion. “At least tell me I can.”

My stomach clenched. Then I whispered words I would never understand. I had no idea what made me say them, but I wasn’t in my right frame of mind. “You can.”

Calix breathed a breath of release as he dropped his mouth to mine. Feeling the warmth of his lips against my own made the rest of my body ache for his touch. I wished he would drop himself down over me - I wanted to feel the length of him pressed against my body, but I couldn’t ask. I couldn’t bring myself to stoop so low as to beg my captor for the weight of his body over mine. For now, his taking what he wanted would have to be enough.

Calix pressed his tongue between my lips, kissing me fervently. Breathy sounds consumed the silence as his hand roamed over my body while the other remained positioned firmly at the side of my head. He kissed me, fucking my mouth with his tongue until my mind fogged and my inhibitions hazed. When he pulled his mouth from mine I felt drugged. My eyes fluttered closed as he moved down my body, his mouth trailing hot, slow kissed over my throat, my chest, to my breast.

I gasped as he pulled my left breast into his mouth. Swirling his tongue around my beaded nipple, I moaned. His mouth was so hot against my flesh, I felt as though he were heating me from the outside in. I was boiling with need, swelling with desire. As though trying to be fair, Calix released my breast before moving to the other, lavishing it with just as much attention. My breasts were tingling in an odd sensation of pleasure and pain by the time I felt his mouth release me. At his absence, I arched my back. The action hadn’t been conscious, but instinctive.

Calix groaned at the sight of me wanting him so brazenly. “You’re fucking beautiful.”

I didn’t say anything and I didn’t open my eyes, but my body responded to his words. I felt the swell of liquid between my legs and wished he would touch me there again. When he touched me there, I found such a sweet release.

Hearing Calix pull his hand from where it had been positioned by my head, I opened my eyes. He was sitting beside my body on his knees, his erection was proud between his legs. The way he was looking at me - so hungrily - made me feel a low ache for him. Something more than desire. Something primal. Almost as though I was hungry for him too.

Not knowing if I should sit up or continue lying there on the floor, I asked. “What?”

Calix reached out to stroke his fingers gently over the length of my stomach. Goosebumps littered my flesh at the feathery touch of his fingertips. “I could look at you forever, love.”

At his words, I wanted to tell him I was his. And that I would always be his. The desire was so strong, all that stopped me was the emotion clogging my airwaves. I literally could not speak.

Calix didn’t say anything more as he ran his hand down from my stomach over my thighs and to my knees. There, he used his other hand to pry my legs apart. The little fight I gave him was useless. I wanted him to touch me.

I expected him to place his hand against me and rub me the way he had before. But he didn’t. To my shock and surprise, he moved himself to sit between my legs. My heart jumped at this very intimate position. With my legs spread wide for him, I was exposed.

“Calix,” his name on my lips was a definite plea. But I didn’t know if it was for him to touch me, or for him to stop this torturous seduction.

“Relax love,” he cooed, trailing his pointer-finger over the slit of my lips. “I want to taste you.”

“What?” I gasped. “No.” Squirming, I tried to close my legs around his large form, but he held firm on my knees.

“Has anyone ever tasted you, love?” He asked, lowering his face between my legs.

“No,” I gasped, pushing myself along the floor of the shower as the tip of his tongue made contact with the slit of my pussy. “Never,”

Calix moved his hands from my knees to my hips, holding me in place against his mouth. I had never been so open to another person before.

He made a satisfied sound in the back of his throat that warmed me from the inside out. “I’ll be the first then,”

I didn’t have the chance to answer him before he pressed his tongue between my lips, stroking up the length of my pussy. Explosions of feeling pulsed through my body and I cried out. My fingers curled into my palms, making trembling fists as I tried to hold onto myself. Calix, however, was determined to shatter my resolve.

Calix swirled his tongue around my clit, pulling it between his lips before giving it a small nip. The coiled pressure in my stomach doubled as I cried out, panting for him with abandon. My cries did nothing to halt his lapping - if anything, they only made him work that much harder to pull the pressure from deep within.

As Calix flattened his tongue against my clit before giving it a quick flick, I lost a little piece of myself. The orgasm that ripped through me made my hair stand erect and my toes curl. It was mind numbing, world changing and heart shattering. I knew, from this moment on, I would never be the same.


 

Chapter 17

Calix wrapped me in a fluffy bronze towel, rubbing me dry. The man was still dripping wet - and hard as a rock - but he was caring for me attentively. Sometimes, in regard to Calix, I felt as though I had whiplash. He could be so cruel and manipulative one moment while caring and sweet the next. It was hard to keep track of which side of Calix I would be facing. Closing my eyes, I let him care for me. As silly as it was, I wanted him to care about me. Intimately.

I didn’t know what it was about Calix that made me feel a little crazy inside, but I also didn’t know if I wanted to fight these feelings. As much as I should fight them, I just didn’t know if I had the ability.

I felt his hands still on the sides of my arms where the towel was wrapped tight around me and I opened my eyes. Blue eyes, so bright, were staring down at me. He wore a serious expression on his face that made my heart leap a little in my chest.

He cocked his head. “Are you tired?”

I shrugged. I wasn’t. But I should be. It was late. “Not really,”

He nodded. “I’d like to sit outside on the balcony for a bit with you.”

I gave a small frown, “Okay.” I wanted to ask him why, but I didn’t. I could see that there was something on his mind, but I didn’t know what it was and I didn’t want to pressure him to tell me either. After everything we had just done - or after everything he had just done to me - I didn’t know if I wanted an answer. What if he was upset by what he’d done to me? I mean, he should be upset. It had been wrong of him to force me the way he had - but I had liked it. Actually, I had found pleasure in his actions while he had found none.

Maybe that was what was wrong. Maybe he wanted release, too. But - could I do for him what he’d done for me?

Looking into those deep blue orbs, I knew I could. I could do anything for him - and that frightened me. These feelings I was having toward him were wrong. They were too fast, too strong, and they were dangerous. I should loathe him. And in a way, I suppose I still did. But my mother always used to say that love and hate walk hand in hand. You can’t have one without the potential for the other.

I had never really understood that saying until now. Now, it was clear as day.

“What are you thinking, Nova?” Calix asked intently. His eyes flickered over my face as though seeking the answer from somewhere in my eyes.

“I was, um,” I lowered my eyes to the ground before glancing up at him. “Are you upset with me?”

He straightened as though I’d slapped him. The movement was so abrupt, that I just stared up at him. “Why would I be upset with you, Nova?”

“Well,” I blushed furiously. “I, um, came and,”

“And what?” He asked slowly. I had a feeling he knew what I was going to say, but wanted to hear it anyway.

Taking a deep breath, I got it over with. Quick and painless like ripping off a band aide. Accept that it was painful! “You didn’t...come.”

“Did you want me to come?” He asked bluntly.

I shifted beneath my towel, painfully aware that he was naked and hard as ever. “I just don’t want you to be upset.”

He nodded crisply. “I’m not upset.” He walked past me to the sink. “Come brush your teeth.”

I moved closer to him, feeling timid for no good reason. The man had had his amazing mouth on places of my body I never could have imagined anyone kissing, and I somehow found the ability to be shy with him now. Taking the loaded toothbrush he handed me, I began brushing my teeth. I tried not to stare at Calix’s naked form as we brushed our teeth, but it was hard. I didn’t know why he hadn’t put a towel on and I didn’t know why he wasn’t getting soft. Surely he was hurting. I’m certain if I had to walk around with something so large and hard, I would be hurting.

I wanted to ask him, but my mouth was full. Leaning over the sink, I spit and rinsed my mouth. Calix followed, repeating my motions before putting the toothbrushes away. I watched as he pulled a large toothed comb from a drawer.

“Turn around.” He waved the comb in the air and I raised my brows.

“Are you going to brush my hair?”

“Yes,”

“I can do it.” I took a step toward him, but he shook his head.

“I want to do it.”

Nibbling my lip, I asked, “Why?”

“Because you’re mine to care for.” The intensity in his eyes was too much. Quickly, I turned around as he had requested. Gently, he combed through the tangles of my hair. He’d washed it for me in the silence after he’d loved me with his mouth. As he moved the comb through the strands, I caught a whiff of the honey scented shampoo.

Honey wasn’t a very popular scent, but it was always what I had used at home. Calix must have known that, because I highly doubted his purchasing the rare scented soap was by chance.

When he was finished, he set the comb on the counter to run his fingers through my hair. He massaged my scalp the way he had in the shower with the shampoo and then the conditioner. I sighed, leaning into his strong capable hands. As he touched me so gently and carefully, I felt my body relax and my eyes grow heavy. Okay, maybe I was tired.

Calix leaned forward and I felt his lips press against the curve of my neck where it joined with my shoulder. “Are you dry?”

I nodded. “Are you? You’re the one who hasn’t used a towel.”

“I’m fine.” He pushed me to he door. “Come.”

“Shouldn’t I put some pajamas on?” I asked hesitantly, my steps stuttering.

“No.”

“But,”

“You will sleep naked with me from now on.” His voice was firm.

“But I thought we were going outside.” I protested weakly.

“We are.”

“Naked?” I squeaked. I felt my eyes grow in horror. “What if someone sees?”

He smirked. “No one will see.”

“How do you know?”

“Because if they see, then they were watching, and then I would have to punish them.” He rattled off the explanation as though his words weren’t threatening and I shivered. He frowned. “Are you cold?”

“Yes,” I lied.

I watched his naked behind as he strode to the bed where the duvet had been carelessly thrown earlier today. Picking it up with one hand, he gestured to the balcony. “Keep your towel on until I say.”

“You are afraid of someone seeing!” I accused.

“I don’t share, Nova.” He said gravelly. “Your body is for my eyes only. No one will ever see you, do you understand me?”

Gulping, I nodded. “Yes,”

Why did that statement make my heart flutter and my belly warm? Why did this man affect me this way? No one I had ever known had ever made me feel fuzzy inside with only words. Maybe it was because no one had ever spoken such brazenly possessive words. Maybe I liked that in a man?

“Good.” He nodded his chin to the door, interrupting my thoughts. “Come.”

I followed him onto the balcony, peeking over the railing into the yard for anyone who might be taking an innocent stroll. Thankfully, no one was walking the grounds. I breathed a sigh of relief. Calix laid down the blanket before climbing into the teardrop swing. It was large with a circular bed and the top domed into the shape of a teardrop.

I watched as he settled back against the swing, spreading his legs. I blushed. “Come,” he patted the space between his legs. “I want to hold you.”

Obediently, I crawled into the swing. Calix gave me a warning look. “Ditch the towel, love.”

I dropped the towel from my shoulders, placing it on the corner of the swings entrance. Sitting back against the swing, Calix looked dangerous. His blue eyes looked dark in the shadows of the night - like obsidian gems. His jaw was set rigidly and I knew he was watching me - wanting me. I could see his want like I could see the stars flickering in the night sky. Shifting my back to him, I scooted backward into his arms. I felt his cock pulsing against my back and to my surprise I felt desire pool in my core. How could he affect me so quickly - without even doing a thing?

Calix wrapped the blanket around us both, his arms holding me snug against his back. Being here with him like this - was weird. Despite his desire - and my own - the moment didn’t feel sexual. It felt intimate and yet comfortable.

With a small sigh, I let my head settle back into the nook of his shoulder. I never imagined the male body would be so comfortable, but it was.

Dipping his head he moved his lips over my temple and I closed my eyes, committing the feel to memory. This was a moment I knew I would forever cherish. As unorthodox our getting here was, this moment still felt right. It felt perfect.

“Tell me about yourself, love.” His tone was low. So low, I felt the sound of him in my bones. And I liked him there - in the deepest part of me.

“I don’t really know what to tell you,” I whispered without opening my eyes.

“Anything.”

“What do you want to know - that you don’t already know?” I shouldn’t have ruined the beauty of this moment with such a question. But I did.

I thought Calix would stiffen beneath me, but instead, he just pulled me tighter against his chest. “I want to know what you want from life.”

“I don’t know anymore.” I answered honestly. How could he ask such a complicated question? Before Calix, I knew exactly what I wanted. I knew who I would become without doubt. But now, I didn’t know. I didn’t know what he would allow of my life or even what I wanted any longer. The thought was depressing. And I realized I was losing myself.

He pressed his lips to my temple. “What did you want before?”

“Before you took me?”

“Yes,” he sounded hoarse. “Before you became mine.”

I snuggled deeper into his arms, needing a sense of comfort. This seemed to please Calix because a large sigh escaped from his throat, and again, his arms tightened around me.

I started to speak, “I wanted to go to college.”

“For?”

“I wanted to become an editor. I love reading. I read everything romance.” My throat tightened. “My sisters and I love romance. Especially Jaylah.”

“Yes,” he chuckled tensely. “The two of you spend nearly every Friday night lying on the living room floor watching sappy love stories.”

I gasped. “You know that?”

“I know a lot about what you do, love. I simply know nothing about what’s inside your mind.”

I tried to ignore his statement. “I wanted to stay by my family. I never wanted to move away from them and I wanted to find a good man who loved me. Maybe have kids...”

His breath caught. “You want kids?”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged, feeling emotional. “I don’t know if I want to think about it anymore.”

“Why wouldn’t you want to think about it?” He asked, his voice gruff.

I struggled in his arms, suddenly wanting him to release me. He didn’t. Instead, he held me tighter. “Calix, please, we were having a nice evening.”

“Tell me why you don’t want to think about kids anymore?” He demanded.

And I told him. Harshly - with all the emotion I had inside of me. “Because kids aren’t possible with you!”

He stiffened, but his arms still held me firmly against him. When he said nothing, I slumped back against him. Feeling weak, tears moistened my dry eyes and I trembled without control.

He shifted, tightening his thighs around mine until I was entirely unable to move, locked against his great mass. He bowed his head to press his lips against my shoulder. He kissed a trail up over my neck, nuzzling the skin behind my ear before peppering the path he’d taken up, back down over my shoulder. His mouth was warm against my skin, but the gentleness in his kiss made me cry even harder.

At my sob, he hissed in a deep breath. “Anything is possible, love.”

“Not that,” my heart rushed. “Not with you.”

“Why?” He asked and I wondered how he was even being serious.

“You took me, Calix!” I slammed my eyes closed.

“I took you, Nova.” He confirmed firmly. “And I will never give you back. You belong to me now, so everything you want from life you’re going to have to find in me. I’ll do all I can to make you happy and I’ll give you everything you want apart from your freedom to leave me.”

I stilled in his arms, feeling hot and cold. Confusion and loss swept through my body as I tried to wrap my mind around his declaration. I didn’t understand it.

“Are you saying,” I paused. “Are you saying you want - kids?”

“I’ve never wanted children.” He admitted matter of fact.

“Then why are we discussing this?” I asked sharply, feeling exhausted down to the very core of my being. I swear my soul was tired.

“Because you will be my wife.” He flattened his palm over my belly. “And I want to give you everything I can.”

Feeling bitter, I spoke. “I don’t want your kids.”


 

Chapter 18

“I know you can be happy with me, Nova. You simply have to allow yourself.”

“I don’t want to be happy with you, Calix.” I whispered into the night. “Being happy with you makes me feel guilty. Every time I even crack a smile because of you, I hate myself a little more.”

He tensed. “Why?”

I shifted in his arms, turning my side into him so I could see his face. “How can I be happy with you when those I love believe I’m being tortured? How can I allow myself anything with you when my mother is blaming herself for my abduction.”

“She isn’t blaming herself.”

“She is.” I argued.

“That’s ridiculous, Nova.” Calix frowned down at me. “She couldn’t have done anything.”

“I know she couldn’t have done anything to save me!” Hysteria fringed the edges of my tone. “No one can save me from you!”

“You’re right,” he growled. “No one can save you from me, love. Get used to a long life standing next to me.”

I shivered. But it wasn’t in fear of his vow. Instead, it was because I liked the idea of always standing next to him. And I shouldn’t. Guilt swarmed me and I blinked back my sadness.

“She is my mother, Calix. Any mother would blame herself for her inability to protect her child from a monster.” I let my eyes stare into his. “Whether it is because of her negligence or not.”

He smirked, “You think I’m a monster?”

I didn’t hesitate. “I think what you do is monstrous, yes.”

“You don’t know what I do.” He replied.

“You abducted me. You take without asking and you have an army of men too frightened to deny your commands. I know you’re anything but good.”

“I have money, Nova. With money comes power and with power comes enemies.” His eyes were cold and hard. “I have an army because I need one.”

Swallowing, I nodded. I didn’t want to talk about this anymore and I said so. “I’m done talking about this.”

Tightly, he nodded. “Good. I’d like to know more about you.”

“Likewise.”

His eyes darkened and his jaw hardened. “What do you want to know?”

Why you took me. I want to know why you took me!

Instead, I said. “What do you do for a living?”

“I own a shipping company.”

I felt my eyes widen. “I thought you said we were in Alberta.”

“We are.” He nodded. “I’ve hired someone to oversee the business. I bought this house for you. I thought you would like the land.”

Wow. “What kind of shipping company?”

“Import export.” He replied vaguely.

“Do you work a lot?” I asked quietly. The idea of being married to a workaholic was not one I liked. But I also never thought I would be forced to take a husband I didn’t choose. Would it be better if Calix was away at work for the better part of the year? Would it be better if I never had to see him?

“I did.”

“You don’t plan to continue working as much?” I asked quietly, cocking my head.

“Would it please you?” He asked. “To have me home often?”

Mouth gaping, I looked at him. Why did he ask such difficult questions?

“I don’t know.”

“You do.” He stated. “Did you prefer me being away?”

Looking down to the blanket in my lap, I shook my head. “No. I prefer you here.”

“Then I will continue to employ others to oversee my company. Of course, there will be times I will need to be involved, but I will try to limit my visits to those that are necessary.”

Looking up at him through large eyes, I asked the one question plaguing my mind. “Will I ever see my mother or sisters again?”

A shadow crossed over his face. “I don’t know.”

Blinking back my sadness, I grasped for his hand. Holding his hand tight against my rapidly beating heart, I met his eyes. “Please, let me contact them. Let me tell them I’m alright and that I’m happy.”

He looked tortured. His eyes were dark and his jaw was tight as he stared into my face. “I can’t allow you to contact them until I believe you’re happy. And right now I don’t believe you are.”

“I can’t ever be happy if they think I’m laying in a ditch somewhere.” My tone was frantic. “Please understand.”

“My decision is final, Nova.” The resolution wasn’t something I could argue with - but I wanted to. Desperately.

“Once I’ve married you, will you allow me to contact them?” I tried to bargain. “I’ll have married you, Calix, willingly. Please,”

For a long moment, he simply regarded me. Finally, he nodded and my heart felt so light as though a weight had been lifted from its surface. A shrill sound fell from my lips as I threw my arms around his neck. It was something between a laugh and a sob. Pressing my face against the nook of his neck, I breathed. “Thank you, Calix.” Pressing my lips against his skin, I kissed him. “Thank you so much!”

His hands moved around my body to flatten against my back, pressing my front against his chest tightly. His voice was deep - so deep I felt it in the marrow of my bones. “You’re welcome, love.”

For reasons beyond my ability to understand, I couldn’t bring myself to let go of Calix. For the first time since being taken by this beautifully enigmatic man, I felt a sense of hope. True hope. Calix would allow me to contact my family. I would be able to tell them that I was all right and that they had no need to fear for me. I could tell them to move on with their lives. All I had to do was marry Calix. Marrying this dark handsome man wasn’t nearly as large a price I would have once thought it to be. Instead, I found I was almost looking forward to it.

Was I crazy?

Probably.

But that didn’t matter any longer. Because crazy or not, I belonged to my captor. I belonged to Calix. Forevermore, I would be his.

I knew this like I knew the sun would rise in the morning.


 

Chapter 19

I woke to the feel of skin pressed against mine, sticky and moist. I was laying on my back against the bed of the swing and Calix was curled around me, surrounding me. His breathing was even and I knew he was asleep. He should still be asleep. It was early and we had gone to bed late. We’d talked about nothing into the wee hours of the morning. And now I was awake. Wide awake. I knew there was no hope of falling back to sleep either. The sun had only just begun to claim the night, a golden haze glimmering over the mountainous range.

I sighed.

Crooking my neck, I glanced at Calix and wondered how he had even slept out here. The swing was large enough for me to sleep in comfortably, but he was bent in awkward ways that couldn’t possibly be comfortable for him.

Shifting, I tried to wiggle out from beneath the weight of his arm where he’d rested it against my stomach. A throaty moan sounded as his eyes fluttered open. “Where are you going?”

I whispered. “I have to pee.”

“Why are you whispering?” He frowned, straightening.

I shrugged. I don’t know why I was whispering. “It’s early.”

A small smile quirked his lips and he nodded, releasing me from his hold. “Come back out here when you’re done.”

“I will,” I promised. Scooting to the edge of the swing, I wrapped the towel I’d deposited in the corner around my naked body before placing my feet onto the stone floor of the balcony.

Moving quickly into the bedroom, I crossed the space for the bathroom. On a deep breath, I closed and locked the bathroom door behind me. Staring at myself in the mirror, I wondered how I got to this place. I knew how I had gotten here physically - but I had no idea how I had gotten to this place mentally.

I barely recognized myself and it had only been four days. Four days with Calix had been enough to morph me into someone I didn’t fully know or understand - but I also didn’t want to change back.

Somehow, I had begun to accept my place here with Calix. Even though I knew, deep in my mind that my feelings were anything but normal, I couldn’t seem to ignore them. I was beginning to care for the man who’d stolen me. And I didn’t want to stop. I knew I couldn’t even if I had wanted to.

Turning away from the mirror, I moved around the bathroom to complete my business. Washing my hands, I stood staring at the shower. As much as I wanted to see Calix, I couldn’t seem to bring myself to walk back outside. I wanted a shower. I wanted time to think - away from him. And I wanted to start my day.

Glancing once at the locked bathroom door, I dropped my towel to the floor and walked toward the shower. Turning on the water, I waited until it was warm before I slipped under the stream. Sighing, I tilted my face upward and let the water fall over my body.

It felt good - cleansing. And yet despite the feeling of being cleaned the water gave me, I still couldn’t seem to wash Calix from me. His scent stained my skin. His taste lingered in my mouth. His image branded my mind.

The man had literally infused himself within my entity.

And he hadn’t even fucked me.

The thought was chilling. That Calix could infuse himself so completely in my life, in my body. Is this what he wanted? Had he taken me with the purpose of making me want him - ache for him - need him? Did he want me to rely on him? Love him?

And, could I?

I honestly didn’t know if I could love someone who had immersed himself so wrongly in my life. And yet I had begun to feel for him. In the back of my mind, I knew it was only a matter of time before Calix infused himself within my heart as well. And I didn’t have the faintest clue of how I was supposed to keep that from happening.

From the corner of my eye, I saw the bathroom door open wide. My mouth dropped as I watched Calix stride into the steam filled room. Closing the door behind him, I watched as he settled his eyes on me. Beneath his intense scrutiny, my skin prickled with awareness.

“How did you get in here?” I gaped.

“I told you to return to me.”

“After I finished with my business.” I replied. “I wasn’t finished yet.”

He narrowed his piercing blue gaze and my heart gave a little leap in my chest. “Don’t be smart with me, Nova.” He opened the shower door and stepped through. The man was large and his mass quickly claimed the space, making it feel so much more confined. Yet, despite the suddenly restrictive feel, I couldn’t help but feel better in his presence. As though he alone could calm my crazed state of mind. “I expect you to do as I say, love. Your refusal to comply will result in punishment.”

“P-punishment?” I blinked.

“Yes.” His eyes flickered over my body, making me squirm at the heat of his desire. “Punishment.”

“How?” I gasped.

He crooked his lips. “However I choose.”

“Are you,” I paused to gather control of my suddenly trembling nerves. “Are you a sadist?”

He shrugged. “I’ll let you make your own judgments.”

“I would rather not.” I had never been one for pain - of any kind. I’d always been one of those people who grew so queasy in the presence of needles that I more often than not fainted. Just getting my ears pierced had taken incessant coaching from Jaylah. The idea of taking a fighting class like boxing for fun was just mind boggling. What if I got hit? No! I had never been one for pain of any kind and the thought that Calix, my captor, might be into that so-called pain for pleasure crap just sent my mind into a state of panic.

“If you don’t wish to know, don’t defy me.” He stated simply. As though it were simple! The man was an absolute lunatic. He had to be.

“I didn’t mean to defy you.” I whispered.

“If you hadn’t meant to defy me, you never would have locked the door.”

Goosebumps littered my flesh at the tone of his voice and I felt the need to explain - to defend my actions. I hated that he brought out this humiliatingly weak side of me. But damn, I was just so afraid of pain. The thought alone made my joints feel weak and tingly and my skin warm as though I were mere moments from breaking out in a sweat. “I just wanted to be alone.”

“Why?”

“I,” I shook my head and studied my toes. The blue nail polish I had done with Jaylah the night before I had been taken was beginning to chip. It was no longer so pretty. “I needed to think.”

“About what?”

“I locked the door so I wouldn’t have to share my thoughts with you.”

He took a step toward me, herding me toward the wall as he had done the night before. “And I like knowing what you’re thinking. Share.”

“I was thinking about you.” I answered truthfully.

Surprise flittered through his blue eyes and he was silent. Obviously he hadn’t been expecting my answer. But why? I mean, was it so odd that the man who had taken me against my will be on my thoughts?

No. It wasn’t odd. Anyone would think about their captor if they were in my shoes. Thinking about him wasn’t what was odd. No, what was odd was the context in which I thought of him. I wanted him. I wanted to mean something to him - my captor. I wanted to please him and entice him. I wanted to consume him in the exact same way he had consumed me.

His tone was rough. The sound of it grated against my nerves, causing shivers to push through my body. “What about me?”

I was pressed against the wall now and Calix was caging me. My heart was beating a thousand miles an hour as I lifted my chin in a move of defiance. There was no way I was answering that question and I couldn’t think of a lie to tell under such short notice. I’d never been an expert liar and had never successfully been one to think up one off the top of my head. Besides, Calix always knew when I was lying.

Instead, I said. “You can punish me.”

“You want to be punished?” He asked carefully.

“No.” I answered truthfully. “But I’m unwilling to share my thoughts with you. I figured we could just skip ahead to punishment for my defiance rather than dancing around threats.”

His eyes burned and I knew I’d just woken the beast from his lair. What on earth had I asked for?

“Very well,” his tone was uncanny. I fought my chills. “Get on your knees.”

“What?”

“On. Your. Knees.” His eyes were cold and hard. I knew then, that I had angered him. My refusal to comply with an answer had poked him the wrong way, but my goading for punishment had been the act to flip the switch. And I knew, that if I didn’t comply now, I would meet another side of Calix. A harsher side. I didn’t want to meet that Calix.

Slowly, I slid down the wall to my knees. He hadn’t been soft before, but he hadn’t been rock hard as he was the night before. As I slowly lowered myself to my knees, his cock swelled. The head was pulsing and magnificent. I had never been so close to a penis before, and although it was immensely threatening it was also captivating. I couldn’t look away.

“Suck it.” Calix commanded and I flinched.

This was so not how I imagined my first blowjob occurring. But even as I had the thought, I knew no other way would have the same affect on me. Despite the fact that I felt debased, I couldn’t stop my core from clenching and growing hot and wet from his words.

What was wrong with me?

When I didn’t move - because I couldn’t - I felt Calix’s hand in my hair at the back of my head. Slowly, he brought my face closer. I watched as he clenched his fist around the base of his cock, guiding the tip to my lips. Slowly, he pressed the tip to the crease of my lips, begging for entrance, but not quite demanding it. Rather than forcing his way inside, Calix traced the crease of my lips with the warm head. It was smooth against my mouth and I found myself wanting to taste him. I wanted to wrap my mouth around his long hard length and pleasure him.

At the thought of small sounds of pleasure coming from his throat, I felt warmth swell within me and I knew this was anything but punishment. I was so wet, one would think he was the one pleasuring me rather than demanding I give him pleasure.

But I had no freaking clue how.

Finally, on pure instinct, I parted my lips. Granting him access, I took him deep in my mouth. Feeling him in the back of my throat my gag reflexes kicked in and Calix pulled back a fraction.

His voice was deep. Husky. “Take it slow, love.” He urged. “Feel me.”

I complied and soon found a rhythm I liked. Pulling back, I swirled my tongue around his head before taking him deep. He slid easily against my tongue, letting me do all the work. I could feel his struggle to remain still as I worked him, sucking him, fucking him in such a wanton way, and I liked it. Feeling bold, I let my teeth slide over his tip before taking him all the way to the back of my throat.

Calix hissed in deep and I didn’t know if it was the feel of my teeth against his sensitive flesh or the way my throat closed tight around him that elicited the sensitive sound. But I loved it. And I wanted more. Holding him deep, I let my throat constrict, pulsing around him. The sensation was foreign and slightly uncomfortable, but it was also highly erotic. Feeling the urge to swallow and unable to stop it, I did. My throat tightened even more around his cock and Calix grunted low.

“Fuck, Nova,” I felt the length of him pulsing in my mouth and then there was hot liquid shooting into the back of my throat. Not knowing what to do, I swallowed as Calix pulled back from the deep of my throat to slide against my tongue. Still pulsing and shooting salty warm liquid, I continued swallowing as he thrust himself over and over again into my mouth. It was so hot - so erotic - my lower belly ached with need for him.

When Calix pulled from my mouth, I couldn’t help but close my eyes and lean my head back against the wall. I’d just made a man come. I’d just made my captor come. And I wanted to do it again. And again. And again.


 

Chapter 20

I felt his hands around my ribs, and then I was being lifted from the floor. Peeling open my eyes, I looked up into Calix’s face. There was so much emotion clouding his blue eyes, I wanted nothing more than to wrap my arms around his neck and burry my face into his shoulder. I wanted to kiss him and - love him?

But I didn’t do any of those things. I simply stood there against the wall where he’d placed me on my feet. His hands were still positioned firmly on my waist and his eyes were warm, but uncertain as he stared into mine.

“That was amazing.” He spoke quietly. “Did you enjoy it?”

Blushing, I nodded. There really was no point in lying to the man when he knew every time whether I was being honest or not.

“Tell me what you liked?” He asked, sounding eager. The light in his eyes wasn’t something I could refuse. Seeing Calix like this - excited - was rare.

“I liked the sounds you made.” I answered quietly.

“Did sucking me make you wet?”

If I hadn’t have been wet already that question would have done the trick. The mans lack of humility in sexual situations was just - wow.

“Yes,” I whispered. If my face got any hotter I would soon combust. There was only so much heat one body could take and mine had almost reached its cap.

“Do you want me to pleasure you?” He asked intimately.

My eyes widened and yes, I got hotter. Way hotter!

Did he seriously expect me to answer that pleasure? Of course I wanted him to pleasure me. But there was no way I was admitting such a humiliating thing aloud. Nope, no freaking way!

I didn’t say anything. Calix smiled, his hand moving from my ribs to caress my belly. I quivered as a shiver rolled through me. “Do you want me to pleasure you, Nova?”

“I,” I slowly closed my eyes, pulling in a deep breath. I had to regain my composure. As much as I wanted this - I knew it was wrong. I’d done as he’d asked. I’d taken my punishment, but I didn’t want to have to ask him to pleasure me. If he decided to do so of his own will, I wouldn’t stop him. But I couldn’t bring myself to ask him for his touch either. I just couldn’t. “No.”

Calix’s hands stilled against my belly and I knew he was surprised by my words. “You don’t want me?”

As I opened my eyes, I instantly regretted it. Calix was looking down on me with hurt in his expression. As soon as it came, it disappeared. A conniving smile curled his lips as he trailed his hand lower, to the V of my thighs. His touch was so light I could barely feel him. But at the same time I could feel it in my toes.

“What are you doing?” I asked. “I said I didn’t want it.”

“And I know you’re lying.” He growled. Then, he dipped his fingers between my lips, sliding through the silk of my juices. He sighed, “Ah, I was right. You were lying.”

“No,” I shook my head. “I wasn’t.”

“You’re wet, love. For me.” He leaned and when he spoke his breath was hot on my ear. “You’re wet from sucking my cock deep into your throat. From tasting me. From pleasuring me. You want this.”

Again, I shook my head. Hardening myself against him was harder than I ever thought it could be. “No, Calix, I’m horny. That doesn’t mean I want your touch.”

“You don’t?” He raised a brow, circling my clit expertly. I moaned. Yes, my body betrayed me in such an unforgivable way. “I think you do, love. I think you want it very much.”

I didn’t say anything as he continued to slide his fingers over my clit. When he moved lower, to the opening of my vagina, I felt fear and anticipation curl inside me. Was he planning on putting his fingers inside me? Could I handle that?

Slowly, Calix massaged my sopping opening as I panted against the wall. My knees were weak and his touch was so good it was almost painful. He continued the torturous massage without ever placing a finger inside me - and then he pressed his thumb to my clit. An orgasm was brewing, climbing, almost soaring - and then he pulled his hand away.

Wearing a smug smile, Calix spoke. “If you don’t want it, I’m not going to force you.”

Oh, holy hell! The horrible man that he was brought me to the brink of an earthshattering orgasm before taking it all away. I was so frustrated by the ache I felt in my core and the fire of my desire, that I felt tears prick my eyes. “I hate you.”

“Maybe,” he shrugged. “But you won’t forever.”

“Why would you do this?” I squeezed my thighs together, aching for some sort of relief. There was none.

“Do what?” He asked pointedly. “Make you want me?”

“I don’t want you.” I rasped.

“Yes, you do.”

“Fine!” I yelled. “I want to orgasm. Are you happy now?”

“Tell me you want me and I’ll relieve you.” He bargained. “Beg me, Nova.”

Fuck that. Gritting my teeth, I pushed around him. Practically flying from the bathroom, I snapped over my shoulder. “I’ll do it myself!”

Nothing in my wildest imagination could have prepared me for what happened next. The blue of Calix’s eyes darkened to black and then the water was abruptly turned off. Oh shit.

Without thinking or even caring about my nakedness, I ran for the door of the bedroom. My heart was in my throat and my legs were running a thousand miles a minute - or that’s what it felt like. Just as my hand closed around the knob, Calix caught me around the waist. Pulling my wet body against his, he lifted me under one arm. He was carrying me as though I were a misbehaving child who weighed nothing more than a feather. With a grunt, he threw me down onto the bed face first.

Not wasting any time, I instantly clambered to my hands and knees ready to crawl away from him. I’d never seen anyone get so angry so fast. Even when I’d tried to kill him, the man had retained some semblance of calm. Now, he was raging. I could hear his heavy breaths behind me as he clutched my ankle, tugging me back toward him.

I screamed. “Don’t touch me! Let me go!”

This only seemed to anger him further. He tugged me harder and I fell forward, lying on my belly while frantically trying to clutch hold of the lip of the mattress on the opposite side of the bed. If only I could reach it, I could pull myself away from him. The thought was delusional, but inspiring.

Large, calloused hands grasped my hips and then I was flipped around to lay on my back. Staring up at him sparked a new kind of terror inside me and I wondered briefly what kind of monster I’d awakened.

“Please,” I tried to bargain, but I don’t think he heard me. “Stop this.”

I tried to sit up but Calix pressed a flat hand against my chest, knocking me back against the mattress. I bounced and on my descent back down, Calix dropped his body down to mine. Covering me completely, I felt caged. Trapped beneath him, Calix glared down at me.

“If you ever find pleasure, it will be by my hand.” He growled threateningly.

I didn’t respond. Instead, I tried to fight him. Pushing my hands against his shoulders, I strained to lift him from me. I knew I wouldn’t succeed, but I tried regardless. Panic settled in my chest as Calix used my wiggling against him to settle himself closer against my body. Fear provoked another spike of adrenaline and I screamed again.

“Get off me!”

Calix caught my face in his hand and his grip was tight - almost painful. “Enough.”

Tears were leaking from the corner of my eyes now. Streaming over my temples they slid into my hair. “Please, I didn’t mean it.”

“Stop crying.” Calix commanded. “You have no reason to be acting this way.”

“Are you going to rape me?” I asked shakily, blinking up at him.

“Do you really think I would do that?” I could hear the offense in his voice and it burned me. In truth, I really didn’t think he would ever do something so horrid to me. I didn’t think he would scar me in such a way.

“No,” I was still crying - unable to stop. “I don’t.”

“Then why are you crying?” He demanded roughly.

“You were so angry.”

“Damn right I was.” He growled. “If you want release you take it from me - or you don’t get it.”

“But,”

“This isn’t up for discussion, Nova.” He was staring down at me through dark eyes. They weren’t the mesmeric blue I had grown to love so much. Instead, they were like the knight sky - and they were glittering with the light of a thousand stars. “Tell me you understand.”

“I understand.”

He sighed, looking almost lost. “Why do you fight me? Why do you insist on making this so difficult?”

“I,” I shook my head. “I’m afraid.”

“Of what?” He asked sincerely. With the weight of his body over mine, I should feel anything but secure - but that is exactly how I felt. I felt safe.

“You.”

He frowned. “Have I hurt you?”

“Not physically.”

He flinched. “I’ve hurt you mentally?”

“You took me from my family, Calix.”

He sighed, ignoring my reply. “Why are you afraid of me.”

“I don’t understand why I want you.”

“Because being with me feels good.” He said simply. Despite the ease of his answer, his reply was anything but simple. It was so freaking complex, thinking of it almost hurt my head.

“Being with you might feel good to my body, but every time I think of how good you feel against me - I’m consumed by guilt.”

“Why do you feel guilty?” He ground out the words. I knew he was growing frustrated, but I didn’t know what else to tell him. I was being honest. “You have nothing to feel guilty for.”

“I’m with you - so close to pleasure - while my family is terrified about what I might be going through. Do you understand what that knowledge is doing to me? It’s torturing me.”

“I told you I would let you contact them as soon as the marriage has been finalized.”

“That’s a week away!” I moaned. Why couldn’t he understand how difficult this was for me?

A coy grin turned the corners of his lips up. “So eager to marry me, huh?”

I felt my heart throb. “You’re joking about this?”

The play in his eyes dissipated. “No, Nova,” he shook his head. “I’m not.”

I closed my eyes, trying to blink away my frustration with him. “Sometimes, I don’t know what to say to you.”

“I’ll make you a deal,” he paused. “If you allow me to do anything to you - right now - without stopping me, I’ll consider allowing you to email your mother.”

My heart was pounding so hard in my chest, I felt certain it was moments from ripping me wide open beneath him. “I’m not - I’m not ready for sex.”

“I won’t penetrate you unless you ask me.” He compromised.

Slowly, I nodded. There was a part of me that felt as though I was sentencing myself to a life in the fiery pits of Hell for this - while the other part of me fluttered in anticipation for the heaven my body would surely soon find. I wished I could tell myself I was agreeing to this for the sole purpose of contacting my family - but I wasn’t. I was agreeing to this because no matter the guilt that thrived within my soul - I wanted him.

“Why?” I whispered. “Why are you doing this?”

“Because,” Calix hooked his hand around my thigh, lifting my leg over his backside as he moved to position himself snug against me. My entire body was thrumming with anticipation and trepidation. “I’ve wanted to possess you for years. This is the only way I know how to make you want me - like I want you.”

That was the most intimate and honest answer I had received from Calix yet. And I was having a difficult time processing it because of his consuming body pressing against mine.

Calix shifted, moving his hand between my legs. I was spread wide for him. Unable to close my legs with his large body between them, I was helpless against his touch. Slowly, he parted my pussy-lips before guiding his cock into my wetness. Feeling him move himself slowly over the length of my moist private area was hot. I was so wet for him that I could hear his movement against me.

He pulled his hips back, sliding his shaft against my clit before shifting back down. He repeated this motion against me until I felt as though I were about to explode with want. My nails dug into the skin of his back as I pressed him deeper into me - loving the feeling of his chest crushing against mine. His hips rocked against mine over and over again, but not once did he attempt to slide inside me.

“You’re seducing me,” I gasped the accusation half-heartedly.

He pulled his hips back again before sinking down, searing me with his hot flesh. I moaned against his lips and he replied. “I’m seducing your body because I’m not worthy of your heart - but worthy or not - if you give me the chance, I’ll steal it.”

At the gravelly emotion in the undertones of his words, I felt my eyes mist with tears. His response was completely fucked up and I wanted to make him believe, even though he was a monster, that he was worthy of my heart.

Before I could speak, Calix’s voice consumed the breathy silence. “But I know you, Nova. And I know that with enough persistence, I’ll have you right where I want you. If I seduce your body, your body will seduce your heart.”

God...could he be right?

The thought was short-lived as I said with conviction. “You are worth it, Calix.”

I wrapped both legs around his lean waist, lifting my hips to meet him thrust for thrust. I knew I shouldn’t be reacting this way to him - so brazenly - but I didn’t care. My mind and my body were so far apart - they didn’t even seem to exist in the same galaxy.

Pleasure exploded through my body as Calix moaned, crushing his mouth to mine. His tongue swirled around mine, licking and sucking as though determined to fuck me somehow. I had never done anything so blissfully erotic. But feeling Calix rub against me this way - I couldn’t help but want more. I wanted him inside me. I wanted him to consume me - to own me - to possess me.

And then I realized I was in love with him.

I was in love with my captor.


 

Chapter 21

Sometimes the darkest of hearts are the most blinding. Not because of their light, but because of their suffocating endlessness. The dark abyss of their possession claims you before you’re even aware of the capture.

It was too much. Every sense was strung high. My body and heart and mind had crashed in one massive, catastrophic collision. It was devastating. I’d been frantically trying to get my emotions all on one page - but now that they were - I was helpless against his seductions.

I was in love with Calix.

I could handle my bodily desire for him as my mind fought to reject him. I could handle the seduction of my senses and the play for my desire. But now that my heart was a pawn in his game - I didn’t think I could handle that. The loss would be overwhelming.

I needed to process this. I needed to get away from him. I needed time.

“Calix,” I stiffened beneath him, but he continued his seduction of my senses. It didn’t take long for my body to meet his once again, my desire winning out over the need to process my sudden feelings for my captor.

He caught my chin in his hand, guiding my mouth to his. “Let me in, love.”

His plea almost got me - almost. Damn, I wanted him inside me. I wanted to feel him owning me. But that was wrong. Somehow, somewhere in my being I knew that was wrong. I needed to figure out where my heart stood before I made any permanent decisions - like letting Calix inside me.

Until I was certain I was capable of weathering the consequences of loving him - I needed to take a step back. I needed to consider this. For my heart. For my soul.

“No,” I flattened my palms against his shoulders, pushing. “Stop!” The trembling that took over my body wasn’t conscious. It was panic in its purest, finest expression. It infected my blood and ripped through my system like disease. “Calix,”

Confusion pooled into the magnificent depths of his eyes as he stared down into my face. “What’s wrong?” He caught my face in his hands as I started to shake. “Shhh,”

“Calix, I need you to get up.” I pleaded through shaking tones. I could see he wanted to argue, but thankfully he didn’t.

Instead, he pulled me up into his arms. As though in a desperate attempt to comfort me, he pulled the top-sheet around my body. Cradling me in his arms, he rocked me slowly. Pressing tiny kisses all over my face, he cooed. “It’s okay, love. Everything’s okay.”

Through body-wracking breaths, I asked. “Can I please email my mom now?”

Calix stiffened beneath me. “No.”

“But,” I gasped. At a loss for what to say, I pulled myself from his arms. Surprisingly, he let me go. “You said if I,”

Calix cut me off. “I said if you allowed me to do anything I wanted. You didn’t. You stopped me before I was even getting started.”

“You promised,” I pleaded, pushing myself from the bed I stood with the sheet wrapped tightly around my body. “Please can I just,”

“I said no.”

“Why?” I demanded. My stomach felt so twisted up with nerves and confused feelings, I felt sick. “Why won’t you allow me to put their minds at ease?”

“Because I can’t!” Calix yelled and I flinched. He never yelled at me. I’d gotten him angry. Actually, I’d gotten him rip-roaring-mad.

Softly, I begged. “Why? Please tell me why I can’t contact them. Help me understand.”

“Do you love me, Nova?” Calix asked bluntly. His eyes were unmoving on my face, piercing my heart.

My mouth dropped. I’d only just realized the extent of my feelings for him. I couldn’t possibly admit such a thing to him - not now. Not yet. I had to analyze it first. I needed time.

I spoke quietly. “It’s been four days, Calix.”

It wasn’t exactly an answer to his question. It was more of an evasion - and he was usually so good and deciphering those. But rather than spot it for what it was, I watched his heart shatter.

Gruffly, he replied. “I know how long it’s been, Nova.”

His eyes pierced mine and I ached to retract my words. But he wouldn’t believe them now. If I were to tell him the truth - that I loved him - he would think they were spoken out of pity or manipulation. I couldn’t risk that. Instead, I said. “Will you please trust me enough to contact my mom?”

He sighed heavily. “It’s not you I don’t trust, love.”

“Then who?” I asked desperately. “Who don’t you trust?”

There was a long pause, and then he spoke. “Your father.”

I stiffened. Feeling my body grow numb, I tried to process his words. I couldn’t. “My father?”

“Yes, your father.”

I sputtered. “I barely know the man. He works in the army and rarely comes home. We’re lucky if we see him twice a year.”

Calix pursed his lips and when he spoke his eyes were hard. “Your father is a Navy SEAL.”

I blinked. “No, he isn’t.”

“Yes, he is.”

I shook my head. “Well, obviously I don’t know the man at all.” My mind was reeling with this new information. Why would my father have kept this from his family - if it were even true? “Regardless,” I sighed. “What does my father have to do with my contacting my mom?” I added as an afterthought. “I doubt he even knows I’m missing.”

Calix chuckled. “He knows, Nova.”

The way he spoke with such certainty made me tremble inside. “Why do you say that?”

“Because your father is the reason I took you.” I watched numbly as he lifted himself from the bed. He crossed the floor to stand directly in front of me and when he brought his hand to my face to cup my cheek, I didn’t pull away from him. Then, he slid his hand to cup the back of my neck, tilting my face up to meet his. “I just never expected to want you like this - so uncontrollably.”

His words were a tingle in the pit of my stomach. “How is my father the reason for you abducting me?”

“Revenge, Nova.”

He spoke so simply. I felt like I should understand, but I didn’t. This didn’t make any sense.

“You abducted me to take revenge on my father. For what?” I asked dumbly. I was stunned. How could this have happened? And to me!

How could the man I’m in love with be using me for revenge? It just - I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. My heart throbbed and my palms sweat but I couldn’t seem to move away from him.

“Why, Calix?” I asked again. “What did my father do to make you do this to me?”

Calix’s blue eyes hardened to ebony orbs. “Your father murdered my parents.”

Ice filled my veins as I tried to comprehend his words. No. No, it couldn’t be possible. My father would never murder someone. Surly he had the wrong person. Surely this was a mistake. He had to be wrong. He just had to be.

My eyes flickered up to meet Calix’s and at the cemented pain in them I felt my world crashing down around me. My head throbbed and my vision blurred as dizziness claimed me. And then my world turned black.
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Chapter 1

Revenge is the determination that feeds a broken soul, but revenge, even once enacted, lacks the capacity to heal a past pain. A wound inflicted upon the soul is never medicated with revenge, but rather, it is further blackened by its poison.

I haven’t seen Calix for six days. I haven’t seen my captor, the owner of my heart, the keeper of my body and the seducer of my soul, since he told me why I was here. Because of my father’s actions - actions I couldn’t believe were truly enacted by the man who’d helped to give me life - I was here in Calix’s house.

For six days, I’d moped around Calix’s property with Neil always on my trail. The first few days had been horrible. Apart from Gabriella’s insistent gabbing at the dinner table, I’d really had no one to talk to. Neil was around, but he didn’t really say much. He answered all my questions with one-word answers and didn’t maintain much in the name of eye-contact.

Calix had called, twice a day, every day, but I hadn’t accepted. After that fateful evening in his bedroom when Calix admitted to me the reasoning for my capture, I hadn’t seen or spoken to him. I don’t really know what happened that night. All I knew was that I passed out. The information he’d given to me, so bluntly, had literally sent me over the edge. My mind, already so stimulated by the stress of my situation simply short-circuited. Everything had gone black and when I awoke, I was alone and the night sky was a painted canvas of ominous ebony. Even the stars were absent of their twinkling.

That morning, I’d jumped at the sound of a knock at the door only to open it to find Neil standing sheepishly on the other side. He’d informed me politely that Calix had gone away to work and would be back as soon as possible. By the time the third day had come and gone, I’d asked Neil when Calix was planning to return. He informed me politely that Calix would arrive four days before the wedding.

Our wedding.

My wedding.

Yes, by the end of the week, I would be married to my captor.

Over the last few days, Neil had opened up to me a little. All my questions (and there had been many) had resulted in me knowing that Neil was the youngest of five brothers. He’d grown up defending himself - his food, toys, and clothes. That was why Calix had hired him. Neil had an uncanny way of winning every fight he found himself in. It was this ability that Calix found valuable and it was also why Neil had been placed with the burden of watching me.

I’d thought it was because he was the youngest of Calix’s men, the one he could most afford to lose, but in truth, Neil was his best soldier and that was why Calix had appointed him with the responsibility of guarding me. When Neil explained this to me, I found myself speechless.

I didn’t understand Calix. The man literally boggled me. I wasn’t an interesting woman. Actually, I was quite boring and embarrassingly predictable. I simply didn’t understand why he wanted, so desperately, to marry me. I didn’t understand the revenge he would find by forcing my hand. I simply didn’t understand why he thought this would hurt my father, the man who I’d literally spoken to a handful of times during my twenty-one years.

It just didn’t make sense.

Over the last six days, that thought was one I entertained hourly.

“Are you swimming today?” Neil asked and I shook my head of my thoughts.

Glancing up from my coffee, I saw that he was watching me from the patio doors. The morning air was pleasant and warm. It was refreshing in comparison to the stifling air in the dining room where Gabriella unfailingly had her morning coffee. I didn’t particularly dislike Gabriella, but I wasn’t entirely favorable of her either. I didn’t understand the woman. She knew I had been kidnapped and yet she refused to acknowledge that fact. It was eerily disconcerting how easily she turned a blind eye to her grandson’s actions.

Actually, it was disconcerting how everyone in this house turned a blind eye to the horror’s Calix enacted. I never could have thought one could find staff so loyal - but maybe they weren’t loyal to Calix. Maybe they were in the same boat as me, sailing the same rocky sea. I mean, I didn’t know if he was hanging his employee’s loved ones lives over their heads in a twisted demand to acquire unfailing loyalty.

“No.” I shook my head in reply to Neil’s question, focusing my gaze out over the land. “What time do you expect Calix to be home?”

“All I know is that he has plans to return today.”

I didn’t respond to his reply. Instead, I said. “Why don’t you sit with me, Neil? You don’t have to stand, hovering over me this way. It’s,” I shivered. “It’s unnerving.”

“You would prefer me to sit?” He frowned, as though confused.

“Yes.” I didn’t understand how my request could confuse him. “I don’t like being watched. I understand that you can’t leave me alone, but the least you can do is pretend that you’re not watching me for Calix.” I settled back in the chair again and sighed. “You were talking to me yesterday, what happened?”

Neil moved hesitantly to the chair next to me. “I never should have spoken with you so openly, Nova. I doubt Calix would be impressed.”

“I have no one else I can talk to. He’s seen to it that I’ve been alienated from everyone I knew and loved, I need someone to talk to.” I felt a small ember of desperation building within my chest. “Please don’t stop talking to me because of him.”

“He is my boss, Nova. I don’t want to anger him.”

Closing my eyes, I pulled in a deep breath before standing. “I’m going back to my room. I have a headache and I think I’ll take a nap.”

“It’s only half past ten, Nova.” Neil sighed. “You can’t sleep your life away.”

Blinking away my tears, I replied. “Sleep is the only time in my life where I find peace.”

At the saddened expression twisting Neil’s features, I knew my words had hit a soft place in his heart, but I couldn’t convince myself to take the words back. As harsh as they may be, they were the truth. Calix had robbed me of every reason I had to live before shattering the illusion of happiness I’d so foolishly found with him. I had nothing left to live for. I was truly desperate for reprieve from my life, this existence I now knew.

As I moved through the wide halls of Calix’s extravagant house, I couldn’t help but feel claustrophobic within the fortifications. Calix ensured that I could move freely through his house, but I never went anywhere alone. No matter what I did, what movie I watched or where I swam, I was never alone. The only place I was allotted even a semblance of privacy was when I was in Calix’s bedroom. With him gone, his bedroom had become a place of sanctuary for me. Knowing he was due to return home today made me feel sick.

I hadn’t spoken to Calix since he’d told me my father was the reason for my capture. I hadn’t spoken to Calix since the new and foolish feeling of love I felt for him was set to flame and left to burn.

Turning, I faced Neil. “I’m sorry to make you sit in the hall like this, but I can’t stay awake with my thoughts. It’s too much.” I placed my hand on the door handle of the bedroom. “If you have a key to lock me in the room, you could leave me here. I don’t plan on coming back out today.”

“I’m not locking you in the room, Nova.” Neil scowled. “I have a chair here,” he pointed to the cushioned chair that had been positioned outside Calix’s bedroom for this scenario exactly. “Come out whenever you like.”

I didn’t say anything as I walked into the room, closing the door behind me. I hadn’t been lying to Neil when I said I had a headache or that I was tired. There really was a painful pulsing behind my eyes and even though it was before noon, I was physically exhausted.

I moved across the room and fell into bed.

I slept like the dead.


Chapter 2

An uncomfortable weight settled down over my body and I moaned, before realizing that this uncomfortable weight wasn’t normal - or welcomed.

My eyes snapped open and I found myself looking up into Calix’s dark blue eyes. The room was dark, save for the amber glow of the lamp he’d turned on. I didn’t know how long he’d been home for, or how long he’d watched me sleep, but I did know he was mad. I could practically feel the heat of his anger seeping from his skin.

His expression wasn’t one I recognized and it set my heart to racing in my chest. I’ve done something to make him angry - only I don’t know what.

“Hello, love.” Calix sneered.

I steeled myself against the budding fear pooling in my limbs, encouraging me to fight a losing battle against this strong man. Instead, I lifted my chin and demanded. “What do you want, Calix?”

Bravery I didn’t feel sounded in the undercurrent of my tone and I felt proud for this small accomplishment. It’s really something. Bravery in this man’s strong, violent, frightening presence was an admirable feat.

“What do I always want, love?” He demanded, smirking a smirk that sent chills racing down my spine.

“I don’t know.” I did know - but I prayed I was wrong.

He tisked. “Lying to me again, Nova?” He sighed as he settled his heavy length over my body. “What do I always want from you when I return home from work? What is your duty as my fiancée?”

I didn’t respond and he growled low in his throat - an animalistic sound. His hand moved from where it rested on the bed beside my head, to grip my chin in punishing fingers. Oh God, he really was mad. “Answer me.”

“I don’t care what you want, Calix, or what my duties are.” I felt tears mist in my eyes as I stared up at the man I thought I’d been falling for. I couldn’t have been more wrong. Calix was a monster. He was a cruel man without a heart. “You can punish me, you can hurt me or force me - I don’t care anymore.”

For a moment, he watched me. His blue eyes were dark - like the night sky - and then his lips moved into a terrifying grin on his face. “I thought you would say something like that.” He lifted himself from where he’d placed his body against mine before standing beside the bed. Reaching down, he grabbed my wrist in his hand before tugging me from the bed.

I found myself thanking small mercies that I hadn’t changed out of my clothing before going to bed. What I really couldn’t believe was that I had slept the entre day away. I wasn’t exactly certain of the time, but judging from the dark sky and twinkling stars outside, it was late - or early. Jeez, to sleep so long, I would have had to be truly exhausted.

My wayward thoughts disintegrated as Calix’s hand tightened on my wrist. I realized with a lurch of my heart, that he was leading me to the sitting area of the bedroom. Good God, what did he want from me now?

I hadn’t seen the man in six days and this was the homecoming attitude I received? After our last conversation, this was how he acted toward me? He hadn’t said anything about my father. He hadn’t told me anything, apart from the fact that my father murdered his parents. The man, who gave not only me life, but my two sisters, wasn’t a murderer. It didn’t make sense. How could a man who loved my mother, a woman with such a gentle and loving soul, be a killer? It just - the link between the two hadn’t connected in my mind, and I seriously doubted that it ever would.

Calix led me past the chair before pointing to the stretch of a couch. On the coffee table, facing the couch was a silver laptop. It was open, but the screen was black - sleeping.

“Sit.” Calix commanded.

I obeyed. Something in his tone told me not to argue with him right now. I was all for pushing my boundaries and hoping I irritated him enough to let me go, but I also had enough sense to know when I needed to just sit quietly like the good girl he wanted me to be. This was one of those times. I could literally feel his frustration toward me as though it were travelling on electric currents, zapping me head-on.

I stared up at Calix as he peered down at me. For a moment, he looked unsure, and then he spoke. “I would have preferred a kinder reunion with you, Nova, but again, you’ve forced me into a situation I don’t wish to be in.”

“What?” I whispered, feeling my racing heart rise in my throat until it sounded as though it were pounding between my ears. “I don’t understand?”

“Not yet, but you will.” He moved to sit beside me. I stared ahead as his large hand moved to make contact with the touchpad of the laptop. The screen glowed to life - and when I say life - I mean life.

On the screen, I saw my house. I saw Jaylah sitting on the front porch with a man - an officer of the law. They were looking for me. I felt relief pool in the pit of my belly as tears that refused to fall filled my eyes. I couldn’t hear what they were saying - I had a feeling that there was sound, but Calix hadn’t given me the luxury of hearing Jaylah’s voice.

Studying her face, I saw that she was tired. Her eyes were rimmed with dark shadows of a bruised purple and her shiny hair was pulled up in a messy bun, making it obvious that she hadn’t washed her hair in a couple days. In her thin hands, there was a cup of coffee despite the fact that it was night in Seattle as well as here in Alberta. It surprised me that Jaylah was drinking coffee, never mind that she was drinking coffee so late. She always had one cup in the morning, but never more. She claimed to be brilliant enough without caffeine - I had never claimed a superpower such as that.

Watching the screen intently, my breath hitched as the officer reached over to squeeze her hand. Her eyes flickered to the man and she smiled. It was a shy, sweet, hopeful, beautiful smile that I wished I were seeing in person - rather than over this screen.

She seemed comfortable with him - but I had never seen this man before. He was older than her, clearly, and that made me wonder, not for the first time, how old Calix was. I didn’t open my mouth or even turn to ask him, though. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the screen - from my little sister. I missed her so desperately, my heart ached and my stomach clenched uncomfortably.

I wondered how long Jaylah had known the officer. I doubted she’d been out on dates since my abduction. I sincerely doubted that she’d been flirting and sneaking out through her window either - and yet she seemed oddly familiar with this man.

It had been ten days since I’d been taken.

In ten days, my entire personality had been morphed into something ugly. Now, I didn’t know who I was. My gentle heart and soft-spoken soul was wary and lashing. I was angry. I was sad. I was broken.

I was broken.

Calix, the man who in only four days had tricked my body into convincing my mind of the impossible - that I loved him - had broken me.

Now, I was ashamed.

Seeing my little sister, so lacking of sleep and peace of mind on this screen did nothing but solidify the loathing I felt toward this man sitting beside me.

I wished for the first time since my first night with Calix, that I would have pressed the blade into his throat, that I would have killed him. But if I had, my family would die. He’d told me this - but maybe he was wrong. Maybe this officer who seemed so interested in my sister, would protect them from the harm of Calix.

“Officer Michael Andean has been instructed to take a special interest in your case.” Calix informed matter of fact. His voice was cold and clinical and I found myself blinking in shock. “He visits your family twice a day, before and after his shift. He has promised, on countless occasions, that he is doing all that he can to find you. His orders have been to become especially close to your sister, Jaylah.”

And that was when I realized what Calix was saying. Officer Michael Andean was under Calix’s employment.

Calix continued at my astonished silence. “He has succeeded in his mission, Nova. Jaylah trusts him implicitly. She would meet him anywhere, follow him into harm, and no one would suspect a thing of such a respected officer.” A fat tear slid down my cheek, but no sound escaped my lips. “You see, love.” His hand caught my chin to force my face toward his. “I’ve thought of everything. Your failure to act as my wife should will only result in unfavorable consequences that your family will suffer.”

“You’re a bastard.” I said without emotion. I hated the way his hand felt against my skin, but I didn’t shake his grip from my chin.

Calix cocked his head to the side, and for a brief moment, a fleeting flash of pain shone through his eyes. “You know I dislike hurting you, love. But you insist on fighting me for a freedom you will never again have.” He sighed. “I’m done riding idle threats to keep you in check, Nova. The next time you decide to ignore my calls or affections, there will be devastating consequences.” His eyes were cold and hard. His decision had been made and I knew, I just knew, this threat wasn’t in any way idle.

He continued. “My men have been expertly placed into your families lives. Keep in mind love, that I knew for two years that I was going to take you. The kind of patience I employed prior to your abduction has invaluable benefit to me now. Your mother works with two of my men - men who were loyal to my parents - who also seek revenge for your father’s actions. Know that they won’t hesitate to act on an order - no matter how devastating.”

With that, Calix leaned forward to slap the laptop closed. The image of Jaylah smiling at that dangerous man made my stomach ache and nausea bubbled up in my throat that I forced to remain down as I pulled in measured breathes.

“How could you do this, Calix?” I whispered. “How could you do this to me and my family? We did nothing wrong.”

“I did nothing wrong when I was forced to attend my parents funeral when I was only a boy. To every action there is a reaction. This is the reaction of your father’s action. This is fate, Nova.”

Looking deep into his blue eyes, I asked. “What will the reaction to your actions be, Calix?”

His lips tightened into a tense line on his face, but his voice was sad. “I am prepared to pay the price of my actions, love.”

Despite the longing I felt inside to fight this action of Calix’s, I nodded. “What do you hope to achieve from this, Calix?”

He narrowed his eyes. “What are you asking?”

“What are you trying to accomplish by making me yours?”

“You already are mine, love.” He said without an ounce of insecurity. “But I know that one day, your father will realize who has taken you, and he will come for you. When he comes, I’ll kill him.”

“You will kill my father?” My voice didn’t even crack.

“Yes.” Calix nodded his certainty.

“You will willingly, consciously, force upon me the same pain you were unfairly forced to live through when your own parents were brought to their death?” This time, I felt the blood rush from my head and I closed my eyes to steady the sudden dizziness. “You will hurt me like that?” I whispered.

I felt his hand close over mine and when I opened my eyes, Calix looked distraught. Maybe I was getting to him. “Yes, Nova. You will feel the pain of his death. But I’ll be here to comfort you.”

Was he so mentally imbalanced that he thought, for even a moment, that I could find comfort in the hands of the man who killed my father?

I didn’t ask him this. Instead, I asked quietly. “Will you release me when you’ve found your revenge against my father?”

He shook his head. “I’ll never release you, love.”

“Why?” I felt no sense of hopelessness in his statement. Hope had long ago fled my body, a long lost love of my heart. Now, I was just curious. “You’ll have gotten all you want. Why not release me? Why not allow me to live my life?”

“You’ll know too much.” He shook his head. “Fate has bound us together, love. As I’ve said before, you’ll learn to want me. You’ll learn to accept this life and all I can offer you - but you’ll never leave me. I will never permit you to leave me, love.”

“Will you tell me then?” I asked into my lap. I couldn’t bring myself to look up into his blue eyes. They were so beautiful - so deceiving. Who ever would have guessed that a monster would wear the eyes of an angel?

“Tell you what?” Calix asked gruffly.

“What happened between your parents and my father - will you explain it to me?”

“No.”

My eyes flashed up to his. “What?” I frowned. Surely I’d heard him wrong.

“I said no.” He said again. “There are some things better left unsaid.”

“I think I have a right to know.”

“You are my fiancée, Nova. You will be my wife - I will decide what you have a right to know or not to know.”

My mouth dropped. I realized Calix was controlling, but his words were a surprise. I don’t really know why they surprised me, but they did. I’d honestly expected he would brief me on the events of our pasts that led us to this point in our lives right now.

“However, I would like to discuss the fact that you refused, repeatedly, to accept my calls while I was away.”

“I didn’t want to talk to you.” I said quietly.

“Why?”

“I was - I am angry with you?”

He settled back into the couch. “Why?”

My brow furrowed. “Calix,” My hands shook in my lap as I tried to steady their shaking. “How can you ask that question?”

“We were getting somewhere, Nova, before I told you why I took you.” Calix shrugged and I cut him off.

“No, we were getting somewhere when you dangled the possibility of contacting my family over me.”

“I told you I would allow you to contact them once we were married.” Calix growled, his eyes and voice were tense. “If you insist on pressing this, you won’t be contacting them at all.”

I sealed my lips. Obviously, Calix wasn’t in the mood for my talking back to him. I didn’t want to anger him further than he was. Honestly, I was tired. I had slept the day away and after only an hour of this with Calix, I felt as though I could easily sleep another twelve hours.

“I’m tired.” I whispered. “Can I please go back to bed?”

“No.”

My eyes flickered up to look into his hard face. “Please, Calix.”

“I said no.”

I sighed. “What do you want from me right now?”

“I want you to tell me why you refused my calls.”

“I already told you.”

“No, you didn’t.” He shook his head. “Tell me the truth, Nova.”

“I didn’t want to talk about my father over the phone.” I cried, pressing my fingers into my temples. “I didn’t want to finish our conversation over the fucking phone!”

He reached out to catch my chin in his hands. “Language, Nova. It’s improper for a woman to speak in such a way.”

I sniffled. “Can I please go to sleep now?”

“No.” He swiped the pad of his thumb over my lip and my breath hitched as wariness flooded my body. I couldn’t handle this right now. If he kissed me - if he forced me to attend to my wifely duties of welcoming him home - I would die.

“Calix,”

He dropped his hand. “Go put a swimsuit on.”

I blinked, stunned. Making sure it was night and I hadn’t been delusional in making up the color of the sky, I glanced toward the patio. “It’s, it’s night time.”

“I’m aware what time it is, love.” Calix said sternly. “Go put a swim suit on.”

“But,”

“If you would rather swim naked,”

I stood in a hurry. “I’ll get changed.”

“Yes,” He nodded. “I thought you would.”

Escaping the chill of his blue eyes, I closed the bathroom door. I’d been swimming almost every day since Calix had been gone, so I knew I had an abundant collection of swimming suits to choose from. Sadly, none of them were one piece suits. I’d never been one to wear two piece suits, which was peculiar because the closet Calix had filled for me was almost entirely lined with clothing I would have chosen for myself. Apart from the section of flashy lingerie and bathing suits, there wasn’t a thing in the closet I would find uncomfortable to wear.

Plucking a soft pink bikini and matching bottoms from the drawer, I quickly changed from my clothing into the bathing suit. Tying the pool wrap around my waist, I exited the closet to find Calix leaning against the vanity with a towel wrapped around his waist.

“Are you ready?” He asked gruffly, his eyes sweeping over my body.

I nodded. “Yes.”

I watched Calix grab another towel from the closet before turning to me. “You’ll need shoes.”

“For what?” I frowned. “I never wear shoes to the pool.”

“We’re not going swimming in the pool, Nova.” Calix informed. “Get some shoes on.”

I sputtered. “Where are we going swimming?”

Calix looked at me with concern before answering. “The lake, love.”

“But,” I pointed to the bathroom door. “It’s dark outside.”

“The moon is bright and the sky is clear. There will be enough light.” He snapped his fingers as he pointed to the closet. “Do I have to tell you again to put a pair of shoes on, Nova?”

Feeling like a child, as I often did when Calix spoke to me with such condescending dominance, I moved with hunched shoulders into the closet. Slipping my feet into a pair of white flip-flops, I moved to join him in the bathroom.

Feeling uncertain when I spoke, my voice was low. “Why are swimming in the lake when you have a pool?”

“Because I want to swim in the lake.” He answered and I knew it was the end of our discussion.

Grinding my teeth, I followed Calix through the house to the patio. The night air wasn’t particularly cold, but it wasn’t warm either. The idea of swimming in the chilly water of the lake had my teeth chattering loudly by the time we’d covered the patio’s lengthy stone distance.

Calix turned to face me with a deep frown. “You’re cold?”

“Yes.” I nodded. “You’re not?”

“No.” He moved to close the distance between us, pulling my hand into his. “Come.”

“Calix,” I protested against my better judgment. “I really am cold. I don’t want to go in the water.”

“It’ll be warmer than you think.”

I doubted that. “There’s critters in there - I don’t want to swim when I can’t see the bottom.”

“You can’t see the bottom in the daylight either.”

“I haven’t swum in the lake.” I informed matter of fact. “But I can see the bottom in the day.” I added on a mumbled breath. “At least, I can see the bottom from where I would swim.”

“Stop arguing with me, love.” Calix sighed. “It’s pointless.”

I tensed. Yes, I knew arguing with Calix was pointless. He had proven, countless times, how very much he didn’t care.


Chapter 3

I tried to ignore the warmth of Calix’s hand holding tight to mine, as we walked along the expertly manicured stone path leading from the grand patio to the lake. I tried not to think of the rough sensation of his callouses on my soft skin, or the way his thick fingers linked through mine, spreading them apart in a way my body was beginning to know. I hadn’t spent all that much time with Calix, but my body was beginning to recognize him the way I once thought I would know the man I would spend my life with - my prince.

When I closed my eyes, I saw Calix’s face. When I fell into dream, my moments were spent beneath the man who held so much of my life and happiness in his damning palm. Throughout the days I spent without him, I’d caught hints of his scent when I least expected, and I’d find myself thinking of him, aching for him. There was no explanation or logic in the way my body and mind had been tricked by this cruel, manipulative man - there was just the fact that I had been tricked, and although I was angry with him and so desperately hurt by him, the fact remained - my heart had somehow entered into the equation. It was the undefined variable, the unsolved X, and the answer.

I was beginning to believe I really would spend my life with this man - my captor. But he wasn’t my prince. He wasn’t my white knight, but rather, he was a dark spirit on a dark stallion and I was in his prison, never to find release.

I had a feeling that even if I were to find bodily release from Calix, I would never be free of him. The man was a part of me now. As much as I wanted to fight that fact, it was the truth. He had taken so much from me - stolen so many of my firsts - things I was saving for only one man. I doubted, that before my time with Calix McKnight was through, I would still own my innocence. I mean, what kind of monster would my captor be if he didn’t steal the one thing I valued most?

Looking up from the stone, my eyes travelled over the man who held me firm in his inescapable grip. Seeing him here, in front of me, leading me to a lake as though we were lovers out for a night swim made my heart throb in aching beats. I couldn’t help but think of the last time we were together. I had been so close to giving him everything. I had been so close to allowing this monster of a man inside my body, begging him to take me, body and soul, as he had once predicted so confidently that I would.

And then he had shattered everything inside of me. The little hope I had held onto fled when he admitted his reason for stealing me. Then he’d left me - going away to work after he’d only just come home. He’d left me alone with only our last moments to chew over, for six days. Yes, he’d called, but I hadn’t wanted to talk over the phone. I was saddened by the history that led us to this place. My father had murdered Calix’s parents. In my mind, there was no hope for us. Even if I did spend my entire life as Calix’s wife, loyal to his forcible ways, he would never love me. Even if I allowed my heart to walk its own foolish path and fall for this man - I just knew there was no way he could love me in return.

How could someone love the child of the man who killed his parents?

I knew the answer. They couldn’t. And I knew, even though I didn’t know my father well, that if Calix killed him as he vowed he would, I would never forgive him. I could never love after such a crime.

I couldn’t imagine the torture it would be to spend my days with a man my soul loathed as deeply as I knew I would loathe him if he remained true to his word, and murdered my father.

That’s when I realized what I had to do, as impossible as it was. If it killed me - if it robbed me of every ounce of pride - if it abolished my dreams and slaughtered my future - I had to make Calix McKnight fall in love with me.

I knew that in order to find success in my mission, I would first have to lose my own heart to the dark monster within the haunted man.

Lifting my chin, I decided that I would really try with Calix. Fighting him had gotten me nowhere, but I knew I would have to take my time. In order for him to fall for me, I really would need to fall for him and that wasn’t going to happen at the drop of a hat. However, I was done pushing away his touch, fighting his kisses, dismissing the desire that bloomed in my body when he was near. I was done fighting him. I was hoping, with my entire soul, that in my love for him, he could find forgiveness for past actions. And if not forgiveness - than acceptance.

Calix had lived with revenge’s poison for far too long. Despite the fact that I didn’t agree with his actions in taking me against my will - or the ever-constant threat to my family looming over my head, I ached for him. I ached for the pain the little boy he’d once been had endured. Although he was a dark and haunted man, my heart bled for him and my soul wept for him - for all that was lost in the name of revenge for an action I would never comprehend.

Calix turned at the end of the dock to face me and I felt my heart race. His cold blue eyes were fastened determinedly on me. He didn’t say anything as he dropped his towel to the floor of the dock, exposing his navy blue swim shorts. I literally could not move as his eyes remained on me. My pulse was beating so violently, I could feel it.

Reaching out, Calix caught the tie of my wrap between his fingers. He tugged, opening the bathing suit cover to expose my pink bikini. I didn’t take my eyes off him - not once. At the sight of the bikini, the corner of Calix’s lip twitched into the formations of a grin and a little of the ice in his cobalt eyes melted away to a heat I was more familiar with.

My pulse raced.

His hands moved up to my shoulders, pushing the fabric of the cover from my body, it fell in a heap to the floor of the dock.

“You’re a very beautiful woman, love.” His voice was deep and smooth. It was surprising how smooth it sounded, actually.

I didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing at all.

Calix seemed to expect my lack of reply, because this time, he did smile. “Are you ready for a swim?”

“No.” I hated the choppy uncertainty that sounded from my lips when his voice had flowed so smooth, without even a minuscule hitch. “I don’t want to swim.”

“Too bad.” He trailed his fingertips over the exposed flesh of my side and I hissed in a sharp breath. “I want to swim and I want you next to me.”

“Calix,” I moaned his name, both at the feel of his hand on my body and the thought of submerging myself into the currently black waters. “Please,”

“Please what, love?” Calix asked and I knew he heard the dual plea in my tone.

“Please don’t make me swim.” I replied.

“Why are you so against it?” He cocked his head to the side.

“I don’t like being in water at night - when I can’t see something coming for me.”

“There are no sharks in this lake, love.” He teased and I stiffened. He just had to go and put the image of a big human-eater in my mind. Great.

“There are other fish.”

“Nothing that will hurt you.” He stepped forward, circling his arms around the small of my waist until his bare chest was flush with my face. “You know I would never allow anything to hurt you.”

“I want to believe you, Calix.”

“Why don’t you?” He asked seriously, all the play that had been in his tone vanished.

“Because you’ve already hurt me so deeply.” I replied, looking straight at his chest. I couldn’t find the courage to meet his blue eyes. They were - intimidating. But it wasn’t only that, I was afraid I would see a flash of pain in response to my words, and being the coward I was, I avoided that pain.

“How?” He held his breath and I knew my reply was going to surprise him.

“You left me.” I whispered. I didn’t say anything more. I didn’t need to. I was being truthful with him in a way that both shamed and liberated me.

He hissed in a breath, pulling away to catch my chin in his hands. He tilted my head back, forcing my eyes to meet his. “Look at me, love.” He commanded gently. I obeyed. “What do you mean I left you?”

“After telling me why I was here - after telling me why you took me - you just left me. For six days. You didn’t think that would hurt me?” I felt my throat close with emotion I choked through. “You didn’t think I was confused, shocked, afraid? You thought you could just walk away and not return for six days?”

Calix caught my face in his hands, resting his forehead against mine. “Shhh,” he cooed. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. You’re right, love. It won’t happen again - I’ll never leave you again.”

“You will.” I predicted through an unsteady breath, before half-heartedly joking. “You still have to work.”

“You’ll come with me.” He vowed, kissing the top of my head. “I won’t leave you.”

Closing my eyes, I wondered where my outburst had come from. Deep inside, I had known I was hosting these feelings of anger and resentment and hurt toward Calix, but I hadn’t expected, in my wildest dreams, for them to surface. At least not like this - and I hadn’t expected his reaction either. To say I was surprised, by both of us, was an understatement.

Without thinking, I wrapped my arms around his middle and reveled in the intimate contact. Calix was solid and warm - always. There was something both unsettling and soul-quenching every time I found myself in his embrace. My feelings should be unsettling, but they weren’t. I was done fighting feelings for him. There was no point - not when there was no possibility of my freeing myself from this man.

Wrapping me tight in his embrace, Calix sighed. “I’m truly sorry, Nova. Leaving you to deal with everything alone was selfish of me. I should have stayed, but when you looked at me that night, the horror and disbelief in your eyes - I couldn’t stick around.”

I shook my head against his chest. “Why won’t you tell me what happened - between our parents?”

Calix hissed in a breath. There was a long pause before he answered. “Because you’re innocent to the evils in the world, love. I don’t want you to change.”

“I,”

“Nothing you can say will change my mind, Nova.” Calix announced firmly. “I’d prefer you accept that as fact and move on.”

“But,”

Calix lifted me in his arms - and before I knew it - he’d jumped from the end of the dock. The cold water was a shock at first. It submerged us entirely before the fight or flight response ignited in my brain and I kicked, flailing my arms desperately in my need to resurface.

Somehow, I’d broken away from Calix, and when I surfaced, I heard him laughing deeply.

Wiping my eyes of the water, I sputtered. “You’re, you’re,”

Calix swam closer to me, his hands finding my waist in the water. “I’m what, love?”

My breath caught at the feeling of his warm hands connecting with my body. With the cold water surrounding us, the feeling of his warm hands on my skin was intense. Flattening his palm against my lower back, he pulled me closer to him and my legs, as I continued to wade in the water, slipped alongside his.

“You’re - not very nice.” I replied quietly and he flashed a grin.

Beneath the light of the almost full moon, Calix was captivatingly beautiful. He looked almost - seraphic. His inked hair, so deep and dark, appeared as though it were streaked with blue beneath the glimmer of the moon. His eyes were so bright and playful they practically glowed.

As I stared at him, the water of the lake lapping at my chest, I felt the hottest, most burning desire to kiss him. It was the first time I had wanted to kiss him without any of his prompting. I wanted to kiss him because he made my heart flutter and my belly feel all light and airy. I wanted to kiss him because I wanted to.

I didn’t think or hesitate as I slid my arms around his broad shoulders, pulling myself closer to him. I saw his eyes widen and I knew I’d startled him - but I didn’t care. Pressing my lips to his, I kissed him softly. His reaction was instant and filled with fire. His lips moved against mine determinedly as he took control of the kiss. And like always, I submitted to him as he claimed me.

Soft moans filled the silence and I realized, with a blush, that they were sounding from deep inside of me. Calix must have liked my panting breaths, because I felt his hand dip into the bottoms of my swimsuit to cup my ass. Parting my lips on a gasp as Calix pulled me closer into his chest, I wrapped my legs around his waist. His tongue slid into my mouth, tasting, licking and sucking. Fire exploded in my body, it’s liquid heat soaring through my veins. I was hot. The cold of the water was long ago forgotten as I dove my fingers into his hair - pulling.

Calix groaned and liquid desire pooled in my core. I wanted him. I wanted to hear him making those sounds as I brought him pleasure. I wanted to be the reason he moaned. I wanted to be the reason he ached and trembled with desire and I wanted to be the reason he found satisfaction.

My thoughts were quickly dissolved as Calix lifted me higher against him. Tearing his lips from my mouth, he kissed and sucked his way down my throat. Tipping my head back, I moaned into the night - to the moon. His lips found the hollow of my throat and he sighed.

“You’re so fucking perfect.” His hand gripped my ass tightly, holding me in place as he brought his other to the cup of my swimsuit. Pulling it down, he bared my breast to the night. My pale skin appeared smooth and creamy in the white light of the night sky and my nipple was beaded - begging for his touch.

Splashing cool water over the flesh of my breast, Calix palmed me. His fingers kneaded the flesh as he watched, through hooded eyes, as I caught my lip between my teeth to restrain a moan. As though taking my lack of audible panting as a challenge, Calix’s eyes glimmered and he lowered his head, catching my breast in his mouth. Swirling his tongue around my nipple, I pressed myself against his mouth, aching for more, begging for something I couldn’t comprehend. I wanted him. Despite the water we were wading in, I knew I was wet with my desire for him. I was ready for him. When he bit gently, but firmly, around the bud of my nipple, I cried out into the night.

“Calix,” His name was a sob, a plea, and a prayer.

He didn’t respond. Instead, I felt him swimming us closer to the dock. His hand slipped from the bottom of my bathing suit and he pushed me to the ladder, breaking contact with my body. With the absence of his touch, I felt the chill of the water again and I almost cried.

“Climb up, love.”

Confused, I turned away from him to grip the ladder. I climbed up onto the dock, waiting for him on week knees as my body throbbed with unsatisfied desire. I watched him as he climbed the ladder behind me and when I saw the large, swollen evidence of his yearning for me beneath the dripping swim shorts, I was both further aroused and confused. He wanted me - why had he stopped?

Flashing his eyes to mine, I gasped at the heat in their depths. When he quickly stretched a towel over the surface of the dock, my heart raced. “Lie down.”

My knees locked. Standing there, as understanding lit up in my brain, I froze. Calix looked up at me from where he was kneeling on the corner of the towel and his cheek twitched. Lifting himself onto his feet, he moved toward me. Catching me around the waist, Calix physically moved me to the towel before pushing me down on my knees. When I was kneeling, he lowered himself to face me. His eyes connected with mine and I saw something in their deeps that affected not only my body - but also my heart. It leapt and ached at the same time, but then he pressed his lips to mine. Hunger for this dark man claimed my every thought as he pleaded for entrance to my mouth with his tongue. He didn’t have to plead long. Right now, in this moment - I would have given him everything he asked for - anything he wanted.

Pushing me down onto my back, he didn’t break contact with my mouth. His hands were everywhere, but they weren’t uncertain. Every path they trailed pulled a heat from so deep within my body, it didn’t take long until my entire body was burning for him. Arching my back, I pressed my chest into his - aching for more contact - deeper contact.

I wanted him.

I needed him.

I burned for him.

Moving my hands along the moist skin of his back, I tried to pull him closer to me, but he didn’t move. With one arm resting beneath my neck, holding himself up, his other searched my body where the inches of space and electricity crackled between us. I wanted my bathing suit off. I wanted his bathing suit off. I wanted him to surround me - own me - complete me - fill me. It had been six days since I’d felt his body against mine - and that was too long. Somehow, in the short time I had belonged to Calix, he had become my addiction. My body yearned for him, craved him in a way I had craved nothing before. The drug he injected into my bloodstream when he touched me, kissed me, pressed his body against mine - it was dominant over any substance this world held. He was so much more than the master of my body - the dark, haunted man was keeper of my soul. And I knew, without doubt, that he also held the key to my heart.

“Please,” I whispered against his lips.

“Tell me love.” He breathed his command.

For the first time, I didn’t shy away from telling him exactly what I wanted.

“I want to feel you. I want to feel your body against mine, Calix.”

“You do?” He sounded surprised as he kissed the corner of my lips.

I nodded. “I need this - to feel you this way. It’s been too long. Please.”

My words were choppy, but my mind was running on overdrive. I couldn’t concentrate on anything that wasn’t the man hovering above me.

Calix didn’t reply with words. His lips spread into a smile against the delicate skin of my throat beneath my ear as he kissed me. His hand moved beneath my back to the clasp of my bikini, quickly, expertly releasing it and I sighed. Then, he worked the tie of the material around my neck, freeing me entirely of my top. When he pulled the material away and gazed down at my chest, entirely exposed to him, a small moan sounded in the back of his throat.

“Fuck,” He breathed.

My heart raced.

Calix moved down my body, kissing the tip of both breasts as he moved - but he didn’t linger. Which was good. I didn’t want him to linger. I wanted him to take off my bottoms and then I wanted him to remove his own. I just wanted to feel him. I wanted this connection. I needed it. I ached for it. I felt so impossibly empty without it.

Finally, I felt his fingers hook into the band of my bottoms and I closed my eyes. I could feel him watching me, but I didn’t do anything but lie there - like he’d originally told me to do.

My heart was racing and my breaths were coming in short, fast gasps. When Calix’s lips connected with the crease of my sex, I gave a small cry of surprise and he lifted his head on a grin.

“Calix - please.” I lifted my hands to him and his eyes glowed with desire at my obvious need for him.

He didn’t hesitate to remove his shorts then. I watched, with a wildly beating heart, as he bared his long, impressively thick length to me. Again, like every time I saw him, I felt a little flutter of fear in my belly. I knew he planned on fucking me - eventually - but I didn’t know how he figured it would fit. Hell, even the thought of him pushing the width of his fingers inside me had my mind reeling with fear.

Trying to steady my breath, I looked up and found Calix’s eyes. He was staring into my face, watching me take him in. His expression was hungry - his eyes a brilliant shade of cobalt. Behind him was the backdrop of a starry night sky with a deep, solid silhouette of a peaked mountain. He looked beautiful now - and I could only hope I looked just as wonderful in his eyes. Thinking of the wanton way my body was laying before him, I felt a blush of pink warm my cheeks. My legs were spread, my knees lifted, and he sat between them, posing on his knees. The head of his cock was moist and dark. It looked both foreboding and enticing.

“Do you like what you see, love?” He asked gruffly.

I caught my breath, countering. “Do you?”

He sighed, lowering himself to plant both hands on either side of my head. I felt the tip of his penis press against my lower stomach as he hovered over me, keeping space I longed to abolish between us. My entire body trembled in anticipation for his touch.

“For two years, Nova, I’ve watched you and wanted you. For two years, I fantasized about the day you would be like this, beneath me, looking up at me with those big brown eyes.” He made a growling sound in the back of his throat. “You better believe I like what I see.”

My breath caught, but before I could speak, he’d claimed my mouth with his. His kiss wasn’t soft and gentle. It was determined, hungry, and commanding. He was claiming me, I realized, as he slammed his body against mine, covering me, surrounding me. I felt his swollen desire press against my pussy, sliding through my wet need for him.

He groaned against my mouth as he rocked his hips forward, the width of his large body forcing my thighs further apart as he dragged his length against my throbbing center. “You’re so wet, love.” He spoke through nibbles to my lips. “So fucking hot for me.”

“Yes,” I wrapped my legs around his waist, locking my ankles at his back. “For you.”

My words seemed to fill Calix with life, because his rocking against me quickened. I wanted him to take this to the next step. Feeling his chest against mine, pressing his weight into my body, was wonderful, but I wanted more. I wanted him not only around me, but inside of me. I wanted this claiming of his to be official.

My thought was only further encouraged as he pulled his hips back, pressing the tip of his hot cock against my swollen clit, before pressing it slowly down against me - almost at my opening - but never pushing past my innocence. I wanted him to. So badly, I wanted him to own me this way - to be the man that had this part of me - the man that gave me this memory to keep.

In that moment, my decision had been made. I wanted Calix McKnight - completely.

“Make love to me.” I whispered into his mouth.

Calix swallowed my plea and stiffened in my arms. He didn’t say anything as he dropped his face into the crook of my neck, doing nothing more than breathing me in.

It felt like his silence lasted for eternity.


Chapter 4

Calix breathed me in for what felt like hours as I lay beneath him trying not to allow appearance to the tears I suddenly, so desperately, wanted to cry. I felt his body against mine and between my legs, he was still throbbing and hard - so I didn’t understand why he wasn’t moving. Why wasn’t he acting on my plea? This is what he had been pushing for since he’d taken me. This was what he wanted. Why wasn’t he moving?

“Love,” Calix’s voice rumbled against my throat before seeping through my skin and swimming through my blood. I felt him - everywhere.

I bit my lip as he lifted himself onto his palms, looking down into my face. I knew my eyes were pleading, hopeful, and afraid. I knew my heart was pounding because I could hear and I could feel it. My entire body trembled.

Calix looked tortured as he studied me. And then he shook his head and he choked out. “No.”

I stiffened. Actually, I froze. What?

“Why?” I finally found the ability to utter the single syllabled word on a pained, whispered breath.

Calix bowed his head, looking for a moment like he might change his mind - but then I saw resolution and I knew that wouldn’t happen. Calix was rejecting me. Of all the things I expected from this night, this hadn’t even been in the realm of possibility.

Was it because I’d asked him to make love to me? Should I have asked him to fuck me instead? Was there really even a difference?

“Love,” Calix sounded pained. “I can’t.”

“Why?” I asked again.

“Because this isn’t how you imagined it.” His reply was so quiet I’d had to strain to hear him.

“What?” I frowned, searching the blue of his eyes for answers.

“You said you imagined a bed, candles and wine.”

“Who cares?”

“I do.” He growled, his eyes flashing brilliantly. “I care, Nova.”

“Why?”

“I’ve told you repeatedly, that I want to give you everything you desire. Everything I hold the power to give to you, love, I want to give you.” He sighed. “You wanted your first time to be in a bed with candles and wine - that is what you will have.” He promised. “I can give that to you.”

It’s times like these, when Calix McKnight, my kidnapper, touches my heart. It’s times like this, that through his faults, I see a glimpse of a beautiful, wonderful, kind man. And I think to myself, I really could love him.

Determinedly, I reply. “Then take me to bed.”

Again, he shook his head. “No, love.”

Again, I felt the bitter sting of rejection. “Why?”

“Because you also told me you wanted your first time to be with your husband, love.” Calix wiped my hair away from my face, looking down at me gently. “I won’t take you until then.”

Suddenly frustrated, I shook my head. “I’m ready now. Why won’t you just do it?”

His eyes darkened. “Why are you in such a hurry?”

I turned my head away from him, blinking back my tears. I was frustrated and hurt and angry. My body was open to him, and even though he had rejected me - I still wanted him. For the first time, I was truly ready to lose myself in a man and he had rejected me. What kind of screwed up crap was that?

Calix lowered his head once more to my throat. He inhaled deeply and I felt my stomach clench. “Nova, I’m trying to be someone you want. I’m trying, in the only why I know how, to make you happy - to give you something you want.”

My heart ached. I wanted to hurt him the way he’d hurt me so many times.

I said coldly, “If you want to make me happy, fuck me.”

He shook his head, lifting his head from the nook of my neck to glare down at me once again. “I will, love.” There was a darkness to his tone that gave me chills. “As soon as you’re legally my wife, I will.”

I stared up at him in defiance. “I think you should get off me now. I want to go inside and take a shower where I can wash you from my body - and then I want to go to sleep.”

“You’re angry.” He nodded. “But you’ll never wash me from your body, love. You can try, but I’ll always be there.”

I pressed my hands to his shoulders. “Get off!”

He pushed his still solid length against my core and I gasped, instantly aroused, and instantly angry for his action. My mouth opened to tell him off, but he caught my chin in his hand. “Don’t pretend you don’t want me, Nova.” He growled. “Don’t think for even a moment, that because I won’t fuck you, that I won’t take your pleasure in other ways.”

“Don’t do this.” I shook my head, feeling exhausted and confused. “I’m tired.”

“Have you forgotten that I know your body better than you know it, Nova?” He asked darkly. “Have you forgotten the ways I can make you melt in my mouth - make you plead and moan beneath me? Have you forgotten?”

Images of his head between my legs flared in my mind and I blushed scarlet. “No.”

He lowered his face to mine until only an inch of space existed between us. “Don’t think, that because my dick is hard for you, and I want to make you happy, that I don’t have complete fucking control of you. Don’t allow yourself, for a fucking minute, to entertain the illusion that you have power over me. You don’t.” Tears filled my eyes - but in this minute, he was immune to their glistening. “In four days you will be my wife. In four days I will fuck you senseless - I will have your body in every way that I’ve wanted it for two fucking years and you will accept me, love, because if you don’t, you’ll fucking regret it.” His tone was so cold that I couldn’t stop myself from shivering beneath him. “Do you understand?”

“Yes.” I whispered. “I understand.”

And I did. I understood his words, but what I didn’t understand was how he could wear the face of someone my heart was convinced I could love and then transform so quickly into a monster I could do nothing but loathe. It was this Calix that made me feel hopeless. It was this Calix that broke my heart and ruined my fantasies that maybe something beautiful could bloom from within this very horrible situation I was trapped in.

It was this Calix that made me think - I’d never been more wrong - never been more foolish. In the snare of a monster, nothing is beautiful.

Calix stared down into my face for long moments as I fought to keep my tears restrained. Then finally, he lifted himself from my body. I could see from my peripheral vision that he was still painfully hard, but I didn’t know why. I didn’t understand how he could maintain arousal after words as cruel as his. I knew I certainly wasn’t aroused. I’d dried up like a lake in the desert.

Sitting up on the towel, I caught the pool wrap Calix tossed down at me. “Put this on. We’re going back to my room.”

I nodded, but I didn’t speak. My heart felt as though it were being slaughtered with agonizing and slow precision in my chest. I hated how easy it was for him to cause me pain. It was the ease that he found in looking into my tears that solidified the assumption that he could never love me - and I was wasting my time trying to make him.

I felt hopeless. But despite the absence of hope I felt, I couldn’t simply accept his inability to love me as fact when that was the only thing I had left to hope for. It had only been one night. Every road I had ever travelled had its bumps - maybe this night was just a bump in our road. I had to believe, for my sanity, that this was only a bump or maybe a hill, and that we would make it safely over.

When I’d dressed in my wrap, I picked up my still soaked swimsuit from the dock before turning to the house. I walked with Calix following close behind. I took this time to allow my tears to fall, when he couldn’t see my face. As discreetly as I could, I wiped away my tears and steadied my breath as we came to the back door. Calix opened the door to let us inside and I instantly began walking, or running, to the safety of his bedroom. Calix followed behind me without saying a word.

When we were finally standing in his bedroom, Calix moved to turn on the fireplace. The room glowed with the amber light, casting flickering shadows over the walls. I didn’t know why I’d been in such a hurry to arrive in this room - I wasn’t any safer from Calix here than I had been outside this room. I don’t know why I’d thought I would be safer? Maybe it was because I knew this room - every corner - every dent in the wall. This room had been both my hell and my sanctuary - somehow I’d bonded with it.

“Can I take a shower?” I whispered my question, focusing my eyes on the floor.

“Yes.” Calix said stiffly.

I didn’t look up at him as I passed him on my way to the bathroom, closing the door behind me. Once there, I wasted no time in turning on the water - as hot as I could handle it - before stripping from my clothing.

Stepping beneath the fall of water, I breathed in the steam as the water droplets burned my skin, stinging upon touch. I don’t know why I’d turned the water on so hot - but in the back of my mind, I suspected that I really was trying to wash him from my body. I knew I never could succeed in such a feat - but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t try.

Washing my hair and body with numb fingers, I let myself cry. I cried so hard, a few audible sobs escaped from between my lips before I realized I’d even made a sound. Biting down on my lip, I lowered myself to the floor of the shower. And I cried there too. I felt so broken - so terribly worthless, and unwanted, and confused, and hurt, that crying was all I could do. I knew I was picking on myself, but hell, I’d started so I may as well continue.

My back felt raw from the sting of the water, but the pain felt good. Never in my life did I ever think I would have such an odd thought - that pain might actually feel good. Pain and good didn’t make sense - the two words weren’t often thought of together. Pain had always intimidated me to a point of terror, but right now, I was ashamed and the pain - this pain - was welcome.

I didn’t hear the bathroom door open, and I didn’t notice Calix until the glass door of the shower had swung open and Calix had turned the hot water to a very mild warm. Stepping into the stream, he demanded loudly, “What the fuck, Nova?”

I didn’t even respond.

I had nothing to say.

Calix wrapped his hand around my upper arm, pulling me from the floor. I moaned, feeling the raw skin of my back ache with the shift and Calix demanded again. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“I don’t know.” I answered honestly, more tears falling. “I don’t even know who I am.” I laughed then, feeling slightly nutty and immensely exhausted. “Who am I Calix? What am I worth?”

His expression twisted from anger to absolute rage - pure, terrifying, rage. “Fuck me.” He growled, but I barely heard him. “You’re worth everything, love.” His arms moved around my body and he steered my back into the stream of lukewarm water. It was a gentle kiss against my raw flesh and I moaned, dropping my face against his chest. He said again with vindication. “You’re worth everything, Nova.”

Calix held me in the stream of water for so long, as I cried in his brutal, conflicting arms. He was like Jackal and Hyde. I never knew which face he would greet me with - I hated that about him. And I hated that I loathed something about a man I loved. Yeah, as much as I didn’t want to - I knew I loved Calix. It was hard to admit when the truth was so damning - but hell, it was the truth.

My mom always said that love and hate go hand in hand. You can’t hate someone you’ve never loved, or don’t still love to some degree - because hate takes serious effort and if you didn’t love someone, even a little, then you’d never take the effort or waste the energy needed to hate them.

I’d never really understood that statement until now. Now, I truly, with every fiber of my being, understood that statement. I was beginning to believe my mother was a wise woman.

Slowly, Calix dropped his head to my shoulder. He didn’t apologize for pushing me to this breaking point. Instead, he pressed his lips against my shoulder. He kissed me there. Once. Before lifting his head to look into my eyes. I saw in the blue depths that something was torturing him - I just didn’t know what. And I didn’t have the courage or the strength to ask him.

“Will you wait in here while I wash quickly, love?” Calix asked gently.

I knew better than to believe that when Calix asked a question, he expected anything less than acceptance.

So, despite the exhaustion seeping through my bloodstream, I nodded.

I stood in the back of the shower, feeling cold without the heat of the water or his body against mine, as Calix moved quickly through the motions of his shower. But not once, did he take his eyes off me. When he was finished showering, he turned off the water before reaching out to grab for a towel hanging beside the shower. It was fluffy and bronze like all of Calix’s towels - and I watched as he moved toward me.

Wrapping me in the soft fabric, he dried me off as though I were incapable of completing the small task myself. He even squeezed the water from my hair, before bending down and pressing a gentle kiss to my forehead.

When he was finished drying my body, he wrapped me up in the towel before seeing to his own body with the other towel. When he was finished drying himself, he hung his towel, took my hand in his, and led me to the sink. I watched through drooping eyelids as Calix loaded the toothbrush before handing it to me.

“Brush your teeth, love.” He said quietly.

I took the toothbrush and did as he requested as he brushed his own teeth. Again, not even a moment passed where I felt the heat of his eyes fall from my face.

When I was finished brushing my teeth, Calix put my toothbrush in the holder beneath the sink before leading me past the closet and into the bedroom. Guiding me to the bed, he pulled the blanket away from the bed before taking my towel. I climbed between the sheets feeling depressed and heavy as I closed my eyes. I heard Calix toss my towel onto the chair in the sitting area before he moved for the remote to the fireplace.

I whispered. “Can you leave it on?” My voice shook at the end of my request. “Please.”

I felt Calix turn to look back at me and when he spoke, his voice was low. “Yes.” He dropped the fireplace remote back onto the coffee table after turning it to low, before walking to the bed. The bed dipped as he moved the large weight of his body between the sheets, and my heart beat a desolate song in my chest.

“Nova?” Calix spoke my name on a low breath.

“Hmm?”

“I would like to hold you.” He shifted himself onto his side and I knew he was peering down into my face. Good thing my eyes were closed, I thought to myself.

“Then hold me.”

He moved a little closer and the bed shifted again. “Do you want me to hold you?”

I thought about this for a moment. I knew as I withheld my reply, Calix was holding his breath. But the simple fact was that I wanted nothing more than to allow Calix to hold me throughout the night. Even the illusion that came with him holding me, protecting me, loving me - was better than nothing.

“Yes.” My reply was spoken on a strangled breath.

He wasted no time in gathering my body into his arms. Pulling me against his naked chest, Calix spooned me. This giant, rough man was spooning me - his captive - as though I were the thing he cherished most. I wished, with the entirety of my heart, that this was reality and that I really was the one he cherished most.

Calix nuzzled his face into my hair, inhaling my scent deeply. “My girl,” he breathed. “You don’t even realize the lengths I would go for you.”

My heart wept in response to his words. They tore me open from the inside - I wanted to believe them, but I knew Calix, and I knew those words were nothing more than words.

Painfully, my mind brought me back to his rejection and then his cold, harsh speech. I stiffened in his arms before burying my face into the pillow beneath my head. I suddenly wished I hadn’t asked him to leave the fire on. The last thing I wanted was for this man to stand witness to my tears - my Hollywood show of heartbreak.

Calix tightened his hold on me, kissing my shoulder, my throat, and the back of my neck. When my body continued to tremble in violent, silent sobs, Calix tugged me from the pillow. Looking down into my face, I saw his eyes darken as he studied me. My heart leapt in fear as I watched his face twist with emotions I didn’t understand. His golden skin looked flawless in the amber glow of the fireplace as shadows danced over the roof above him.

Dropping his head to mine, I thought he was going to kiss me - and I braced myself, but he didn’t. What he did shocked me more and had an even deeper impact on my heart. Calix touched the tip of his nose to mine before running it up my bridge. He kissed the skin between my eyes and I closed my eyes against this assault on my emotions - but he didn’t stop. His nuzzling of me was entirely primal. I had never experienced a moment so animalistic, so primitive - so meaningful without words. The way he rubbed his face against mine, his rough day-old shadow of hair rubbed against the smooth skin of my cheek and he breathed me in. Over and over again he did this until I was a sobbing mess in his arms. I felt confused, hurt, angry, and loved all at the same time.

He lifted his hand from my stomach to cup the side of my neck, tilting my face toward him. He kissed away my tears, catching them before they fell into my hair from where they were rolling down my temples. He did this over and over again, kissing me, holding me, catching my pain and confusion against his tongue - tasting it - until I didn’t think I had another drop left in me.

“Is it all out, love?” Calix asked gently and I finally understood his actions. He had been encouraging me to feel, to exhaust my pain, my anger, and my confusion so that I might push myself past it.

I murmured. “I don’t know.”

“Look at me, Nova.” Calix pleaded, his hand still palming my neck. He ran his thumb over the length of my jaw as his fingertips touched the line of my hair. I realized he was cradling me.

Encouraging myself to open my tired eyes, I looked up into his face - into his cerulean eyes. They were pained, but determined. This frightened me. I don’t know why, but it did.

“I’m going to kiss you, love.” Calix informed, his voice deep and sure.

I nodded. What else was I supposed to do?

I watched him as he slowly lowered his mouth to mine. He kissed me gently - a simple kiss, before pulling away. I hadn’t wanted him to stop. More than anything, I just wanted him to take my mind off the insecurities I was feeling inside. I wanted him to love me. As soon as the thought came to my mind, I scolded myself.

Shifting beneath him, Calix pulled me tighter against his chest before lying down on his back, tugging my body on top of his in his recline. I settled against his chest as he cradled me in his arms. I fell into sleep as his fingertips traced soft shapes into the naked skin of my back.


Chapter 5

I woke in Calix’s arms the day before the wedding. My back was pressed tight against his front, and he was half lying on top of me. My one leg was bent and lifted and Calix’s leg covered it. Stirring, I felt his hard length against the flesh of my ass and I tensed.

This was how I had woken up every morning with Calix since our fight. We’d spent our days not talking about much - and there had been nothing sexual - what-so-ever, since the night we’d spent in the lake. Calix still kissed me. Actually, he kissed me a lot - and he was always touching me. A hand on my shoulder, the small of my back, or even on my thigh, but he hadn’t pleasured me in any way and neither had I pleasured him. It seemed he was determined to keep things between us from spiraling too far out of control before he was ready. Whatever the reason, it confused me. But what confused me more was his determined unwillingness to allow me to sleep with clothing on. I didn’t understand why, if he was avoiding all sexual activity, he wouldn’t want me to wear clothing to bed.

Holding my breath, I started to slide myself out from beneath him, and like every morning, I woke him up before I succeeded in my escape.

“Good morning, beautiful.” Calix moaned, tightening his arm around my belly where it was resting. “Where are you going?”

“Um,” I slouched against the bed. “I’m not tired anymore.”

“Where were you planning to go?”

“I don’t know.” I replied. “The pool, maybe?” I questioned.

He chuckled. “You want to go swimming?”

I bobbed my head against my pillow. “Sure. Why not?”

Calix grunted. “Alright, then lets go.”

“Lets?” I squeaked. “You’re planning to come with me?”

“Of course.”

“O-kay.”

His hand spread over my belly and then I felt my body spinning so that I was lying on my back - beneath him. His blue eyes were intense and pinned on my face. Like always, when I found myself beneath that blue gaze of his, my heart raced. “Did you not want me to come?”

“I don’t care if you come.” I said honestly. “I’m just swimming.”

His eyes tensed. “Get a swimsuit on.”

“You have to let me go first.” I whispered, feeling my heartbeat quicken to a painful high. And then, to my surprise, Calix released me.

Taking this moment to dart from the bed, I didn’t look back as I practically ran my naked behind into the bathroom, slamming the door behind me. My chest was heaving heavily, my skin was warm, and my hands were trembling. Sometimes, Calix was intense. First thing in the morning, before my brain had really woken up, dealing with Calix was difficult - and that was putting it mildly.

I’d dressed myself in a white bikini and was struggling with the halter of the necktie when Calix walked into the closet - naked. And hard. My eyes focused on the roof to keep from looking at him as he chuckled. “It’s morning wood, love. It happens when I wake up against you.”

My face heated. Painfully. Hot. “Calix,”

“Turn around.” He commanded. “I’ll get that.”

I turned around, thankful for an excuse to face away from Calix and all his naked glory. “Thank you.” I whispered as his hands grasped hold of the material to tie it around my neck.

“You can turn around now, love.” I could hear his teasing smirk in his tone and I had a thought to smack it from his face. Thankfully, it was only a thought. “It’s not like you haven’t seen it before.”

Blushing deeper, I gulped. “I’m not discussing this.” I said as I made a break for the closet door.

He caught my arm. “Do I get a kiss good morning?”

“I,” I stammered and my brow furrowed. “Do you want one?”

“I always want to kiss you, Nova. You know that.”

I didn’t reply and his hand moved from my arm, to my waist, where he pulled me into his hard front. His mouth came down on mine and he stepped back, pushing me until my back came into contact with the wall. His mouth on mine was rough and gentle and then rough again. And my brain was losing synapses by the second. Yes, they were burning up.

He pulled his mouth from mine on a growl. “Fuck,” I flinched, dazed and confused. “I want you so bad, love.”

I didn’t reply. I didn’t know what to say to him. All I knew was that I was never, ever, going to ask Calix McKnight to make love to me again. If that shit happened, it would be because he was steering the boat - because as far as I was concerned, that ship had sailed.

Calix leaned his forehead against mine. “One more day.” The words were nearly a whisper and I wondered if he was talking to me or to himself. Again, I didn’t reply and Calix’s hand drifted from my waist to the back of my neck. Cupping my neck, he tilted my head back to force my face up to his. Peering deeply into my eyes, he searched my face. “Tomorrow you will be mine, love. Completely. I’ll have you entirely. Forever.”

My breath caught and heat raced with chills through my body at his words. I was conflicted. There was no doubt in my mind I had feelings I shouldn’t have for Calix. He was the man who had captured me, threatened my family, pushed me past the sanity of my mind and broke my heart. Yet, he was the same man who held my hair back when I couldn’t stomach my situation - yes, I know he is the one who caused said situation, but still. He was also the same man who kissed my temples, my forehead, and the tip of my nose with a gentleness that made me feel hope. He was the man who knew me, in a way, better than I knew myself. He was the man whose body formed around mine each night and he was the man my body craved - the man my soul yearned for. He was also the man who took the time to learn my favorite color and my favorite treat. He might not be prince charming, and he definitely wasn’t a white knight, but he wasn’t the devil either.

Yes, I think it’s safe to say I’m feeling a little conflicted.

“Nova?” Calix’s voice brought me back to the here and now. “Your thoughts, love?”

I stammered. “I, we’re getting married tomorrow.”

Slowly, he nodded. “Yes. Tomorrow we are getting married.”

“Is it a big wedding?” I asked, finding myself wondering, for the first time, exactly how this fiasco would unfold.

Calix frowned. “The guest list consists of people I’ve done business with for years.”

“I don’t have a maid of honor.”

“You don’t need one.”

“But,” I shook my head, not understanding how a wedding could possibly proceed without the bride having a maid of honor.

“I will not be having anyone stand up with me, Nova. The wedding will be simple. It is happening because I want public record of your compliance to become my wife. If I thought eloping would give me what I want, we would be eloping. However, when you say ‘I do’ I want there to be multiple witnesses. When I kiss you for the first time as your husband, I want the pictures snapped to tell a story.”

“But what will I say when someone asks me where my family is?” I whispered, feeling stunned and confused.

“You will tell them that you are estranged from your family.” Calix stated matter of fact.

At his words, I felt tears mist my eyes and I pulled in a deep, shaky breath. “Are we going swimming?”

“If you still want to, love.”

I nodded. “I want to.”

“Then come.” Calix held his hand out and I placed mine in his without second thought. So much with Calix had begun to feel like second nature. In the beginning, when he touched me I’d been frightened and uncertain, but now, when he touched me I felt safe. And when he wasn’t touching me, I ached for him.

***

My head bobbed above the water as I swam on my back, wading peacefully around the pool. Calix had been swimming laps, and I was lost in thought. Suddenly, I felt his hands on my waist, tugging my body against his. My eyes popped open and I gasped as he carried me through the shallow end of the pool to the stairs. My heart sunk.

“We’re leaving already?”

“No.” Calix smiled down at me and I circled my arm around his neck. “We’re going to sit in the sauna.”

“Oh,”

“Nova,” Calix spoke my name through an irritated sigh. “You know I dislike it when you reply with ‘oh’.”

I didn’t say anything.

Calix didn’t press the issue as he walked us into the small wooden sauna. It was the size of a small bedroom and everything was wood. I loved the scent of this room and since being here - without Calix - I’d learned to not only tolerate, but also appreciate the warmth. When he’d been away on business, I’d spent at least a few hours every day at the pool or in the sauna. It was indoor, which was the only kind of pool that made any sense in Alberta as the winters were cold as hell and the summers were hot. Having anything designed particularly for one season, was impractical, and a waste of space. Having an indoor pool, sauna and hot tub, as well as an out door hot tub, which can be used in the winter, Calix had everything laid out for optimal use.

The door of the sauna closed behind Calix and the light in the intimate space was dim. There was a corner where coals were burning, sending fresh pulses of heat into the already hot space. Moving across the little expanse of floor, Calix lowered himself to the wooden bench with me still in his arms. When he made contact with the bench, I wiggled in his lap, trying to set myself free.

Calix tightened his arms around my waist and I stiffened. “What are you doing?”

“Holding you.” He replied simply.

“Why?”

“Because I like holding you.”

“It’s already so warm in here,”

He cut me off. “Do you not want to be in my arms, Nova?”

I looked to the floor. I hated it when he asked questions like these. I knew I shouldn’t want to be in his arms - but I always did. Seriously, I took the expression of hopeless romantic to a whole new extreme.

I shrugged. “I feel tense today.” I admitted even though I knew it wasn’t an answer to his question.

“Why?” His voice was so low, it rumbled through my body when he spoke.

“I don’t know.”

“Guess.” He commanded.

I hesitated for only a moment before replying, “I’m assuming it’s because I’m marrying the man who kidnapped me tomorrow - and I don’t want to.”

He tensed, but he didn’t reply. Instead, he caught my face in a gentle but firm hand and cocked my head so that my lips were positioned for his taking. Slowly, he bent his head and pressed his lips to mine.

Like always, when Calix kissed me, I felt it in my belly. I felt it in my fingertips and my toes - the way they curled in decadency. And I felt it in my knees, silently thanking small mercies that I wasn’t standing.

His mouth on mine was warm and commanding, passionate and controlling, fiery and decided. My mind numbed to my surroundings and all rational thought fled my entity as his tongue pushed between my lips and he tasted me, groaning deep and huskily in the back of his throat.

My fingers curled in the hair at the base of his neck, tugging him closer to me, begging in the only way I could for him to deepen this kiss - to take me somewhere beautiful and sensual and away from the nagging thoughts of my mind.

Calix pulled back with a small nip at my bottom lip and I moaned a protest, blinking my heavy lidded eyes at him. He smiled a soft, almost sad smile and my heart squeezed.

When he spoke, his voice was low. “I’ve been with women, love, I’m sure you know this.” He paused and I frowned, wondering where the hell he was going with this and why the hell he was telling me of other women after he’d been kissing me. But before I had a chance to open my mouth, he continued. “I’ve fucked my fair share - and I like sex. Fuck, I love sex. But I’ve never had with any women what I have with you, Nova. I know you feel it too, because it doesn’t matter how mad you are at me, or what I do to piss you off, every time I kiss you, every time I touch you, you fucking melt. So you can keep lying to yourself and telling yourself that you don’t want to marry me and that you don’t want me, but love, I know you do. Because I’ve been around, and as fucked up as it is - this whole situation - I know that what we have is fucking real.”

Real. Calix thought that this - whatever it was we had - was real? I didn’t know whether to laugh, cry, or shake my head. Actually, I couldn’t do anything but sit here, in his lap, and stare up into those blue eyes of his.

Calix took in a breath. “You’re marrying me tomorrow, Nova, whether or not you’ve admitted to wanting to. And if you stop fighting it, I believe you might actually find happiness.”

I knew I would find happiness with Calix. As a matter of fact, there was no doubt in my mind that I would find happiness with this man - my captor. However, I replied. “All I want from you, Calix, is the chance to contact my mom. I just want to tell her that I’m not hurting - that I am happy, and that this was my choice.”

Calix tightened his jaw. “I can’t allow you to contact her until I believe you’re happy with me, love.”

I knew he expected me to argue, but I didn’t. I don’t really know why I didn’t argue with him or demand to know the reasoning behind his statement. I don’t know why I nodded my head and said. “I know.”

I could tell that Calix also didn’t know why I didn’t bother arguing his decision. But I think I was just tired. I knew the path my future was taking and I didn’t see much of a way to change it. Calix was my future as far as I was concerned. And I’d always been big on searching for the silver linings. So, right now, I was telling myself that I did care for this monster. I did feel intimately comfortable in his presence, and I did want to know him better, deeper, intimately. Calix was a monster, but as of tomorrow, he was just as much my monster as I was his prey.


Chapter 6

I awoke early to the sounds of voices filtering into the room from the open doors of the balcony. The sky was colored in shades of pinks and oranges that were streaming in through the sheer bronze curtains.

I blinked, curious about the voices that were really quite loud, obnoxiously so, for the time of morning and then I stilled. I remembered, not quite sure how I could have forgotten, that today was the day I was marrying Calix McKnight.

My blood ran cold and I stiffened beneath Calix’s warm weight. I was lying on my stomach with one leg lifted out to the side and Calix was sprawled against my back, his leg hooked upward with mine. It didn’t seem to matter which position I fell asleep in, by morning, Calix never failed to be completely wrapped around me.

Knowing that if I were to try and move, I’d wake him, I didn’t move. I needed a moment - or maybe I needed a few moments to wrap my mind around the events that would without a doubt transpire today. And what happened after today? What would we be doing? Were we going on a honeymoon? How the hell hadn’t I thought to inquire about this?

His deep voice startled me when he spoke. “Relax, love.”

“You’re awake.” I stated dumbfounded.

“I am.” His hand slipped beneath my stomach, tightening his hold on me as though suspecting I wanted nothing more than to run. “Been awake for a while now.”

“Oh,” I mumbled and then tensed as I remembered that he didn’t like that word. “Um, I - um,”

“Nova,” Calix spoke my name slowly. “Calm down.”

I buried my face into my hands as the trembling set in, infecting every inch of my body. Calix moved his body over mine, pressing little kisses over the skin of my shoulder and back. Jeez, if these were what people called wedding jitters or cold feet or whatever, then I didn’t know why the hell they went ahead with the ‘I do’s’. I was freaking terrified!

I gasped. “Calix,”

“Love,” he replied soothingly.

“Please,” I whispered. “I need air.”

He stiffened, before finally pushing away from my back. I didn’t wait for him to fully release me before I shoved myself up onto my palms, darting off the bed. I was running, naked, to the balcony. Oh, but goodness graciousness, I needed air!

Just as I reached out to push through the bronze curtains, I felt thick arms wrap around my waist, slamming my back into a very hard front.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Calix growled against my temple as I shook, like a leaf, in his arms. “You’re fucking ass-naked!”

“Oh God,” I gasped a deep breath of air. “Oh my God.”

“Nova?” The anger in his voice was quickly fading into something that sounded more like concern. Deep concern. So deep, one might even relate it to fear-filled worry. “Shhh, baby.”

My hands webbed over his, which were splayed across my bare belly. My fingers curled inward, my nails biting into the flesh covering his fingers. And then I gave a small, panicked cry - as I thought of everything I had lost in the past two weeks. I felt trapped. I was trapped - I knew this. My mind knew this and my body was aware - but I really felt it today. The air moving through my lungs felt thick - so dense, I couldn’t get enough.

Gasping, I cried, “Air!” I reached out for the curtains again with a frantic swipe that only encouraged Calix to tighten his arm around me. “I need air.”

“Shit, love,” Calix pulled me away from the window, dragging me to the bed with him. “Stop struggling.”

I didn’t stop. I needed air. I needed to get outside. I just - I needed to breathe. I knew, distantly, that I was making frantic moaning noises. I knew that I was clawing, reaching, and bucking at him. But I also knew that I was losing a little of my mind. This attack, this was what I had been waiting for from the moment Calix took me. This was me - fighting for the will to breathe. Panting, gasping, and sobbing, I fought the strong arms that held me close as he pulled me across the room to the bed. As soon as we were there, he released one arm from around my stomach while holding me in the other with surprising strength.

In the back of my mind, I registered the duvet blanket being pulled around my body, covering me from chin to toe, before Calix hiked me into his arms. I was a sobbing, panicked mess against his chest as he carried me to the balcony. He was still naked, completely naked, but I was covering him for the most part.

As soon as I felt the cool morning air on my face, my panic subsided and I pulled in deep breaths as though I’d been starved. He set me down in the teardrop swing, where I knew he felt I was hidden from sight, before climbing in with me. I couldn’t help but think, that if anyone were watching, Calix had just mooned them. I clutched the duvet to my chin as he covered himself with a corner.

Looking over at me warily, he asked, “You alright?”

Feeling weak, both mentally and physically, I nodded.

“Talk to me, Nova.”

“Yes,” I responded to his previous question. “I’m okay.”

“What happened?” He asked darkly.

“I don’t know.”

“Nova.” My name on his lips was a slow, deep growl.

I blinked. “I,”

“Nova,” Calix said my name again. “Don’t lie to me. Tell me what happened in there, so we can avoid it in the future.”

“I don’t think it’s something we can avoid.” I looked down.

He cocked his head. “Why not?”

“Calix,” He waited for me to continue, his blue eyes pinned on me. I gulped. “I’m afraid.” I whispered.

His face changed. Quickly. Immensely. And he asked pointedly. “Of what?”

“You.” I replied quickly, dropping my eyes from his handsome face. I couldn’t look at him as I said this - but it needed to be said. I simply wasn’t brave enough - I didn’t possess the courage to look at him as I spoke my fears. “Today. Later.” I gasped again. “I don’t know what you’re going to do to me - you’re going to hurt me so badly.”

He frowned. “What are you talking about, love?”

Another tear slipped from my eye and I let the corner of the duvet catch it. “You said yesterday that you’ve had women, but I haven’t had men.” He hissed in a breath, but I continued before he could say anything. “I don’t have experience - and I always hoped, dreamed, fantasized, that the man I gave myself to would be the man I gave everything to.” I hiccupped. “My heart - just everything.”

“I’ll take everything you want to give me, love.” His voice was dark. “I’d gladly take your heart.”

My eyes lifted. “To do what with, Calix?” I felt a kind of stillness settle over me as I spoke again. “You’ve already taken so much from me, I barely even recognize myself anymore.”

“Baby,” Calix clenched his jaw. “There are things I’ve done that I can’t take back - that I don’t want to take back and wouldn’t even if I could. Taking you is one of those things.” He moved closer to me and I didn’t bother scooting back away from him. There was really no point. He would catch me. Calix McKnight would always catch me. “I took you, Nova - the sooner you accept that this is your life, that I am your life, the sooner you’ll be happy.”

“I just need to feel like I can breathe.” I whispered. “You’re suffocating me.”

He shook his head. “Love,” he pushed his hand beneath my back, tugging me effortlessly against his side. “You belong with me, now. If you need to breathe, you can breathe my air.”

I closed my eyes, hating the fact that as soon as he touched me - pulled me into his side - whispered into my hair, I felt a little calmer. I felt a little more like the world in all its nonsensical ways, was making sense. I knew Calix was right. Somehow, accepting him would be the easier path. But every time I considered allowing myself to fall for him, to consensually marry him, to be with him, I couldn’t help but think of all the ways he’d hurt me. He’d broken me in so many ways, ruined me, and yet when I was a panicked mess, he was the only thing that seemed even remotely capable of calming me down.

Was it possible for Calix to be both my destruction and my salvation?

He squeezed me into his side, dropping his head to mouth his words against my hair. “Now, it’s early and we’ve got a big day ahead of us.” He paused, almost as though he were stretching his feelers for my emotions. Was he worried I’d have another mental breakdown? And would I? Calix continued. “What do you say we relax here for an hour or so before the day begins?”

“I,”

“Nova,” Calix shook his head and I tipped my chin back to look up at him in confusion. “Just agree with me, love. We’ll take an hour. We’ll relax. And then you’ll get ready to marry me.”

“When.” I whispered and he tensed.

“Today.”

“But what time?”

Calix was silent and I watched as the realization that although I was the bride, and this was supposed to be my wedding, I didn’t even know the time I was expected to walk down the aisle. I hadn’t chosen or seen my dress. I didn’t even know what the wedding colors were. Calix had done everything - or, I suspected Gabriella had done everything. My part in his day was for little more than show.

Finally, Calix replied. “You’ll be walking down the aisle at one.”

“How late will the wedding go?”

“Probably all night.” Calix answered and I felt my body slump. I didn’t want to party all night with a bunch of people I didn’t know. I didn’t want to force smiles and pleasantries and appearances throughout the entirety of the evening. I just - I already wanted this day to be over.

“Oh.” I said quietly, already feeling exhausted by the thought alone. “I see.”

“The party will continue throughout the night, but we have a flight to catch at 1:00 a.m.”

I gasped, interrupting him. “We have a flight to catch?”

“Yes.” He nodded. “Did you not think I would give you a honeymoon?”

I felt my face heat and I tucked it against his chest to keep the blush from his eyes. “I didn’t think we needed a honeymoon.”

“We definitely need a honeymoon.” Calix scoffed. “If I didn’t take you away for myself, not only would our marriage seem unreal, but I would be a very stupid man.” His voice lowered. “Any man to have a woman as beautiful as you agree to spend her life with him would be living for the honeymoon, love.”

“Calix,” I tensed against him. “I didn’t agree to spend my life with you. I agreed to your demands to save my family.”

“Technicalities, love.” He replied darkly. “Either way, you’ll be spending your life with me and I intend to experience every pleasure life with you has to offer me.”

“But,”

His voice was clinical when he cut me off to inform me of our plans. “We will be leaving the party at 10:00 p.m. You will get yourself ready for the flight and we will leave the house by 11:00 p.m. Your bags were packed yesterday. Everything you’ll need has been supplied for you, therefore you’ll have nothing to worry about this evening apart from getting yourself settled for a comfortable flight.”

Wow, he really had it all figured out. “Where are we going?”

Calix shifted to look down at me, but I didn’t bother to shift to look up at him. “Now, if I told you, it wouldn’t be much of a surprise, would it?”

“I don’t like surprises.” I replied.

He chuckled. “You love surprises, Nova.”

“No, I don’t.” I informed matter of fact.

He argued. “Again, you forget that I spent two years studying you, watching you, learning you, before I took you.” I stiffened and he continued. “I’ve seen the joy you find in getting surprised.”

“By little things!” I scoffed. “Like the coffee being made before I woke up for a change.”

My thoughts moved to memories of my family and I felt my heart clench painfully in my chest. Water pooled in my eyes, and Calix, entirely oblivious, continued.

“Or the way you smiled when you woke to find your mother had placed a bouquet of flowers on your nightstand. Always peonies.” He muttered.

“Peonies are,” my voice cracked and he tightened his arms around me.

When he finished, his voice was deep. “They’re your favorite. I know, love.”

“I miss them, Calix.” I felt my arms moving around his stomach as I spoke the words in such desperate tones.

It was utterly pathetic how I was crying into my captor’s chest, seeking solace from him, when he was the one who’d taken everything away. I should be angry with him. I should want to hurt him. But I don’t. Calix is all that I have to find comfort within, and I’ve always been an entity that required gentle touches, hugs, and comfort. My family had never been one that was absent of touch. My mom never failed to hug me every day, whether I was happy or sad. If I was sad, I simply was given more than one hug and sometimes a kiss on the cheek. The one time my heart was broken, well, not because of the normal high school break up, but still, I had been hurt - my mother had spent the week in my bed with me, holding me as I slept, playing with my hair when I cried, and just talking to me, telling me I had nothing to feel bad about.

Yes, my first break up had been a terrible thing. I’d been with him for two years and really, in all that time, I’d never really wanted the relationship to progress. He was a comfort for me - a friend. But I was often too busy at the animal shelter or living in the world of my books to put the effort into spending time with him. He’d told me I was killing him, that I was holding him back from experiencing life and that he wanted it - needed to live.

I’d broken things off with him, or he’d broken things off with me. I still wasn’t sure about who’d actually done the deed, but after that argument, we didn’t see each other anymore and we didn’t talk. I blamed myself for taking so much of his life and wasting it. My mom spent her time comforting me the way a good mother does when her baby is hurting - for whatever the reason.

That’s how I knew my mom was in agony now, not knowing where I was, or what I was living through. It didn’t matter how old we became, myself and my sisters would never be anything other than her babies. We were her girls - the lives she created, loved and molded. We were good girls, with pure hearts and soft souls. My mom, although she’d never been with a man who wasn’t my father, was a single mom. My father wasn’t home often. His job was important, and that meant that although he talked to mom often, he wasn’t a very large part of our lives. This made mom our sole comfort giver, our guide and our confidant. She protected us girls with her life. And I knew she was distraught now, that I had been missing for two weeks.

I miss my mom. I thought to myself, not realizing until Calix replied that I’d spoken aloud.

“I know, love.” He pulled me onto his chest and I lay against him, crying and hugging him tight, as he moved his fingers through my hair. “I know, baby.”

“Please,” I whispered a plea he didn’t grant with a reply, and I wasn’t entirely positive he even acknowledged it at all. Then, I snuggled into his chest and I fell into sleep against his warm body, wrapped in the unexpected comfort he provided me.

***

Calix had woken me an hour after I’d had my little cry, carried me back into the bedroom before setting me on the edge of the bed. He’d told me to get myself in the shower and then to wrap myself in a robe before meeting him for breakfast out on the balcony.

Now, I was walking through the bedroom to do exactly as Calix had instructed and meet him for breakfast. I wasn’t all that hungry. My belly was flipping and dancing with nerves for the upcoming hours this daunting day held. However, I did want a cup of coffee.

When I appeared through the bronze curtains, Calix’s blue eyes brightened and he smiled. As my eyes moved past Calix to the yard behind him, I felt my lips part on a gasp of pure wonderment. The back yard had been transformed from something already stunning to something I never could have imagined I’d see in real life.

I didn’t feel my feet carry my body to the railing, but suddenly, I was standing, gripping the stone banister as I peered down onto the elegant beauty of the yard. Four great pillars of an almost Greek appearance had been placed over the stone floor of the patio. They were massive and sturdy, and over their length, swirls of woven soft pink peonies - yes, peonies - my favorite flower - stretched over the stone. Connecting the four pillars was a glimmering, twinkling netting of lights. Through the netting, vines of brilliant, healthy greens had been woven, some hanging, in graceful ribbons, from the netted roof.

Scattered along the fringe of the stone patio floor were tables covered in a soft pink silk cloth with adorable, elegant white wooden chairs. Wrapped in a cascading tie around the back of the chair was white tool. Crystal vases had been centered on the table and lush bouquets of pink and white peonies had been artfully positioned.

Off to the side, I saw the altar, the seating, and the aisle. My heart sped as I took in the sight of the place where I would undoubtedly give myself to Calix. In a garden of abundant green, chairs that matched those around the tables had been positioned to face an altar of incomparable beauty. Pink and white peonies had been woven along the branch-like arch Calix would stand beneath, waiting for me. And over the aisle I would walk, hundreds of pink and white petals had been tossed over the green of the grass.

Standing here over the balcony, with every breath I took, I could smell the sweet freshness of the flowers below. There was no doubt in my mind that Calix had spent thousands upon thousands of dollars to create the magic in the garden below. It truly would be a dream wedding - but with no family to share the day with, if felt more like a burden.

Calix chose that moment to place his hands on the railing on either side of my body, caging me in his arms. He dipped his head to the side of mine and asked low, “Do you like it, love?”

“I,” I paused hesitantly. “It’s beautiful, Calix.”

He pulled in a breath, sensing my distress. “But?”

I turned in his arms, finding his body extremely close to mine. “But I wish my family could be here.” I looked up into his blue eyes that were fastened on my face in study. “I wish Amy could see the magic, the transformation,” I closed my eyes slowly before opening them. “She would fall in love with this, with you - to see this. And Jaylah, oh,” I covered my lips with a shaky hand. “She would be so romanticized. I swear to you she wouldn’t stop dancing, dreaming about a prince sweeping her off her feet beneath the twinkling lights shining alongside the stars. And my mom - she would cry. She would be so happy that one of her babies had found a man who wanted, and could, give something like this to her.”

A tear slid from the corner of my eye and Calix wiped it away with the pad of his thumb before catching the back of my neck in his palm. His voice was gruff. “But if they were here, if you had your family, would you still be so willing to go through with this day, love?”

“Yes.” There was no hesitation, regret, uncertainty or deceit in my reply. It was the honest truth - and it surprised me.

I wasn’t the only one who was surprised.

Calix hissed in a sharp breath as he stared down at me, and then his mouth was on mine. And my hands were around the back of his neck, in his hair, over his strong shoulders. His body was against mine. My back pressed into the railing as he kissed me, sliding his tongue between my lips - tasting me. There was so much heat in this kiss I felt it in my toes. Calix hadn’t kissed me with such abandon since the night on the dock. And I didn’t know it until now, but I missed it. I missed feeling his lips on mine. I missed feeling him against me. I just missed him. Despite all the discomfort he’d pushed me to accept, he’d given me so much more comfort than I ever could have expected. In Calix, I had something I didn’t understand, but I knew I needed. So, even if my family were here, I’d still marry him. Despite all he’d taken from me and all he’d done to me, I’d still marry him.

It was in that moment, I realized I was gone. The Nova I’d always known was gone - replaced by a woman head over heels in love with a dark, hauntingly beautiful man.

Calix pulled back then on a strangled growl and I moaned, “Please.” Pressing myself into him, I begged. “I need this now, Calix. Give me this - this illusion that I’m really yours and that this is beautiful and right.”

His arms tightened around me at my words and he spoke against my throat. “This is real love.” He vowed. “And. You. Are. Mine.”

I nodded, and he caught my mouth once again with his.

“Yes,” My word was a plea, a vow, and an acceptance of all that he was and all that we were. And I knew, that no matter what this future held for me, Calix and I were in some twisted way fated for this life, this path, and this moment. I knew, because in all that this moment was, it was beautiful and right. In all its darkness, it was light.


Chapter 7

After our kiss, Calix poured me a cup of coffee from the carafe before asking me if I’d prefer pancakes or blueberries for breakfast. Although I was feeling much better about the day ahead, I wasn’t entirely rid of the wedding jitters fluttering through my belly. I was in no part wanting to fill my fluttery belly with something so heavy as pancakes.

Knowing Calix would force something down my throat, I bypassed the argument and ate a bowl of blueberries and milk sweetened with a small spoon of brown sugar.

Finishing my breakfast, I settled back into the chair with my cup of coffee between my hands when I noticed Calix watching me intensely. Smiling, I cocked my head. “What?”

The muscle in his cheek twitched the way it sometimes did and I wondered what, if anything, was bothering him. “Did you mean it?”

“Mean what?” I asked.

“When you said you’d marry me today, either way. Were you being honest?”

I nodded, whispering, “Yes.”

“Why?”

He just had to ask a question I didn’t have an answer for. “I don’t know.”

“Try to explain.”

Looking down into my coffee, I sighed. “Despite everything you’ve done to me and taken from me, you’ve also given more to me than you’re aware.” I looked up to find his face was pale and his lips were parted. I shrugged. “I find comfort in you, Calix. I - I don’t know what else to say.”

For a long moment, he was silent. And then he spoke. “Would you like to see your wedding dress?”

My heart hitched. “I would.”

Calix stood and my heart raced in anticipation. His hand closed around mine, tugging me through the bedroom and into the closet. On the back wall of the massive closet, there was a white dress hanging. It was stunning and so not something I ever would have thought to even try on. The dress was a classic kind of chic with long sleeves of elegant sheer lace and a bodice of matching lace over soft solid white chiffon. The breast was a modest sweetheart cut and the lace of the bodice ended in angled dagger-like edges into the flowing chiffon of the skirt. It was stunning.

Forgetting to breathe, I asked without breath. “Did you choose this?”

“I did.” Calix confirmed. “Do you like it?”

“Yes.” But I didn’t release his hand or move closer to the dress. “It’s beautiful.”

“The back is my favorite.”

My eyes swung to his. “Why?”

Calix chuckled as he released my hand to move toward the dress, flipping it against the wall.

My breath caught.

The back of the dress - well, there was no back. The same lace as the sleeves ran along the side of the dress, dipping low before connecting in the place where the base of the small of my back would rest. It would completely leave my back exposed.

I loved the dress, but had I chosen for myself, I would have chosen a dress that was slightly more conservative. I had a sneaking suspicion Calix knew this.

Calix spoke into the silence. “I want to be able to touch your skin all day and all night long, love.” He glanced back at the dress. “This way I can.”

“Oh,” I replied in a small voice.

Calix frowned. “You don’t like it?”

“I do,” I paused. “But I’ve never really worn anything like it.”

“I know.” He said matter of fact. “But you’ll wear it for me today, love.”

Slowly, I nodded. “I will.”

The cobalt of his eyes turned dark as a bang sounded on the door of his bedroom and a female voice rang out. “Calix McKnight, you open this door right now!”

I frowned, stunned. “Is that Gabriella?”

Calix growled. “Yes.”

I watched him prowl from the room before shaking off the stunned sensation creeping through my body, to follow him. I saw Calix open the door of his bedroom and then I saw Gabriella sweep into the room in a soft purple gown. It really was lovely, and she looked lovely, but she also looked stern enough to make me wonder why she was here.

“We have two hours before Nova is expected to walk down the aisle, Calix. I’ve been waiting all morning to get my hands on her.” She plopped her fists onto her hips. “Now, get out.”

Calix raised a brow. “I was just showing her the dress. I can help her into it.”

Gabriella raised a brow right back at him. “You will not be helping her into that gown, Calix McKnight.”

“And why is that?”

I squeaked. “It’s bad luck.”

Calix swung his head to pin me with his eyes. “You believe in that crap?”

“I do.” I nodded. “It’s bad enough that you’ve seen the dress before the wedding day, but it would be twice as bad if you saw me in the dress - before the wedding.”

He rolled his eyes. “It’s myth.”

“It’s tradition!” Gabriella snapped, pointing to the door. “Out.”

Calix grinned. Shaking his head, he walked determinedly across the room to me. Looping his arm around my waist, he pulled me against his chest before dipping his head to whisper-growl in my ear. “Don’t encourage her, love.”

I giggled at the play in his tone and he kissed the tip of my nose.

Gabriella sighed heavily, audibly. “Calix. Out.”

“I’m going, grandma.” Calix huffed.

“Don’t you sigh at me, Calix!”

Calix disappeared into the closet only to reappear with a black leather bag. Obviously, he’d been expecting Gabriella to kick him out of his room this morning, as he was so readily prepared. “I’ll see you at the altar, love.” Calix smiled gently and I nodded, feeling uncertain and determined at the very same time.

“Kay,”

He stiffened. “You good?”

I could see in his eyes that if he thought I wasn’t good, he’d kick bad luck to the curb before kicking Gabriella out of his room. I didn’t want that. I might not be good, and without Calix next to me, I might start thinking of reasons why I shouldn’t marry him, but I also didn’t want to ruin any part of this day. The wedding would happen and although I wished I could have my family present, I had no desire not to make this day as perfect as it could be.

Slowly, I smiled and nodded. “I’m good.”

He released a breath I hadn’t even noticed he’d been holding. “Are you sure?”

“Calix!” Gabriella appeared beside me. “She’s fine. She’ll see you in under two hours. Get out.”

Calix didn’t remove his eyes from my face, so I said again. “I’m fine, Calix. Really.”

He nodded, moving from the room. And I instantly wished he were here with me again.

***

Gabriella ushered me into the bathroom, combing through my long hair. For a woman who I assumed had stylists at her beck and call, she really was very talented with hair, and I would later find out, makeup.

“How did you do this?” I marveled in the mirror at the elegant up-do she’d twisted my hair into after curling every strand to perfection. I was wearing my hair in a low bun, and although I rarely wore my hair up, I actually really liked it. Curls framed my face gently and a little pearled hairpiece had been placed above the bun where the veil would sit.

“I’ve always loved working with my hands. Beauty has always been an interest of mine.” She beamed at me in the mirror. “You’re a beautiful woman, sweetheart.”

I blushed. “Thank you.”

“You will make a beautiful bride for my grandson.”

My eyes dropped to the floor and my nervous fingers began knotting in my lap. “Um, it’s not,”

“Nova, dear,” She shook her head. “I know what Calix did to you was wrong. I know it is wrong, but I also see the way he looks at you.” Her eyes were pinned on me. I could feel them. “For him, this wedding is real.”

“I know.” I breathed. “I just, I’m so confused.”

Smiling softly, Gabriella placed a hand on my shoulder. “Sweetheart,” she sighed. “You’re falling in love with him.”

Dropping my face into my hands, I moaned. “This is so wrong.”

“No,” she pulled my hands from my face. “Love works in mysterious ways, there’s no way you don’t already know that. And don’t you mess up all my work!” She added the last part of a huff. “Let’s get you into that dress now, or we’re going to be late.” She chuckled to herself. “I can only imagine what that boy would do.”

“He’d lose his mind.” I replied quietly - more to myself than to her.

“Oh darling,” she laughed. “When it comes to you, that boy doesn’t even have a mind.”

“Um,”

She raised a brow. “You haven’t noticed?”

“I,”

“You’ll come to see soon enough that he can deny you nothing.”

“That’s not true.”

She spun around and she was no longer smiling. “Nova, Calix will give you anything you ask for. Anything you desire, within his power to provide you, he’ll see to it you possess. If you don’t believe me, test him.”

“I have.”

“Then the thing you are asking for is not within his power to provide. I can assure you that whatever it is he cannot give to you, is killing him.”

“But,”

“Come now.” She ushered me toward the dress with a hand firmly against the small of my back. “Let’s get you dressed.”

I watched as Gabriella plucked the gown from the hanger, marveling over this woman’s cheery attitude. I didn’t know how she could be so happy and supportive of a union she knew wasn’t entirely right.

I was marrying a man I barely knew. I didn’t know his age and I didn’t know his middle name. I didn’t really even know what he did for a living. I didn’t know a thing about him. But Gabriella was right about one thing - I was falling in love with Calix. And maybe it didn’t even matter how old he was, or what his middle name was, or even what he did for a living. If you loved someone, and truly loved them - then the little details didn’t matter, right?

“Gabriella?” I questioned softly.

Her brows pulled together as she snapped her head up. “I’ve told you repeatedly to call me Gabby or Grandma.”

“Gabby,” I breathed.

“What is it darling?”

“How old is Calix?”

Her eyes widened. “He’s nearing twenty-nine.”

Oh - he’s a bit older than me. Like, an entire seven years older than me. Was it normal for women to marry men who were seven years older than them? Did age really even matter.

“What is his middle name?” I asked quietly and Gabriella’s lips pursed tightly.

“His full name is Calix Keaton McKnight.”

“Keaton,” I whispered. “That’s nice.”

Her eyes turned sad. “Yes,” she touched her fingertips to her lips. “Keaton was his father’s name.”

“Oh,” my heart stuttered. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault, Nova.”

My eyes misted. “It is my father’s fault.”

She sighed. “Children pay for their parent’s sins. It’s sad but true.” She shook her head. “But there ain’t a damn thing you can do about it, so there certainly is no use in crying, now, is there?”

“I,” I stuttered. “I suppose not.”

“Come over here and get into this dress.” She glanced down at the material in her hands. “You’re going to be a beautiful bride.”

***

My heart was pounding as I stood with Gabriella behind the patio doors. Through the swaying curtains, I could see Calix standing still at the altar. His eyes were on the door, but I knew he couldn’t see me. His expression was one of astounding confidence, but I had a feeling it was more a mask than anything else. This man, the man I was marrying - my captor - was a man of many masks. I had a feeling, however, that I was finding a way to see past the show he so often put on for those around him. And I knew now, as he waited for me to appear, that he was nervous.

I was surprised to find myself aching to calm his every worry.

“Are you ready?” Gabriella asked gently.

Music played a soft melody in the background and the sun was high in the sky. It was beautiful. Today would be a beautiful day. And I vowed, standing here watching the man I was moments away from giving my life to, that I would be happy today. Today, I would put aside all the pains of the past couple weeks and I would just smile, laugh and lose myself in a beautiful man’s arms.

Yes, I was ready.

I smiled softly. “I’m ready.”

She leaned in to kiss my cheek, handing me the stunning bouquet of gentle pink and white peonies. “I’ll find my seat and then the music will change and you can start walking to him, okay?” She squeezed my hand with hers and I nodded, feeling my throat tighten with emotions I didn’t understand.

I felt afraid, nervous, anxious and worried - and I wanted nothing more than to find myself in Calix’s arms where I was certain I would find a safe calm.

Gabriella walked away and I leaned into the wall, suddenly afraid my knees wouldn’t hold me upright a moment longer. Pulling in measured breaths, I tried to count out loud to calm myself when I heard the music change. It was time.

Oh my - it was time. Straightening from the wall, I fanned my face desperately, trying to rid myself of my anxiety without success. Finally, I shoved my face into my bouquet and breathed in the sweet, calming scent of the peonies. They were a comfort that reminded me of home - of my mom and her arms around me - and now, of Calix and the future I had with this man. Just like he’d taken my love of macaroons and used them to win my affections, he’d used peonies.

The scent of the flowers calmed me in a way I knew would aid in holding my frail heart together until I was standing in Calix’s presence, hopefully with his arms around me - his lips on mine. I needed to feel his strength, because today, right now, I simply didn’t possess even an ounce. I’d used my quota to get myself here - to this moment.

Taking a step forward, I felt my feet carry me through the white curtains and toward Calix. My eyes locked with his blues and I saw something in the deeps of his eyes that I knew I would never forget. If I lived to a hundred and ninety, I knew that I would forever carry with me the image of him now. He was handsome, his ebony hair was tousled and his suit was a deep, rich black that made him look both dangerous and enticing.

As I moved through the aisle, my eyes didn’t once stray from Calix. In his eyes, I found the courage to move forward. Locked in his gaze, I saw hope and relief and - although I didn’t understand it, I could have sworn I saw forgiveness.


Chapter 8

I’d never lived a night more elegant than this night. From the moment we’d said our, I do’s, the champagne had flowed. People laughed, danced, snapped photos that had long since stopped making me nervous, while engaging both Calix and I in flighty conversation. No one had asked the dreaded questions about my family - it was almost as though the people in attendance knew not to step on Calix’s toes.

The way the guests acted in Calix’s presence told volumes about the level of respect he had gained in the world of business. No one dared to question him and no one dared to question him about me. Instead, everyone prompted the conversation towards congratulating us, inquiring about our honeymoon, to which Calix shook his head with laughing eyes and replied. “The location of our honeymoon is still a surprise to Nova.”

The wives of the men invited oohed and awed over the elegance of the décor, the richness of the food, and the price of the champagne served. Apparently, everything had been done without sparing an expense. I assured, when I received a compliment, that I had done nothing for this day. Gabriella had put all her time and attention into making this day the dream that it was, and she deserved the credit.

The sky had turned dark an hour ago and Calix was spinning me in his arms beneath the twinkling net of lights. In his arms was exactly where I had been since I’d vowed to be his in sickness and in health, in rich or for poor. My chest was pressed tight against his as his hand drifted over the exposed flesh of my back. I shivered.

He dipped his head low, speaking in deep tones into my ear. “Seeing you walk toward me today, in this dress, knowing I’d be able to put my hands on you, dance with you, and kiss you all night, took my breath away, love.”

Oh, if he kept talking to me like this...

I tried to hide my smile in his chest, but he caught my chin, tipping my head back. His eyes honed in on my lips and I knew he saw it. When he smiled, my heart fluttered.

He spoke again. “So beautiful. So mine.”

His words hit me hard. Before, I hadn’t really been his - but now - now I was his completely. I was his wife. I was his to cherish, to protect, to provide for, and to love until death do us part. Would he do all that was required of him in this union?

When I spoke, my voice was so soft and quiet. I knew he’d hardly heard my reply. “Yes, Calix. I’m yours.”

He tightened his arm around my waist, pressing his hand flat against the small of my back. His other was still holding my chin, only now the pad of his thumb was moving slowly over my bottom lip. “I’m a lucky man.”

My heart was racing, pounding against the cage of my heart so hard, I wondered if he felt it against his chest. “Calix,”

“Love,” his voice was hoarse, and then he dipped his head and pressed his lips against mine. Throughout the night, Calix had kissed me, held me, danced with me and spoken such soft words to me, that I felt almost drunk off him. It could be the ever-constant supply of champagne I’d been sipping on throughout the night, however, that made me feel all warm and fuzzy. But I was almost certain it was Calix.

There was just something about the man - something my body responded to - my entity understood and my soul craved. I didn’t know what it was, but I had never - not a moment in my life, been happier than I was in this moment - in Calix’s arms.

His lips on mine weren’t filled with a need that urged the kiss to push deep, instead, there was a gentle slowness that I treasured. It took no thought or encouragement for me to open my mouth to his tongues exploration, and it wasn’t long before I felt my own tongue pressing against his, tasting him, feeling him, and breathing him.

I could have kissed him all night, losing myself in him, but we were interrupted when Neil tapped Calix on the shoulder. A low sound came from deep within Calix as he pulled back to look at Neil.

“It’s time for you to get ready to leave, sir.”

Calix nodded, the haze in his blue eyes clearing. “Thank you, Neil.” Calix moved his hand to mine, linking his fingers through mine and I felt my heart lurch. We were ready to say our goodbyes.

I allowed Calix to guide me through the mass of people who were still moving over the dance floor and drinking champagne, to Gabriella who watched us through eyes that were a warm blue, like Calix’s had been most of today. She opened her arms to me and I found myself wrapped tight. “You have fun, sweet girl.” She spoke into my shoulder.

“Thank you for everything today, Gabri - Gabby.”

She beamed. “You both have a lovely time.” Her eyes glittered as they found Calix. “And stay safe.”

“We’ll be fine, grandma.” Calix assured, settling his hand on the bare flesh of my back. “We will see you in one month.”

My eyes popped open wide. “A month?”

Gabriella smiled. “It’s a honeymoon, dear.”

Calix only chuckled as I sputtered, wondering how long one needed their honeymoon to be. “Come, Nova. If we don’t hurry we’ll be late.”

“Oh,” I mumbled, waving to Gabriella as Calix guided me firmly away. Once we’d walked through the open door of the patio, and Calix had led me through the halls to his bedroom, I asked. “Are we really going away for an entire month?”

“Yes.”

“But,”

“Love,” Calix warned in low tones. “We’re going for a month, and you will enjoy yourself.” He added at my disbelieving look. “I promise.”

“Alright,” I said slowly, folding my arms over my chest. I didn’t know what to do now. I knew there was no way I would be getting myself out of this dress - but I also knew I had to change. I couldn’t exactly board a flight in a wedding dress, not to mention the fact that if I did, the flight would be punishingly painful.

I shifted on the balls of my feet before kicking off my heels. Oh, that felt so good. I moaned and Calix’s eyes widened as a cocky grin quirked the corner of his lips.

“Feet hurt?” He asked huskily.

“Oh,” I nodded. “You have no idea.”

He smiled. “Come here, Nova.” My heart raced as I closed the space between us. His eyes roamed over my body and he sighed. “I should have allowed more time between leaving the party and having to leave the house. I could stare at you in this dress forever.”

I blushed. “I like the dress, but I’d really like to get out of it now.”

“You would?” He raised a brow.

I nodded. “Yes.”

“Turn around.”

I did as he commanded, feeling his hands move over the smooth skin of my back. His knuckles trailed down the length of my spine, before he leaned in to kiss the back of my neck. My breath caught and I held my body tight against the heat that poured through my bloodstream.

His breathy words affected me - making my skin tingle. “You’re so beautiful.” I felt his hands at the base of my dress, pulling open the delicate buttons over my rear, exposing more of me to him. With the dress open, I felt Calix’s hands move to my shoulders where they dipped beneath the lace of my arms, to remove the dress from my body entirely. When the white material pooled on the floor, I stepped from the dress wearing only my white lace panties.

Turning around to face him, I saw his eyes were hot. I had never in my life felt so beautiful. Every time I had this thought, Calix somehow worked to best it. And he never failed. The way his eyes roamed over me so warmly, with a desire so thick I felt it in the air, was fantastical.

“I want to touch you.” He said gruffly as he shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his pants. This confused me. If he wanted to touch me, why wasn’t he touching me?

“Why,” I stuttered, blushing hotly as I tried to control the nervous sounds of my breathing. “Why aren’t you?”

His eyes flashed. “If I touch you now, I won’t be able to stop myself from taking you, Nova. And I don’t want to take you yet.”

“Oh,” My voice was small.

“When I take you,” He stepped closer to me and my breathing came in so hard and fast, I was practically panting. “I want to take you slow. I want to have all night, not the lesser half of an hour.”

Again, I said. “Oh.”

The corner of his lip lifted and I noted the absence of reprimand for my reply. “Go change, love.”

“What should I wear?”

“Whatever you want.” His eyes on my face were warm.

“But,”

“Love,” Calix stopped me. “We have nearly twenty-four hours of traveling ahead of us.” I felt my eyes grow unbearably wide. “Wear something you’re comfortable in.”

“Kay,” I squeaked.

Then, I turned on shaking knees to walk to the bathroom. I stood in the closet for almost five minutes, just staring at the mass of clothing hanging from the hangers. I was still in only my white lace panties, feeling a little shell-shocked, I think, as I thought of the twenty-four hours ahead of us - and then the month ahead of that.

So many things would change in this month. I knew, that when we returned, I wouldn’t be the same girl I am now. I wouldn’t be a girl anymore - I’d be a woman. I knew this deep in the marrow of my bones. Calix planned to make love to me - or fuck me - or whatever he called it. He had told me this repeatedly, and I’d even asked him to do it. I knew that when we were alone, and he had all night, he’d do the deed. And then I would be changed. But now that I was thinking of this, chewing over it in my mind, I couldn’t help but feel a little intimidated about the time in my near future that I would face.

I have twenty-four hours of travel time where people will surround us, I reminded myself. I have twenty-four hours of travel time where I could mull over this, find a way to not only accept it, but also feel good about it, and I would be fine. I could do this. This would be good.

Crap, I was losing my mind.

“Nova.” Calix spoke my name from behind me and I whirled around, covering my breasts with my hands. At this, his eyes narrowed and he took a step forward. “Shy again, love?”

I shook my head. “I,” my eyes blinked. “Calix, I feel,” I paused and he took another step forward.

“What are you feeling?”

I dropped my face into my hands, suddenly frustrated with myself. “I don’t know.”

Calix pulled my hands gently from my face. “Love?”

“I’m nervous, and, and afraid. And I don’t know what to expect - what you expect from me - sexually,” I shook my head frantically. “Or, um, not sexually. And,”

Calix halted my frantic ramblings with a firm voice. “I’ll guide you, Nova. With me, you’ll never have reason to be afraid or uncertain.”

“But,”

“You need to change, love, or we won’t make our flight.”

“Oh,” I glanced to the floor.

“Nova, we’ll talk more about this on the flight. But right now, I need you to get dressed.”

“I don’t know what to wear.” I whispered. I was frazzled. This was too much at once - too many decisions - too many things to be uncertain about. In the last two weeks, I hadn’t had to make a single decision - not really, anyway. There were too many factors I didn’t know - like where the plane would be landing. “How do I choose what to wear if I don’t know the destination? It could be warm, or, or it could be cold. What if I wear sandals but I need boots?”

I saw Calix’s eyes widen at my frantic mumblings and obvious uncertainty. His hands settled on my hips, where he led me to a cushioned bench in the center of the closet. “Sit here.” He said firmly.

I watched as he moved about the closet. He plucked a black pair of leggings from a drawer before tugging a loose beige, bat-winged shirt from the hanger. His eyes scanned the bras and panties before he chose a white lace matching thong and bra set. And then he moved back to me.

“Stand.” He commanded and I did. Somehow, and I didn’t know how it had happened, but I had come to need his instruction. The decisiveness within him had calmed the wired nerves that had somehow shed their rubber overcoat and threatened electrocution inside me. In this moment, I was so thankful for his calm, controlled dominance and the way he claimed a situation. Actually, I was just thankful for him.

Calix knelt down before me, his blue eyes hot on my body as his fingers hooked into the band of my panties at my hips. He slid the material down my legs, and in the silence of the room I heard his breath hitch.

“Fuck,” he growled a pained sound.

“What?” I whispered, placing my hands on his tense shoulders as I stepped from the lace and into a new pair. “What’s wrong?”

“Everything.” His reply was tense - spoken through clenched teeth.

“Calix,” I breathed his name and his eyes lifted to mine as he pulled the panties into place over my hips. “Talk to me.”

“My new wife, a woman I have wanted to sink myself into for years, is naked - and I’m fuckin’ putting clothes on her body.” He bit out. “When all I want to do is push her to the ground and fuck her until I can’t see straight.”

“Oh,” I didn’t know how I felt about his words. Their raw need was consuming and I squeezed my thighs together.

Calix’s eyes widened and his lips parted as he watched me do this. “Fuck me.” His fingers dug into my hips and he closed his eyes, breathing in deep. “We don’t have time for this.”

When he opened his eyes, his movements were precise. He dressed me quickly and efficiently before taking my hand in his to guide me to the door of the bedroom.

It felt odd to walk from the room I had spent so much of my time in for the last fourteen days - without taking a single thing with me. I was aware that Calix had arranged for everything to be packed, bought and transferred for us, but I still felt odd not even having a purse with me.

“Calix,” I squeezed his hand, suddenly worried. “I don’t have a passport.”

“You do, love.”

“But,” I tipped my head back to look up at him.

“I have connections.” He said as though it were an explanation. “Your new passport has your new name. Nova McKnight.”

That was the first time I had heard my new name. It did - funny things to me. In a way, I felt reminiscent to my old name - the name I had always known. But at the same time, I couldn’t deny that my new name gave me butterflies in the pit of my belly.

Absently, I mumbled. “Nova McKnight.”

Calix stiffened in the hall at the sound of his name, now my name, on my lips. He looked down at me, his blue eyes scanning my face, and then I was in his arms with my back against the wall and his lips were on mine. His tongue slid between my lips, memorizing my mouth, swirling, sucking and licking. My hands dove into his hair and I held on tight so as not to completely lose myself in this man - my husband.

On a gasped breath, Calix pulled away from me. Leaning his forehead against mine, he spoke. “Nova McKnight. Beautiful.”

I nodded - because it was. And he squeezed me tighter.

“We have to go.” I smiled as I spoke the words he had been saying to me for the last hour. “We’re going to miss our flight.”

He lifted his chin to glare down at me. “Smart ass.”

I giggled and he peeled me from the wall, leading me to the front door and outside into the fresh night air. I saw the limo parked, running, and waiting for us, and I stilled. I hadn’t seen or been in the limo since the night of my abduction.

Suddenly, my bliss deflated and a heavy weight settled into the base of my heart as flashes of that dark, frightening night flooded my brain. My hand in Calix’s went slack and I stared, feeling pale and shocked, at the black stretch of a car glimmering in the night.

Calix glanced down at me. I knew this because even in my state, I felt the heat of his eyes on my body. I heard him sigh heavily, and then I was in his arms, bridal style, and he was carrying me to the ominous limo. The driver, also a man I remembered from that night, one of the men who’d been in my bedroom, opened the door. Gasping a moan, I shoved my face into Calix’s neck and held on tight - almost for dear life - as he settled us into the belly of the car.

The door closed.

I flinched.

Calix squeezed me tighter.

I felt his pulse beating against my lips in his throat.

The car moved forward.

And I breathed.

“Baby?” Calix questioned softly, but he didn’t release his hold on me.

“Please,” I moaned against his throat. “Don’t let go.”

Again, he tightened his arms around me and I didn’t lift my face from his throat. “Never, love.”

The promise in his words wasn’t one I missed and I hugged him tighter to me, practically sewing myself to him. And I thought, in that moment, that if I could - I would.


Chapter 9

The limo rolled to a gentle stop and I felt Calix’s body shift beneath mine. Since leaving his house almost an hour ago, I hadn’t moved from his lap. I hadn’t wanted to move, and Calix hadn’t given me any indication that he was uncomfortable beneath me. I hadn’t fallen into sleep, but I couldn’t deny that my eyes were heavy and my body had relaxed of its coiled tension. I was warm against Calix, snuggled tight against his chest with his strong arms wrapped around me.

“We’re here, love.” He said softly into my hair. “Are you awake?”

“Yes.” I breathed, but I made no move to push away from him. I wasn’t ready to face the next phase of our journey.

“You can sleep on the plane, Nova.” Calix said gently and then I felt him shifting against the leather of the seat. “I’m going to let you go now.”

Feeling at a loss, I nodded. “Kay.”

Calix unwound his arms from around my back and I lifted my head from where I’d buried it in his chest. Then I felt the air in my chest deflate as a sharp gasp pushed into the silence. “Where?” My eyes grew wide as I searched outside the tinted windows of the limo. “What?”

Calix’s gaze followed mine before understanding registered in his crystal blue eyes. “It’s a private plane, love.”

Oh great! There goes my hope of being surrounded by people for the duration of our flight. I’d been prepared to fly in a plane with a hundred other people. I’d been prepared to have twenty-four hours to prep myself for the month of alone time I would have with Calix McKnight - as his wife. Now he was telling me we would be flying in a private freaking plane? Was he nuts?

I blurted. “How much money do you have?”

His eyes darkened. “Enough.”

I sputtered. “You have a private plane.” I pointed to the bulk of an aircraft that sat outside the limo. “I mean - you’ve got a freaking plane!”

“Nova,”

“Calix!” I snapped back, suddenly feeling fiery. “Why wouldn’t you tell me? I could have - I could have,”

“What?” Calix asked with humor in his eyes. “What could you have done had I told you we would be flying privately?”

“I could have prepared myself!” I dropped my face into my hands, shaking my head. “I thought I had time.”

“Time for what?” Calix asked gruffly.

I didn’t answer and his hand slid around my waist to pull me against him once again. When he spoke, I felt his deep voice rumble through me. “Nova?”

“I could have prepared myself - to spend time alone,” I paused and my voice lowered. “With you.”

Tension crossed over his face and I closed my eyes against the assault of his emotions. I didn’t want to see them - I didn’t want to acknowledge them. “I’m not going to jump you as soon as I get you alone, Nova. If I had so little control, I would have taken you a long time ago.”

“I,” my mouth dropped. “Calix.”

“We need to board the plane. Do you think you can manage that on your own, or will I have to carry you?”

I blushed. “I can manage.”

“Good.” Calix replied coldly and I watched as he lifted his fist to the window, tapping his knuckle against the glass.

My heart was pounding a nervous, pained, desolate beat in my chest as the door opened wide and I watched Calix step from the limo. It was then that I noticed the bottle of champagne in ice and two sparkling glasses. Calix had planned for our drive to the plane to be romantic - it hadn’t been. Suddenly, I felt a need like no other to cry. I wanted to turn back the hands of time so I might be able to enjoy this moment with Calix, rather than have the tense, cold man, waiting for me outside the door.

Again, I’d ruined something beautiful. Again, I’d fallen into the darkness of my emotions and entertained the demons of my fears.

I decided in that moment, that I wouldn’t allow myself to settle into the fear I felt curdling in my belly. I wouldn’t entertain the whispering hesitations that plagued me. Instead, I would give my everything to ensuring this trip was everything it could be. I would give my all into making Calix McKnight happy - because as twisted as it was - he made me happy. When I was without him, I felt - lost.

Moving across the seat, I stepped from the limo. My eyes fixed on Calix standing beside the car waiting for me and my heart lurched at the cold ice in his eyes as he watched me. There were men standing around, waiting, but I didn’t see them. All I could see was Calix - my husband.

I didn’t allow myself to think about my actions. I simply acted. Pushing myself forward, I threw myself against his hard chest, wrapping my arms around his neck as I pulled my body up against his to slam my lips against his. Calix didn’t even rock back on his heel as my body connected with his. There was a moment of shock that stilled him, and then his arms were around my waist and his lips were moving against mine. When he pulled away, I was breathless and flushed. My lips felt swollen and raw - and I loved it.

I smiled and his eyes glimmered. “What was that for?” He asked huskily.

“I saw the champagne.”

He chuckled. “You want champagne?”

I nodded. “Yes.” I blushed. “If you do.”

His arms tightened around me and he began walking to the plane. “I want everything with you, Nova. And I want to give you everything you want.”

I wrapped my legs around his waist at his urging and hesitantly, I teased. “It looks like you’re carrying me again.”

“It appears I am.” Calix grinned - but it wasn’t the cocky grin I was so very used to seeing on his face. Instead, this grin was almost boyish. It was pure happiness and the sight of it had been burned in my mind, a memory I would pull from the collage for the rest of my life.

And that was the moment I realized, that despite my effort to fight it, I was hopelessly in love with Calix McKnight - I didn’t just love him or want to love him to make this easier. But I loved him, completely, entirely, and unchangingly. I was in love with him. He wasn’t only the owner of my body, the seducer of my desires, but he was the medicine to my soul and the keeper of my heart.

I’m in love with him.

I’d been too overwhelmed with the force of my feelings to notice that Calix had carried me into the body of the plane. Only when he sat me down in the comfortable cream leather seat did I realize that we were inside.

Calix pulled the seatbelt into my lap before buckling me in as he explained. “When we’re in the air, you’ll be free to move about.”

“Okay.”

His eyes lifted from my lap to focus on mine and I saw a small frown tug his brow. My heart leapt and I ached to kiss away whatever thought it was that put that frown onto his beautiful face.

“Nova,” He paused, placing both his hands on the arm of my chair before leaning into me. I felt surrounded by him, but unlike before, now it made me feel secure. “I want you to be happy with me.”

I blinked. “I am.”

“Not always.”

My heart was hurting. “Sometimes I’m afraid,” I admitted. “And I still want to be part of my families life - I will never stop asking for that - but I am happy.”

“If I gave them to you, would you leave me?”

“I married you, Calix.”

“You had no choice.”

“There is always choice.” I whispered.

“You had no choice, Nova. I ensured your hands were tied.” He blinked slowly, painfully. “I made sure you had no choice.”

My hands moved to the buckle in my lap, but he caught them. “Calix,”

“Love,” his eyes were tortured. “I’m telling you I’m sorry for everything I put you through and have yet to put you through. I’m sorry that you were the one caught in the middle of this, but now that I have you, I won’t let you go. I can’t let you go - and one day, I know you’re going to hate me. I just hope that you will find it in your heart to forgive me.”

He cupped my face in his large hand and I felt my body still. My breathing wasn’t easy and I felt so awfully torn inside - because I knew what his words meant. I knew what he was telling me - that he still planned to take revenge on my father for actions I still did not understand. I heard his words, I understood them, but I couldn’t accept them. I still had a month to make him love me enough to choose me over his need for revenge. I still had time to show him that forgiveness is the only way he will find the ability to heal the scars my father left in his wake.

“Calix,” I leaned into his palm. “I need you to kiss me.”

Surprise flashed in his eyes, but it didn’t take long before he’d reined in his shock and leaned down to press his lips against mine. Like always, his mouth against mine banished all thoughts, insecurity, and every fear from my mind. I was left completely open to him and I let him see into me as I kissed him with all the passion I had inside of me - my kiss speaking words I couldn’t manage to voice. When he pulled back, his eyes were filled with emotions I had yet to see in the cobalt depths of his eyes.

“You’re beautiful, love.” The sound of his voice was coarse. “I knew you were beautiful when I watched you, learned you for two years. But I didn’t know you were this beautiful. I didn’t know you were so innocent. I never guessed, for even a moment, that you were so pure.” His lashes fanned his cheekbones as his eyes fluttered closed and he breathed in deep. “I never thought you could mean so much - that you would ever become my most precious belonging.”

His words were a bittersweet kind of beautiful that I felt in my heart and in the corner of my eyes where the wet of my tears stung. He thought I was beautiful - and there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that he cherished my innocence - my purity - because it was my innocence and that very purity he now possessed to do with as he pleased. He owned me. I may be precious to him, but I was still nothing more than his belonging.

Calix lowered himself into the seat across from me as the plane began to move and I struggled to restrain my tears as I smiled at him through the soft sheen of moisture in my eyes. I was in love with this man - this monster who owned me heart and soul. And I knew, that even to save myself, I wouldn’t run from him.


Chapter 10

“Another glass of champagne, love?” Calix asked from where he was seated across from me. He’d dimmed the lights low, and we’d drank as we talked about sweet nothings. In the back of my mind, I continued to hear his words, and it was those words I was trying to drown as I held my empty glass out to him.

“Please.” I said softly and I watched as he poured the liquid into the glass.

He raised a brow as he watched me bring the glass to my lips. “Have you ever drunk to the point of inebriation, Nova?”

I shook my head, because I hadn’t. I had never, not in my twenty-one years, gotten floor-licking drunk. I’d also never had the desire as I did now. “No.”

“I think this will be your last glass, love.” He said firmly. “I don’t want you to have a headache tomorrow.”

“Okay.” I replied as I turned to stare out the window at the navy infinity of sky beyond the window. We’d been flying for hours and although I hadn’t been told the time, I knew by my internal clock that it was very early morning. I was exhausted both mentally and physically.

Placing the glass to my lips, I took a long drink until there was nothing left to drink in the glass before handing it to Calix. I could see by the scrutiny in his eyes that he was worried about me, but he also wasn’t going to say anything. And that was a good thing, because I didn’t think my drunk mouth was really all that tight-lipped. I didn’t want to say something I would later regret. I was tired, my eyes were heavy, and my mind felt fuzzy and a little dizzy. There was no doubt in my mind that I was drunk.

Yep, I was floor-licking drunk.

Calix unfolded from the seat across from me with the glasses in his hand and he walked away. I didn’t think too much on it as I allowed my weighted lids to close. And then I was asleep.

***

My body shifted. Something hard and warm moved against me and I groggily opened my eyes to see Calix. I was in his arms and he was walking - where?

I croaked somewhat unbecomingly. “Where are we going?”

“Bed.”

“In a plane?”

“Shhh baby,” he said softly and I felt my body relax in his arms at the smooth sound of his voice. My questions died. “Go back to sleep.”

In the back of my mind, I couldn’t help but think that my instincts were really very screwed up. So screwed up, I felt I had the right to sue whoever hardwired them into me. Because here I was, in this monsters arms, and I felt completely and blissfully safe.

I was obviously delusional.

I didn’t stir again until I felt cool air replace the warmth of Calix’s body. My eyes fluttered open and I frowned as I watched him move away from me after lying me down in a bed, in a very small room.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“I’ll be down the hall, love.”

“You’re not tired?” I asked quietly, watching his mouth tense as he looked down at me.

“I’m tired.” He said softly.

I lifted my hand to catch his fingertips in my grip. Pulling on his hand, I begged. “Don’t leave me.”

Again, I watched as surprise flashed in his eyes. “You want me to stay?”

“Yes,” Hell, I always wanted him to stay. Always.

My thought didn’t have much time to sink in before his knee was on the bed beside me and my fingers were curling into the material of his shirt. I was already tugging him down to me as I replied. “I do.”

“Nova,” He moaned my name as I snuggled into his chest, wrapping my arms around his waist.

“Just hold me.” I said against his chest. “I just need for you to hold me now.”

“Alright love.”

And then his arms were around me. My eyes were closed and my breathing evened as I fell into darkness in a haunted mans embrace.

***

I quirked a brow as I stared at the cute white sundress Calix had plucked from the suitcase that had been packed for me. Or, maybe packed was the wrong word because I had never seen these clothes before. I was certain they’d been bought and packed right away for this trip rather than being pulled from the obnoxious number of hangers I had in the closet in Calix’s bedroom.

Beside the dress on the bed was a pair of gold gladiator sandals, a set of gold bangles and small gold-hooped earrings with a little over the shoulder white leather purse with gold metal accents.

“I take it I don’t need boots.” I remarked dryly as Calix stared at his chosen outfit.

“You don’t need boots.” He affirmed. “We’ll be landing soon, love. Get yourself dressed.”

“Okay.” I said simply, agreeably, as I eyed the outfit once more. It was really very nice. Again, it was something I would have chosen for myself (minus the jewelry) if I had been the one who’d done the choosing.

Calix leaned in to kiss the corner of my lips. “I’ll be waiting.”

I knew he’d be waiting. Calix was always waiting for me, but at least he didn’t need to dress me this time.

Again, I said. “Okay.”

Calix walked from the room, closing the door behind him as he moved. I turned to stare back at the dress on the bed, wondering to myself if Calix continued to choose white for a reason. Shrugging off the thought, I began to pull the clothing from my body before sliding into the sundress. It was adorable - a sexy kind of adorable. The cut of the breast was tight and square with thick over the shoulder straps that crisscrossed over my mostly exposed back. Thankfully, the dress was tight enough in the chest that I didn’t need to wear a bra - the material held me up just fine. At the waist, the material cinched expertly before the skirt fanned out gently in pleated lines that reached just above my knees.

Running my hands through the thick waves of my long chocolate hair, I moaned audibly. I’d slept with my hair in the up-do I’d worn throughout our wedding and the pins had dug painfully into my scalp. By the time I’d woken up, my head was pounding both because of the exorbitant amount of champagne I had consumed and the tight pins holding my hair in place. I’d rolled over, covered my eyes with my hand and cried that I needed a shower.

Calix had ensured I took a shower. First he’d helped me pull the pins from my hair and then he’d demanded that I down the two blue Advil pills and orange juice. Then, I’d lost myself in the run of the water until Calix informed me that we were on a plane and there wasn’t an unlimited water supply. That was when I remembered we were on a plane - to our honeymoon. And the fuzzy remnants holding tight to my brain released me and I sobered quickly.

Now, I was pulling on the gold bangles Calix had thought - or paid someone to think about matching to my outfit. Pushing the thought from my mind, I finished dressing myself before I glanced around the empty room. Calix hadn’t left the suitcase in the room with me and I wondered for a moment if he’d bothered to purchase any makeup for me. I wasn’t big on wearing much for makeup, but I did like a light dusting of powder and a brush of mascara.

Moving from the bedroom, I walked slowly through the small hall to the living area where I knew I would find Calix. The instant my eyes found his and I saw the blue lighten, I forgot all about my desire for makeup.

“Come here.” Calix said firmly and I realized that I’d stopped walking. Commanding my brain to tell my legs to move, I took a step forward and then another and another and another until I was standing in front of Calix.

He was handsome in his white fitted shirt and dark jeans. He wore a gunmetal gray watch on his thick wrist and my mind flashed back to the first time I’d seen him in the back of the limo. He’d been wearing a gray watch then too. I remembered the way he’d flexed his arm, his wrist stressing against the links of the watch as he watched me take him in - memorizing him. I knew I had succeeded that day in my quest to memorize everything about Calix. I knew every line of his hard face, the angle of his square jaw and the flecks of cerulean in his brilliant eyes. I knew the way he moved and I knew the way he held himself when he was angry, frustrated, ashamed, and tense. I knew his smiles - the smiles that were so beautiful were so terribly rare. I had memorized the way his ebony lashes lay against the smooth golden skin beneath his eyes in sleep and I also knew that when he was holding back, a muscle in his cheek twitched.

I knew this man. The realization was startling down to the very core of my being. I knew him, knew him. I didn’t just know what he liked and didn’t like, but I knew how he moved and how he responded to things before he even responded. Calix didn’t really surprise me anymore, and that in itself was a shock because I hadn’t known Calix more than fourteen days. But I knew that he was beautiful. I knew that although his poison ran deep, was infectious, and held the components to destroy me - that this man was beautiful.

His hand moved to settle against the small of my waist and I realized that he was studying me curiously.

Blushing, I mumbled. “Hi.”

“Hey beautiful.” He smiled. “What’s on your mind?”

“I’m wondering where you’re taking me?” I lied.

He narrowed his eyes, clearly smelling my lie but thankfully choosing not to call me out on it, before replying. “Still a surprise, love.”

I smiled. “I figured.”

He pulled me forward as he walked backwards to a comfortable leather chair. I giggled and he grinned as he settled into the seat beside the window before pulling me down into his lap. “Look,” he pointed to the window and I felt my eyes swing to the glass before my breath caught in my throat.

“Whoa,” I breathed. I saw blue and white. There were lots of both and my heart raced determinedly in my chest. This was familiar from my hours upon hours of internet research. It was one of the many places I longed to visit but could never afford. My breath hitched as I asked. “Where are we?”

“Greece.” Calix finally granted me an answer and I felt my eyes swing back to his as my lips parted. I’d been right.

“We’re honeymooning in Greece?” I whispered, feeling an excitement build within my chest that I knew I had no hope of restraining.

He nodded and his eyes watched as mine filled with tears of happy excitement. A loud, abrupt sounding giggle tore from between my lips and I flung my body hard against his chest, squeezing him tight as his arms moved around my waist and a laugh - a sweet sounding, husky, deep laugh rumbled against my ear. Pulling away from him to practically press my face to the window, I oohed and awed and mumbled to myself as the plane flew over the land of sienna colored sand, white stone buildings and deep blue oceans with speckling’s of blue-green shallow spaces.

A voice sounded over the space, informing us we needed to prepare for landing.

Again, my mouth dropped open and I whispered excitedly. “We have to prepare for landing!” I bounded in Calix’s lap. “In Greece.”

He was grinning widely as he watched my excitement bubble into the space before his hands settle on my hips. “We can’t land anywhere until you get into your seat and put your belt on.”

“Oh,” I froze, before leaping from his lap to dart for my seat. Plopping my rear into the seat, I quickly fastened my belt as Calix watched me with bright, amused eyes. “I’m ready.”

“I see that, love.” He chuckled.

I watched through the window as the plane lowered itself to the ground and from the corner of my eye, I could see that Calix was only watching me. I knew then, that Calix knew me. He knew me in ways I didn’t know him. He knew me in ways I longed deeply to know him. He knew my dreams and he had the ability to make them into reality. I wished I knew his, and possessed even a fragment of hope to make them into reality. I wanted Calix to have everything his heart desired, but more than that, I wanted to be the one who gave him everything he desired. The only issue was that I had nothing to give but myself - and he had already taken me.

The man had my body, my future and my heart. I knew it was only a matter of time before he had my innocence too. When it was all gone, when I had nothing left to give - what would happen?


Chapter 11

Calix and I had toured the bustling city of white and sienna for what felt like forever - and I still hadn’t had enough. The air was different. It was warm and wet and salty. Strong scents of smoke warred with the stifling scent of diesel throughout the streets. Every now and again, I would catch the fresh scent of jasmine that made me pause in place, nearly desperate to catch the scent again - and capture it. It was sweet.

We’d passed numerous restaurants and unlike at home, I could smell the food being prepared within the building on the street. Warm spices wafted in the air, and my belly growled in hunger my eyes refused to allow me to satisfy. There was just so much to see, I couldn’t find it within me to take the time to eat. However, waves of garlic and oregano tickled my senses with every passing of a restaurant and I remembered, from my extensive research on Greek life, that both garlic and oregano were staples. I didn’t hesitate to share this fact with Calix as we walked, hand in hand, along the streets and walkways. When he mentioned the stifling scent of diesel, I also informed him that for the most part, the Greeks used diesel-fueled transportation.

I babbled on and on about the Gods and the interesting mythology that surrounded the culture. I informed him, with no lacking of exuberance, of the places I longed to see - Acropolis where both the Parthenon Temple and Athena Nike Temple stood. I also ached to see the Temple of Hephaestus, which incidentally, is the best preserved of the ancient temples in Athens, most likely owed to the fact that in the seventh century it had been converted to a church.

There was so much I desperately wanted to do and see and experience and I wanted to do it all in this minute. My eyes were everywhere. I couldn’t stop my head from bobbing up and down as I studied the stone of he buildings, memorizing their weathered lines and colored windowsills. Everything appeared to be an undecided mix of old and new, but I appreciated the abundance of colors and white.

Calix squeezed my hand and I stopped speaking my thoughts aloud to glance up at him. He wore a look of complete fascination and amusement on his face as he peered down into mine.

“Hmm?” I asked, stunned by his interruption and the many things I still had to tell him about this amazing city, the mythology, and the culture. Oh, there was just so much passion inside of me to teach all I had learned.

“I think we should eat something, love. We’ll need to retire for the night within the next couple of hours.” His tone was gentle and I was certain it was because of the look of utter heartbreak that settled into my features at the words retire for the night. There was still so much to see.

“Oh,” I nodded. “Okay.”

Calix chuckled, pulling me into his side. “Where did you learn so much about Athens?”

“Um,” I paused. “The internet.”

“All this from the internet?” He raised a speculative brow at me.

“Pretty much.” I shrugged. “It started when my mom’s friend and her daughter, who was a year older than me, came to stay with us over the Christmas break. They lived in Alberta and Gemma, her daughter, brought her Greek textbook with her. I was in grade five and she was in grade six. I’ve loved Greece ever since.”

“And being the nerd that you are, you read the entire thing.” Calix guessed.

I blushed. “Being the bookworm I am,” I enunciated the word bookworm before continuing quickly, sheepishly. “I read the book cover to cover.”

Calix laughed and I felt my eyes fasten to him with just as much interest as I would stare at the Temple of Athena Nike. He really was beautiful. But when he threw his head back, like that, and laughed. He was freaking amazing, breath-robbing, heart-stopping beautiful. And he was mine. Calix McKnight was mine - my husband. And I was his.

He led me into a restaurant that read Aleria over the door. We were lead to a patio table where plants and vines hung over the walls and in enormous stone pots. The chairs we occupied were cushion-topped wicker and they were a quaint kind of comfortable. I talked more about Greece over dinner, the places I thought Calix would like to see and the places I thought would irritate him - such as the famous Parthenon Temple, which stood upon Acropolis.

At this, Calix cocked his head to the side. “Why would this temple irritate me?”

“Well,” I scrunched my nose. “It’s incredibly busy. It’s one of the largest tourist attractions that apparently, isn’t very peaceful.”

He nodded. “I think you’re right.”

“About?”

“It certainly does sound irritating.”

I breathed whimsically. “But so worth it.”

His eyes heated at my breathy sigh and I took a sip of my red wine as I glanced down into my empty dish. I’d finished my entire bowl of pasta - which told how hungry I really had been.

Calix spoke and his voice was thick. “If it’s something you really want to see, then we’ll go.”

I felt butterflies swirl in my stomach and I wondered if it was from the wine, or the way Calix’s eyes were settled on me. Again, I felt my skin heat and my heart raced.

Gaining my bearings, I nodded. “I do. Um, it is - I’d really like to see the Parthenon Temple.” Needing to keep the conversation flowing between us, I asked. “We should go early in the morning - when we do visit.”

Catching on to my need to keep conversation, Calix humored me. “Why?”

“It’s uncomfortably crowded and hot by mid morning. By noon, it’s just - it’s almost not worth it.”

His lips curled and I tried to measure my breaths - we were finished dinner - that meant we would be soon retiring for he night. Oh God, which hotel would we be staying in? Oh my Gods, yes Gods, I was in Greece, I could talk to them all here. And that meant I could pray to them all as well - holy shit! What would we do in the room tonight?

“Then we’ll go early in the morning when we go to see this Temple.” Calix interrupted my internal panic and I stared, stunned at him. I couldn’t even muster a squeak much less an actual word. As though sensing this, Calix leaned into the table. “You alright, love?”

“Hmm?” I smiled forcedly and Calix frowned. His brows pulled together as he stared down into his lap before I saw his phone appear.

Placing the phone against his ear, I vaguely heard him rattle off the name of the restaurant before he hung up. “We’ll be heading in for the night soon, love. I can see you’re exhausted.”

I nodded - because it was true. I was exhausted. Very exhausted. Too exhausted, in fact, to experience any sort of funny business. Oh hell, even the thought of funny business had my belly aching in anticipated excitement and fear. I was conflicted. There was no doubt, I was sitting on the middle of the fence and I just didn’t know which way I was supposed to lean toward. Did every woman, when faced with the first night of her honeymoon, face the fear I was feeling inside at the thought of losing the part of me I had held so dear for so long?

I suspected they did. If they didn’t, they wouldn’t care, and they would never have held on so long.

For me, I waited for a prince. What I had was more of a dark knight, yet in spite of all his imperfections I wanted him. I wanted him with every fiber of my being - I wanted to know him in every way, and I wanted to give myself to him - a gift I prayed he forever cherished. Calix wasn’t a prince of light, but in my mind he was still a prince - he was still everything I held out for.

He was a dark prince and like so many other wounded men, his armor was black. When he swept me off my feet, he didn’t woo, but rather forced me to accept his suffocating strength. The man I loved, the man I knew I would give my everything to, was not a man of light and noble action. He was a man who had allowed a darkness to seep inside his soul, a need for revenge festered and brewed until that very darkness became the man himself - and now he owned me. But I was light. My soul hadn’t been tainted by the damaging need for revenge and my quest was no other than love. Even the most tainted of waters could be filtered by something pure. I prayed, with all my heart and soul that I could be the filter that purified Calix’s dark soul. I prayed I could fight the demons of his shadows with the grace of my light - that I could heal his scars with a gentle touch. I wanted to be this for him. I wanted to be everything for him. I knew my reasons for this were dangerous, but when the heart wants - it wants. My heart wants Calix - prince of light or not - he’s mine.

Lifting my eyes to meet the curious light of his blue irises, I confirmed. “I am exhausted.”

***

Calix had paid and tipped the waitress generously before leading me from the restaurant with a firm hand on the small of my back where the material opened from the crisscross over my back.

Now, we were in the back of a small black sedan with tinted windows and a man I didn’t recognize was driving. It was clear he knew Calix, although I didn’t think Calix had been to Greece before. He also didn’t introduce me to the man, so I didn’t ask. Instead, I pressed my face to the glass and watched as the sights passed me by. We were driving toward the water and I wondered which grand hotel Calix had booked us a room in. I knew, that whichever one he booked, it would be grand. And I mean - grand. The man had a freaking private plane for goodness sakes!

Feeling stunned still by the extravagance of our travel, I thought, not for the first time, about his house and land back in the Alberta Rockies. I figured it was a pricy chunk of land and house, but I hadn’t thought he had as much money as he obviously had. I mean, how rich did one have to be to own a private plane?

I didn’t know the answer to that question. It boggled my mind - the idea of my being married to a man so obscenely wealthy. Actually, it made me sort of uncomfortable and I decided I didn’t want to know the level of wealth my new husband held. If my mind couldn’t fathom him owning a plane, I doubted I would be able to fathom the millionaire, or worse yet, billionaire title.

Yes, I was most definitely better not knowing. When that decision was final, I found myself feeling excited by the space we were traveling, getting nearer and nearer to the water. I loved water. I was excited that Calix had chosen to spend our stay in a hotel near the beach. It would be not only beautiful, but also relaxing.

In all my studies of Greece, I had never looked up a hotel - so I was utterly clueless when it came to the ones available. My confusion skyrocketed when the car bypassed every hotel I could see, driving down to the marina. I had a mini vision of being murdered and then dumped in the water by our driver, but Calix was sitting beside me as though he expected this, so I nestled in closer to him before settling back into the seat. Surely, if Calix wasn’t questioning the man, then he was driving us to the right place?

Noticing my unease, Calix curled one arm around my shoulder before moving his other hand to rest on my thigh beneath the skirt of my dress. If I wasn’t so concentrated on our whereabouts, I might have blushed at the feel of his hand there on my thigh - in a public-ish place. The car was a public place, wasn’t it? I mean, there was a man in the driver’s seat only a few feet away from us - that did constitute, in my mind, as public.

Leaning into Calix, I asked in a whispered breath. “Do you know where he’s taking us?”

His lips curled up at the corners. “You can calm your imagination, love. I know exactly where we’re going.”

I narrowed my eyes and muttered under my breath. “Calm my imagination.”

Calix’s body shook beside mine and feeling in a huff, I made to move away from him, but he held me tight against his side. “I don’t think so, Nova. You can stay right where you are.”

“Calix,” I hiss-whined.

He settled determined eyes on my face and I knew there was nothing I could do to untangle myself from his arms. So I didn’t try. Instead, I folded my arms over my chest and harrumphed. Again, he chuckled quietly.

My attention shifted to the driver as the car came to a stop. The sky had turned dark at least an hour ago, probably more, and the there didn’t appear to be much in the way of life outside the car. Again, I felt my heart thump nervously in my chest as I recalled a few of the thriller movies I’d seen. There had only been a few considering the fact that I do have a wild imagination and I’m a bit of a chicken.

The driver unfolded from the car and Calix opened his door before stepping out. I followed closely after him, careful not to allow too much space between us as I stood, looking out over the massive marina.

What on earth were we doing here? At night? Why weren’t we going to the hotel?

“Everything has been brought aboard, sir.” The man announced as he closed the car door behind Calix. “Shall I accompany you?”

Calix shook his head, pulling out an embarrassingly large lump of money from his pocket. Gods! The man was begging to be robbed, I thought to myself as my eyes darted to the driver in warning. “This is spending money for your stay.” He handed the man the wad of cash. “Neil and Jared are waiting on board, I assume?”

The man nodded and I felt understanding flash in my mind as the man answered. “They are, sir.”

“Good.” Calix nodded before placing his hand once again on my back. “We’ll be on our way now.”

“Goodnight, Mr. and Mrs. McKnight.” The man smiled at me for the first time. “Enjoy your trip.”

I blushed furiously as I forced a smile. “You as well.”

And then the man was lowering himself into his car and Calix was leading me over the long wide dock where numerous large boats had been stowed for who knows how long. I walked numbly, my brain still trying to piece together the fact that not only were we staying on a yacht, but Neil and another man, presumably on Calix’s staff, were also staying on this yacht.

My mind was spinning and I felt my feet stop moving forward. Beside me, Calix also paused to turn to stare at me.

“Nova?” Calix spoke my name in question. “Is there something wrong?”

“We’re staying on a boat?”

He nodded. “A yacht, yes.”

“Hmm.” I squeaked the sound and he raised a brow. “With Neil and Jared?”

“That’s what I said.” His eyes narrowed and I had a feeling it was at my mention of Neil. Neil was the only other person I had spent any length of time with apart from Calix or his grandmother, Gabriella, in the past two weeks. And I had a feeling that Calix was not only a possessive man, but also a jealous man. However, he had no reason to be jealous of Neil, so I ignored his tone.

“Who is Jared?”

“Another bodyguard.”

“Do you need a bodyguard?” I cocked my head to the side and Calix sighed.

“Yes - and now you do as well.”

“Oh.” I didn’t like the sound of that, but I didn’t know how to reply either. “Why are we staying on a boat?”

“We’re staying on a yacht because I own it. It’s beautiful, private, and possesses every amenity you could possibly want.” He looked at my mouth for a moment and I felt my blood temperature rise. “It’s also safer than a hotel. I’ve personally hired every one of my staff that will be accompanying us this month.”

Stunned, I breathed. “I see.”

“Can we go now?” He asked and I felt myself nod only a second before I felt his palm pressing into the small of my back, once again guiding me along the stretch of dock.

After about fifteen steps, I felt my body jerk to a halt. “You own a boat!”

Calix tipped his head back toward the ebony sky, and he sighed. “Nova.”

“A boat!” I muttered. “A freaking boat!” As though he couldn’t understand, I spelled it out to him. “B. O. A. T. Boat. You own one.”

This time, his eyes didn’t narrow, they simply fastened on my face, and with patience I was surprised he had, he replied. “Yacht. Y. A. C. H. T.” My eyes widened. “I own a yacht. I also own a shipping company, love.”

I breathed a hot breath from deep in my lungs as I shook my head. “And a plane? You own that too?”

“I do.”

This time, I pressed my fingers to my temples and breathed. “What don’t you own?”

“I assure you, love - there is a lot I do not own.” Calix smirked and I wanted to slap it from his face. The arrogant - he cut my thought off with a deep tone. “Any more questions?”

“Um,” I stammered. “You’re rich?”

“Isn’t that obvious?”

“Well,” I nodded more to myself than him. “I knew you had money before what with all the men and the house and the land - but a plane and a yacht,” I used his word - yacht - so as not to get his panties in a twist, before continuing. “That’s not rich, Calix, that’s,” I shook my head. “I don’t know what that is.”

“All you need to know, Nova, is that I can provide for you. Anything you want, I can give you.”

I felt my face tighten on a scowl. “I don’t want anything from you.”

He straightened his back and I watched as his entire body tightened. “What are you saying, Nova?”

“I’m saying I’ve never needed this life, Calix. I don’t care about private planes and,” I threw my hands to the big boats. “Yachts.”

“Then what do you care about?”

“Love.” I said simply. “All I’ve ever wanted from this life is love.”

The rage in his eyes dimmed almost instantly at the defeat in my tone and the admission of my hearts one true desire.

“Love.” He whispered - and I didn’t know if he was calling me love, or if he was restating my one true desire. But it didn’t matter, because before I knew it, my chest was pressed against his and his lips were on mine.


Chapter 12

Whatever had held me back from walking aboard Calix’s yacht had completely dissipated as soon as his lips met mine. Now, as I ran my tongue over the swollen flesh of my bottom lip and Calix stared hotly down into my face, I couldn’t remember what it was that was holding me back. Now, I was eager to get on board and begin my journey - a new journey - with Calix.

“Are you ready, Nova?” Calix asked through the desire thick in his tone.

I cleared my throat. “Uh,” I nodded. “Yeah.”

“Good.” He moved his hand to the bare skin at my back, sliding his fingertips beneath the fabric lines of the crisscrossed material.

Calix led me to a large boat before jumping down onto the deck. He held his hands up to me, gripping my waist as soon as I was within reach, before lifting me down onto the boat. It was massive. Super-freaking-sonic! The first thing I saw on deck was a stretch of white chairs sitting before a decent sized pool that had been sheltered with a clear cover. Off to my far right, there was a long, curved stretch of a booth surrounding a glossy white table. The floor was a pristine wood so clean it gleamed. Looking beyond the open deck, I saw another living area of dark leather furniture, dark brown painted walls, and creamy beige carpet. The furniture was all dark gleaming wood and so very elegant. Stretching further still, I saw a dining area that was just as elegant as the living area.

My eyes were wide as I struggled to take in every intricate, over the top, sophisticated detail. Some people seriously have too much money, I thought to myself.

“What do you think?” Calix asked, and I smirked. Sometimes, he really did ask questions at the wrong time.

I replied honestly. “I think you have to much money.”

He frowned, but didn’t reply. Instead, he steered me past the dining area, past a large kitchen, and down a set of stairs that also had an option to go upstairs. I asked, “What’s upstairs?”

“The cooking and cleaning staff will be staying upstairs and Neil and Jared will be staying downstairs across the yacht from where our bedroom is.” Calix explained matter of fact - and at the mention of our bedroom, my heart started a rhythmic beating in my chest.

“Oh.”

He guided me down the beige carpeted stairs to a very dark, very beautiful living room where a television had been mounted against the wall. Pointing to a door to our immediate left, he added. “Neil and Jared will be staying through this door which leads into a Jack and Jill bathroom.”

Again, I replied. “Oh.”

Calix eyed me then carefully and I knew he could sense my nerves. “Are you alright, love?”

I nodded, but I felt short of breath as I did. “Umhmm.”

He placed a large hand on my waist, pulling my front against his. “Nova,” he sighed. “Don’t be nervous with me, love. We’re taking our time. I’m in no rush.”

Well, he certainly got right down and dirty to the point, didn’t he?

I blushed furiously. Painfully. “Okay.”

“Nova,” Calix spoke softly. “Talk to me. If you’re uncomfortable, I want to know.”

What on earth happened to the man who’d kidnapped me only fifteen days ago? What happened to the controlling, take what he wants whether I’m ready or not, man I thought I knew?

“Calix.” I breathed his name uncertainly. “I,”

“Talk to me.” He commanded gently at my pause.

“I don’t know how.” My reply sounded desperate - but I felt desperate.

“What do you mean?” He asked, tipping my chin up to force my eyes to meet his.

“I’m afraid to tell you how I’m feeling.”

“Why?”

“Because,” I closed my eyes and heard his sharp intake of breath as he waited. “I can’t predict your reaction.”

“Love,” he sighed. “I won’t hurt you.”

“My family,” I breathed.

“Not them either.”

My eyes opened and I felt my body tremble. “What?”

“I have you now, love.” Calix said softly. “You’re my wife. You’re here with me - you’ve assured me you won’t leave me. Do I have need to continue with my threats toward them?”

“No.” I breathed assuredly.

“Then why are you afraid.”

“Do you still have men watching my family?”

His face darkened and I knew he did. “Yes.”

“Why?”

“Insurance.” He replied tightly and I felt my body sag against his.

I repeated, “Insurance.” My eyes blinked rapidly as I stared up into his handsome, devilish face. “What kind of insurance?”

“Love,” Calix sighed. “Do we need to discuss this now?”

“I,”

“I won’t hurt them, Nova. I will, however, continue to maintain tabs on them.”

This all seemed so screwed up to me. He was keeping tabs on my family even after he’d decided he wouldn’t hurt them? Why not simply forget about their existence?

“Can I contact my mom?”

His jaw clenched and I watched the muscle in his jaw twitch. “Not tonight.”

“Tomorrow?” I asked hopefully.

“Not tomorrow.”

“When?” My voice sounded broken, but there was no shock in that. Whenever I discussed my family with Calix, I felt broken - never mind sounding broken.

“When I allow it.” He said firmly and I knew this discussion was over.

The monster hibernating within the man had awoken and I had no desire to push him past the point of his calculated control. Tonight, Calix had assured me that he wouldn’t hurt my family. Tonight, he had given me the gift of the knowledge that they were safe from his hound dogs. Tonight, he had given me peace of mind. I knew better than to think I could have everything all at once. And for the first time in what felt like eternity and a day, I felt hope blossom. I felt hope that I would soon be given the permission I needed to contact my mom. I ached so deeply for that day - because no matter the ways I had to bite my tongue, I would, by the end of the call to her, have convinced her that I was happy. And it wouldn’t be all that difficult because the shocking reality of it all was that I really was happy. In Calix’s arms, I was both safe and content.

There was no question, I was still afraid of this man - my captor and now my husband, but I was also entirely safe with him. The closer I was to him, the less at risk I was from harm. The man had made me cry - plenty of times. He pushed me past the edge of my sanity and he forced me to accept a new way of thought - of life. But he had never physically hurt me. He’d never hit me, or forced himself inside of me - not even a finger. It was because of this that I was thankful to him. It was because of his strength to maintain his control against his own desires, that I found security in spite of his selfish ways. Yes, Calix was selfish. He had, after all, taken me.

Placing a hand on the side of his face, I watched the blue of his eyes deepen as I nibbled on my bottom lip. Finally, I spoke. “You’re a beautiful man, Calix. But I think you’ll always frighten me.”

He closed his eyes for a brief moment as he leaned into my touch. Then he opened his eyes and spoke softly. “Shall I show you our bedroom, love?”

My heart hitched. “If you want to.”

A throaty growl sounded on his words and he dropped his head to press a kiss to my forehead. “You have no idea how bad I want that.”

My knees felt like jelly as I walked behind Calix to the door on the opposite end of the living space. I was nervous. Yes, I’d shared a room with Calix before - but that room was sort of my safe place. It was in his bedroom where I found acceptance for my life with him. It was in his bedroom where I experienced my first orgasm, my first real kiss, the first time I’d seen a naked man. A lot of my comfort with Calix had been built within those walls. This was new, undefined territory. And yes, I was freaking nervous!

He reached out to twist the knob before stepping inside, guiding me into a very dark, very masculine room. I swear to the Greek Gods surely watching over us, that my heart was in my throat!

The walls were the same dark color as the rest of the yacht and the carpet was the same creamy beige. The furniture was dark wood or dark brown leather and the bed had been draped in a cream beige duvet and matching sheet set. There was a small intimate wet bar along the far wall and I had a feeling that if I opened one of the cabinet doors, I would find a mini fridge. In the back of the room there was an open door to which I saw a closet where all our clothing had been hung, and through the closet was a generously sized bathroom. The room was lit with amber pot lights that had been sunken into both the roof and walls. There were settings, I noticed, for the lights, as Calix dimmed them a bit more. I stepped into the middle of the room and felt my heart stutter in my chest as Calix retrieved a remote from the nightstand before pointing it to a wall that was entirely glass. Then, the glass wall moved.

I watched, stunned and speechless, as the wall opened to a large round hot tub and deck exposed beneath the ebony shimmering of the night sky. There were white lounge chairs around the sunken tub and a small round table for two that was tucked beneath a structure of the boat that served like awning. A few steps down and there was a large stretch of deck that was so close to the ocean water, I could hang my feet off the side and dip them into the abyss.

This was absolutely stunning. It literally took my breath away and I wondered, how many girls dreamed of a night like this - so completely magical and utterly fanatical?

Calix moved to stand behind me, pulling my back against his chest as he looped his arms around my waist. “What do you think?”

“Well,” I breathed. “I still think you have too much money.”

“But?” He half-growled against my ear and I fought the shiver that threatened to riot inside my body.

“But this is beautiful, Calix.” I admitted. “It’s unreal.”

“This is very real, love.”

I leaned my head back against his chest, feeling content and safe in his arms - even from the very monster that held me. Breathing in the salty air, I let my eyes flutter closed as my body relaxed. I didn’t allow my mind to wander far from this moment. I didn’t allow myself to think about later - and the possible events that later would consist of. I simply stood, my mind quiet and my heartbeat gentle, in this mans arms.

Just then, I felt the boat give a very gentle jostle and I knew we were moving.

“We’re moving?”

Calix nodded as I spun around in his arms. “We are.”

“Where are we going?”

“Anywhere.” His eyes watched my mouth for a moment and I felt my heart race as I imagined him pressing his smooth lips against mine again. “But tonight we’re just sailing out a few miles. We’ll anchor and be able to see the city lights, but no one will be able to see us.”

“Oh.”

“Nova,” he sighed but my heart was already pounding.

“Um,” I licked my lips and his eyes chased the movement with a hunger that lit a fire of desire in my belly. “I think I’d like to take a shower.”

“We can do that.” He agreed gently and I froze.

His eyes darkened as I protested in low tones. “Um,” My voice was shaking without an ounce of control now. “Can I have a moment? Just this moment? Please.”

I knew my eyes were pleading with Calix - hell, every fiber of my being was pleading with him to allow me this moment to prepare myself for this night. Finally, he nodded and when he spoke, there was a slight strain to his voice. “I’ll be in the hot tub.”

“Okay.” I agreed quickly before making a dash for the bathroom. Closing myself in the small but very elegant room, I forced myself to face the mirror. And then I forced breathing exercises on myself. And then I forced my hands to release the white-knuckled grip I had on the lip of the counter to then strip myself of my clothing. I had to stop fighting this. I had to stop over thinking everything that could go wrong - every way this could hurt - every way he could break my heart if I gave him this part of myself. My innocence. If only I could allow myself to stop thinking and just feel him, I knew I could accept him and his plans for this night so much easier.

I thought of the time I had spent with Calix on the dock by the lake on his property. I’d been so close to being with him then. I had wanted, so desperately, to give myself all of him in that moment. I’d wanted to feel him. I’d wanted to know him and to be with him. But I hadn’t wanted that until I’d been close to him, lost in his mouth, his touch, and his eyes. His blue eyes were beautiful and there wasn’t another place on this earth that I could lose myself in so easily - so contentedly.

I tied my hair back before stepping into the stream of hot water. It ran over my body and I cleaned myself with the same honey scented soap Calix had supplied for me at his house - which made me smile. Obviously, he knew the things I liked and didn’t want to have to live without - because he made a point of always providing them for me.

Since the beginning, Calix had made an effort to provide for me small comforts. I simply hadn’t understood that until now. My breakfast of blueberries, milk and brown sugar, my honey scented soap and my macaroons were all proof that Calix knew me and tried to give me the comforts I needed. The fact that he knew these were small comforts of mine was in truth a little disconcerting, as he had found them out in a less than noble way, but he was still trying. That meant something to me.

I’d shaved every inch of my body with the razor that had been supplied for me in the bathroom despite the fact that I really hadn’t needed to shave as I’d had it done only the day before for our wedding. I knew I was wasting time, going through the motions to keep my mind from wandering to a place I held no ability to pull it back from. But I didn’t stop myself. By the time I had dried myself off and untied my hair, I was at a complete loss as to what I was supposed to do.

Did Calix want me to put on a bathing suit and join him in the hot tub? Did he want me to join him naked?

Oh hell, I knew he wanted me to join him naked. This was our honeymoon for goodness sakes! What bride wore a bathing suit to the hot tub she planned on sharing with her new husband?

Oh frick! I slammed my palm into my forehead as I did a little dance of panic at the door of the bathroom. When I was finished and had somewhat composed myself, I took a deep breath, tightened the fluffy ivory towel around my body and opened the door.

My breath caught in my throat as I stared through the closet into the bedroom. The pot-lights had been turned off and were replaced by the flickering flames of candles. They were everywhere - on every surface. The room smelled like warm vanilla and brown sugar and I felt my lips lift into a smile at the intoxicatingly soothing scent of the candles Calix had chosen. There were flowers - two arrangements of soft pink peonies - the same I’d carried in my hands while walking down the aisle to him. They had been placed on both bedside tables and when I looked further into the room, out onto the deck, I saw Calix was in the hot tub and there was a bottle of wine on ice with two shimmering glasses sitting next to him. A bowl of strawberries sat next to the glasses and my heart squeezed in my chest as I realized, that Calix had ensured I had everything and more that I wanted for this night.

I’d told him in a fit of emotion that I wanted my first time to be in a bed - check. I’d told him I wanted candles - check. I’d said I wanted wine - check. I’d told him I wanted my first time to be with my husband - check. I hadn’t said I needed flowers, but he gave me those too. And even more special was the fact that they were the flowers that offered me a comfort - a memory of my mother - and now a memory of the day I’d become my captor’s wife.


Chapter 13

I didn’t allow myself to hesitate as I moved through the room to the deck. Calix tilted his head to look up at me, and my breath caught in my throat. This man was the most beautiful I had ever seen. It wasn’t just the external beauty he possessed that knocked inside me, but it was everything. The dark beauty hidden beneath his scars, the gentle touch behind an action of malicious revenge. Calix was beautiful. Completely. But looking down into his face now, seeing the shadows dancing over the lines of his tan skin and hard chest from the candles surrounding the tub, I couldn’t help but think - wow.

“Love,” his lips curled up at the corners and I waited for him to say something else - but he never did.

I shifted on the spot as I tightened my hands around the towel, staring down into the water. When I spoke, my voice was filled with such uncertainty, that I felt my cheeks burn in a blush. “I, I don’t know what to do.”

“Are you naked?” Calix asked calmly. Unlike my voice, his didn’t break. It was confident, firm, and yet it was gentle.

Lifting my eyes to his, I felt my body still. “Yes.”

“Drop your towel.” He ordered softly.

With shaking fingers, I pulled the towel from where I’d wrapped it tight around my body. I didn’t question the fact that we were on the open water, facing the shimmering lights of Athens and I was naked. I knew Calix would never allow me to expose my body if I were being watched. I knew, with him, that I was safe from every external harm.

Standing naked, my weak knees shaking and my hands trembling, I waited for his instruction. Calix didn’t give it to me. Instead, he unfolded himself from where he’d been sitting on the tubs submerged bench to walk across the small pool of warm water. I could see, despite the fact that the water was over his hips, he was naked and erect.

I didn’t allow my eyes to remain on his thick hard length for long. I was too engrossed in watching his hands lift from his sides to grip my waist. His hands guided me into the water, and I found myself standing on the bench, the warm water hitting my knees. He was looking up at me as he pressed his lips to the soft flesh between my breasts. I was nearly certain he could feel my heart beating viciously there, but he didn’t stop, nor did he push for more. He simply tightened his hands on my waist before stepping back, pulling me from the bench I stood on and lowering me to the floor of the tub. The water lapped at the underside of my breasts and I marveled for a moment how deep the tub was.

As Calix moved back, pulling me with him, I felt his swollen desire brush against my stomach and my belly fluttered as my sex clenched in nervous anticipation - but anticipation all the less.

“Would you like a glass of wine?” His voice was so attractive - the husky deep of it made me tingle in the deepest of places.

“Yes please.” I nodded and he guided me to the bench next to where the wine was sitting perched on the edge of the pool. I lowered myself, feeling the water rise to my collarbone. I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the lip of the tub.

“Love,” Calix called and my eyes fluttered open to see him handing me a glass of white wine with a strawberry bubbling in the bottom of the glass.

“Thanks.” I took the glass, trying to rid myself the nerves I felt beginning to dance and took a sip.

Calix watched me through those beautiful blue eyes of his as I stared out over the back of the boat. I could hear the gentle waves sloshing against the side of the yacht and there was a stillness to the air that was a quiet kind of lovely. The stars in the black of the night sky were bright and their white light shimmered, the waves catching reflections of light like the prisms of a crystal. From my peripheral vision, I watched Calix lower himself onto the bench beside me. Feeling the need to hide myself from him, I lifted my knees into my chest and placed my wine on my kneecaps.

Calix was having none of that. Not a minute after I’d lifted my knees, I felt his strong fingers curl around my ankle, pulling me across the bench and into his lap.

I gasped, “Calix!” I struggled not to spill my wine into the water and focused on keeping my glass from tipping rather than pulling back from Calix’s stronghold. “What are you doing?” I demanded as I placed my wine on the wood floor of the deck.

“I’m holding my wife.” He replied matter of fact and I felt a heat rise in my body at his words. Mainly, the way he’d called me his wife. Oh, I really liked the way that sounded - so much more than I should.

“But,” I didn’t know what else to say.

Calix grinned at my obvious lack of protest as his hands moved up from my ankles to palm my ass. I was sitting over him, straddling him, on the bench in the hot tub. My legs were spread wide and I knew, that if he pulled me any closer, I would feel him - his length - against my most intimate place. The thought made me shiver and Calix growled low in the back of his throat as he tipped his head back to look into my face.

“You’re beautiful, love.”

“So are you.” I said dumbly and again, I blushed.

Calix didn’t reply as his a hand moved from where he was palming my behind to slide slowly up my spine to the base of my neck. He held me there firmly, his eyes gazing deeply into mine before he pulled me forward. I didn’t fight him. I couldn’t fight him even if I had wanted to - not when he was looking at me like that - with such wild desire and unrequited need.

When my lips touched his, every worry inside of me fled. His mouth covered mine, his tongue tasting, licking, swirling around mine, as he demanded entrance I didn’t fight into my mouth. The hand that was still on my ass pulled me closer, slamming me into him hard, and I gasped a small cry of surprise into his mouth. He swallowed my sound as though tasting the most decadent of wine and longing for more. Clenching my thighs around his waist, I shifted my hips against his cock as I tried to back away from the feel of his length against my core when Calix moaned into my mouth.

That sound - my goodness - it did something to me. Something wonderful.

I needed more.

Without thinking of my pursuit to move away from him, I shifted my hips again, grinding down on his length. He was silky smooth and hard as rock against my moist core. Even in the water, I could feel my wetness, a different kind of wetness than the water. Again, Calix groaned and a heat like no other flooded my being.

I continued to rock my hips against his length - pleasuring myself just as much as I knew I was pleasuring him with my movements. He slid through my lips, the top of his cock rubbed against my clit, and every time I felt the sweet pleasure, I felt something roll inside of my body, building, pulsing, rioting.

When I thought my body would explode, Calix dropped his hand from my neck to cup my ass once again. And then he was standing and I was wrapped around him, my legs locked tight around his waist. He took the steps up from the hot tub onto the deck much quicker than my sane mind would have found comfortable, but I wasn’t sane. In this moment I was insane - entirely crazy over him - around him - about him. My mind wasn’t working properly and with my lips still locked on his, kissing him fervently - I paid no mind to where he was taking me until I found myself laying back against the white lounge chair. Calix positioned himself on top of me before he lifted himself, his hands planted in the cushion on either side of my head.

“The way you feel against me, Nova,” his voice broke and I felt my heart flutter as I watched this very strong, very capable man, struggle with something so simple as his words. “I’ve never known anything like this.”

“Me either.” I admitted truthfully.

His eyes fastened on my face as he promised. “You never will again - with anyone but me.”

“Never.” I agreed - because I believed, with my entire being, that I wouldn’t. This, with Calix, was what I read about in romance novels. I wasn’t naïve enough to believe that finding what you read about in a romance novel was easy or even common. It was the exact opposite - that’s why so many women lost themselves in the bliss of the words. But I’d found it - as unconventional as it was - I’d found it. And it was all in Calix. Not only did I not believe I would find this again - but I didn’t want to. What I had with Calix was perfect in it’s imperfection.

The heat in his eyes intensified until I felt they might burn me. Then he dipped his head and crushed his mouth to mine. Reaching up, I linked my hands around his neck, pulling him against me, but as soon as I had him where I wanted him, he pulled back to move down my body. He kissed my throat, my chest, and my breasts. Tenderly, he pulled each nipple into his mouth, sucking, swirling and nipping gently. At the feel of his teeth against my tender flesh, my back arched and I cried a strangled sound into the salty air, my fingers curling in his hair as I held him to me. An ache so deep in my core pulsed, throbbing like a violent drum as he sucked hard at the pebbled flesh before releasing it from his lips with a popping sound.

“Calix,” I breathed his name on a strangled breath.

I felt his lips curl into a devilish grin against my belly where he was kissing his way downward. I knew his grin was devilish, because the man was doing devilish things to my body. I mean, this was positively sinful - to feel so entirely consumed, on fire, aching for another like I was aching for him. It was out of this world.

My eyes fluttered closed as I felt his lips kiss a trail over my belly button - lower - and lower - until I felt his lips at the apex of my sex. I knew better than to say no to Calix. I knew better than to try and squeeze my thighs shut or push him away. This was something he had taken from me before, coincidentally also giving me something wonderful in return. I’d had many orgasms at the fault of his expert mouth and I knew, fighting him would do nothing but delay the wonder I would later find. So, I didn’t fight him. Instead, I opened my thighs wider for him, begging him silently for his mouth.

He hissed in a breath and I opened my eyes to find him staring at me with fire in the depths of his cobalt eyes. “Fuck baby,” he gripped my hips with strong hands. “That’s fucking hot.”

I blushed and felt the need to pull away just as Calix lowered his head. Then, I lost myself to the heaven that was his mouth. Calix closed his mouth wide over the entirety of my sex, before pulling his mouth closed, dragging his lips around my clit before sucking hard and then gentle and then hard again. My body began shaking, the same heat that had been building when I’d been rocking against his cock ignited to new life and I struggled to restrain my moans. His tongue flicked over the swollen bead and I flinched, my entire body rocking in the teasing pleasure as he twirled his tongue round and round. Before long, my hips were moving against his tongue, and I was using him to pull my orgasm from deep within. My movements weren’t planned, but rather instinctual. They were hot, filled with fire and passion I never would have thought I possessed. But for Calix, I engulfed in flames every time whether I wanted to or not - and tonight - I wanted to.

Sensation rolled through me as he moved lower, licking in a circular motion at the entrance of my sex. My body quivered and my hands held tight to the sides of the chair as Calix pressed the pad of his thumb to my clit before pressing his tongue just inside of me. And I exploded. Stars danced behind my closed lids as an unfamiliar sound tore from deep in my throat. My back bowed and I closed my thighs around his face, trembling violently as he lapped at my orgasm.

Only when I was coming down from my high, did Calix lift his head. He looked satisfied and hungry all in one - and it was that look that made my belly clench in new desire and I marveled at the need I held within for this man.

“You’re so sweet.” He informed me as he slid his arms beneath the small of my back, lifting me up into his chest. “So fucking sweet, love.” He said again, and then I found myself in his arms with my face buried in his chest.

He was walking me across the deck, into the bedroom, and toward the bed. I knew this without an ounce of doubt. My heart began a steady climb into my throat as he moved and I held on tight to his big, strong body, seeking comfort from the very man who induced my fear.

I knew we were beside the bed when Calix stopped. Gently, he pulled me away from his chest to place me on the bed on top of the comforter. In this moment, as he looked down on me, with that beautiful hunger in his eyes, I felt equally exposed as I did enthralling. My heart was a wreck inside my chest. It was beating a painful symphony as I stared up at him, the light of the flickering candles danced over the beautiful expanse of his body.

His ebony hair was tousled and his jaw was set firmly, exquisitely, as he watched me take him in. He really was powerful. Even looking at him now, when he was entirely bared to me, exposed to me in such a trusting way, I could see he was powerful. His power wasn’t from money or the men he employed or the things he possessed - but it was the way he held himself. He was so firm, so magnificent, so - Calix.

Suddenly, I wasn’t afraid anymore. I didn’t know how it happened, and no matter how long I dissected it, I doubted I would ever understand the reason why - but I just wanted him. All of him. Entirely.

“You’re perfect.” I said softly. And I meant it.

It wasn’t a whispered tone - it was simple and quiet and perfect. Watching Calix breath in deep after hearing my words, I knew I’d touched him with the honesty in their depths. And for the first time, I wished I could tell him I loved him and that he would believe me. But it was just too soon. Something was telling me, warning me, to refrain from speaking those words to this powerful man.

Biting my lower lip to keep the words from finding their way from my mouth, I held his eyes with my own. And then he moved. My heart leapt. My body tightened and I breathed in a sharp, deep breath that tasted both of the salt of the water and the sweet freshness of the peonies beside the bed.

Slowly, Calix crawled over me. He placed his knee between my legs, pushing my legs apart as he settled himself slowly, swiftly, between my legs. My skin felt flushed - everywhere. The blood had risen to the surface of my skin, over sensitizing and warming me from the top of my head to the tip of my toes. As he placed his hands on either side of my head, before slowly lowering to his elbows as he slid one forearm beneath the crook of my neck, my entire body quaked in anticipation and wonder.

I remembered feeling afraid of Calix when he was like this, completely surrounding me. But tonight, I only felt small. I felt delicate and beautiful as his eyes swept over my face and his big body covered mine. We were chest to chest - hip to hip - core to core. I felt his silky shaft throbbing against my center and I wondered when he was going to make the move - I wanted him to make the move. But I didn’t encourage him - I didn’t know how. Instead, I simply stared up at him as I memorized the feel of his wonderful body over mine, the way the heat seeped from his skin into mine, and the feel of his ragged breathing as my own breaths mingled in the air with his.

He spoke, startling me with the husky deep sound. “I want you so bad, Nova.”

Butterflies took flight in my belly and I felt my lips curl. “I want you to take me.”

“Fuck,” he dropped his face into my neck and breathed in deep. “Even your scent makes me weak.”

“Calix,”

“I want to burry my cock so deep inside you that you can’t tell where you begin and I end, love. I want you to feel me in a place no one has ever been. I want to feel you around me, your pussy gripping me tight.” He shifted his shaft against me and I gasped. His words had made me wetter than I had ever been - I was certain of it. “Baby,” he said against my shoulder. “You’re so wet. So fucking beautiful.” He lifted his face to look into my eyes.

“Please,” I whispered. “I don’t want to wait anymore.”

“Ask me, love.”

“Fuck me.” I whispered.

He shook his head, a frown tipping his lips. “No.” He pressed his forehead to mine. “Ask me - tell me what you really want.”

I didn’t understand his words, and I knew he could tell when I asked, “What?”

“Nova,” he shifted his hips against me once again and I gasped. “You asked me once to make love to you. I want to hear you ask me again.”

“Oh,” my belly fluttered and I felt my thighs tighten around his muscular hips.

“Love,” he prompted, kissing my lips gently.

With another roll of his hips, every defense I may have held against him shattered and I begged. “Make love to me, Calix.”

Calix crushed his mouth against mine, kissing me with a passion I had never before experienced. His entire body covered mine and his tongue slipped inside my mouth, tasting me. My every sound was swallowed by him. My every moan was his. And soon, I would be his too.

“I should finger you.” He ground out the words through hungry kisses. “I should ease you into this - but I’m selfish.”

Frowning, I murmured as he kissed me. “What?”

“You’re going to be tight - but I want my cock to be the first thing inside you.”

Oh Gods - I wanted that too. “Please,” I moaned again.

“Fuck, I’m weak.” Calix breathed again as he shifted.

I felt his hand move between our bodies, gripping the base of his cock as he watched me. His eyes were locked on mine as he guided his tip to my opening. He rested there for a moment and I watched a bead of sweat form on his brow. He was holding back. I knew he was holding back. His body, so strong and wonderful was quivering with trembles of desire begging to be unleashed. And, oh my, how I longed for that desire to be unleashed.

“Calix,” I spoke his name softly. “I’m ready for you.”

He kissed my forehead before shifting his hips forward and I felt him press in only the tiniest amount. It was a sweet kind of fulfillment I felt at being stretched by him and I bit hard on my lower lip. Then he pulled back and I released a large breath of air I didn’t realize I’d been holding.

“Relax, love.” He urged gently before pushing his way back inside - again only the smallest amount. He groaned a growled sound. “Shit, you’re so tight, love.”

“Oh,” I breathed as he moved again, pressing an inch or so deep. A warm rush moved through my body and I felt my hands move to grip his shoulders. “Calix,”

Calix pulled back and pushed in again - another inch - stretching. A pain began then - different from the pain of stretching and I felt him stiffen inside me. His eyes were locked on my face when I opened my eyes. He moved the arm beneath my neck to cup the back of my head with his hand. And then he covered my mouth with his as he pushed in another inch, swallowing the sound of my sharp cry as he broke past the barrier that held my virginity - my innocence. Calix now owned me entirely. Body and soul. I was his.

“Shhh love.” He cooed gently against my lips as he pulled back again before moving forward. He repeated this motion another few times as he kissed me - everywhere. He rained kisses over the entirety of my face and throat and shoulders. Lifting his head, he commanded. “Look at me, love.”

I looked up into his face - and then I felt him push all the way inside of me. My eyes widened before slamming closed. I buried my face into his throat as he stilled inside of me. I felt him deep - so deep inside me - I was certain we were one. Muffled cries sounded from my lips. Finally, I found my calm and before long, I had relaxed around him.

I assumed Calix sensed my sudden relaxation because he began moving slowly inside me. I felt his length pull back before pressing in. In and out. In and out. In and out. It didn’t take him long to find a sweet rhythm and I soon forgot about the sharp pain because my hips were lifting to meet his. My legs wrapped around his back, my ankles locking as he pressed deeper. Our moans filled the space as he rocked inside of me, his pace quickening. A steady pressure built inside me - a pressure I recognized as he hit me every time, to the hilt. Then I felt his hand move between us once again and his thumb was on my clit. Not a moment after, I shattered around him as he claimed my mouth and my sound and my orgasm for himself.

Calix pumped once, twice, three times and then on a tense groan from deep in his throat, I felt warmth spill inside of me and I knew - he’d found his release.


Chapter 14

Calix wrapped his arms around me, holding me tight as he pressed tiny, slow kisses over my face. I was still breathing heavy - and he was still inside of me. I couldn’t believe how perfect this night had been. Never, in all my romances, had I ever encountered something so romantic as the night Calix had given to me. It had been perfect - Calix was perfect.

Slowly, he lifted himself onto his hands, still keeping himself buried deep. “How are you?”

“Mmm,” I smiled. “I’m good.”

I saw his eyes searching my face seriously, but his question was playful. “Just good, love?”

Shifting, to lean onto my elbows to kiss him, Calix hissed in a sharp breath and I stilled. “What?”

“God, you’ve fucking ruined me.”

“How?”

He chuckled. “Nothing, love. It doesn’t matter.” He buried his face in my throat, pressing his lips to the hollow there. “I’m addicted to you. Already, I know this.”

I liked that idea - that he be addicted to me. I don’t know why, but I wanted to be his obsession. I wanted to be his craving and his weakness and I wanted to be his strength. I simply wanted Calix - all of him - always.

“Calix,” I spoke his name softly - again stopping myself from telling him I loved him. “Thank you.”

He caught my face in his hand, pressing a kiss to my lips. “You’re fucking amazing, love.”

“Hmm.” I moaned against his lips.

Calix pulled back, shifting to pull himself out of me. I felt - naked - in a way I had never felt before, and didn’t like, as he pulled away. “How are you feeling?”

“Um?”

He placed his hand against my sex and I flinched in shock. “Here, love?” He said gruffly. “How are you feeling here?”

“Oh,” I breathed as I moved my hips and felt a small ache. “A little sore. Not too bad though.”

His lips tensed and I frowned. Had he seriously expected me not to hurt after? He had been my first. Calix interrupted my thoughts with a gentle but firm command. “Stay here.”

“Okay.”

Calix pushed himself from the bed to move to the bathroom. I heard the tap turn on and I listened, lying on the bed as I waited for him to come back. When he reappeared, he had a washcloth in his hand and he was coming around the bed.

“Open your legs.”

“Pardon me?”

“Love,” he sighed. “Let me.”

I didn’t know what he wanted me to let him do, but I opened my legs for him regardless. Such a small action depicted so much trust it was astonishingly aweing. It was then I realized that not only did I love Calix, I trusted him. I trusted him with the something I’d held precious for years - my body.

Calix pressed the warm cloth to my sex, cleaning me carefully and slowly before taking the cloth back to the bathroom without a word. When he reappeared, I’d covered myself beneath the crisp blankets. My body was exhausted. I was ready for bed.

“Tired, love?” Calix asked as I watched him move around the bedroom blowing out candles.

I nodded before answering audibly. “I am.”

When he’d finished blowing out the candles, he closed the glass wall and sheer curtains leading onto the deck of the bedroom, enclosing us in the only the soft light of the moon and candle on his side of the bed. I watched him walk to the bed, naked and beautiful, with his eyes on me. When he pulled back the sheets to join me, I didn’t wait for him to pull me in close to his body like usual. This time, I snuggled right into his chest and I felt his breath catch as he wrapped me in his arms. A long window stretched on the wall opposite the bed, letting in the light of the moon reflecting down on the water outside the yacht.

I was on the brink of sleep when I heard his low voice rumble. “You’re perfect, love.” He kissed the top of my head. “I don’t deserve you.”

I didn’t reply. I didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing at all. I pressed my face into his chest, wrapping my arms around him tighter and then I fell into sleep.

***

I woke the next morning to a beautiful canvas of an orange and pink sunrise. Calix’s arms were wrapped around me and my back was facing him. He was kissing a line from my shoulder to the base of my neck and back. I felt his swollen length against my backside and felt my body respond immediately.

“You’re awake?” He asked against my skin, obviously noticing my stirring.

“Yes.”

“How did you sleep?”

“Amazingly.” I replied honestly. “You?”

“Never better.” He kissed me again and I felt his hand, that was resting against my belly, move lower.

My breath hitched. “Calix.”

“How are you feeling this morning?”

“I,” I stuttered as his fingers dipped between my legs, finding the moistness of my desire for him. My body turned to flames as his finger moved through the soft folds. “Oh,”

“Shit baby,” he ground out the words. “You’re soaked.”

“Umhmm.”

“Nova?” My name was a question I didn’t know how to answer and thankfully, Calix clarified with another. “How are you feeling?”

“Good.” I replied truthfully as his finger swirled around my clit. I moaned, “So good.”

He stopped moving his hand and I groaned a frustrated sound. “Nova, you need to be honest with me. I don’t want to hurt you. Tell me how you’re feeling.”

I rolled onto my back to glare at him. “I told you I feel fine.”

“Are you sore?”

“A little.” I huffed. “But it’s not a bad kind of sore.”

“What kind of sore is it?” He growled, clearly irritated with my avoidance of his question.

“The kind of sore that tells me you had me - that you were inside of me. The kind of sore that tells me I’m yours. The kind of sore that tells me I want to be yours again - forever and ever.”

The irritation in his eyes was quickly replaced with something I liked a whole lot better. Heat. And when he pushed me onto my back, I went willingly. My arms wrapped around his neck as he crushed his lips to mine, moving his hand between my legs. Softly, he stroked me into another orgasm before placing himself between my legs and pushing. There was a pain, but it was more a raw pain than anything and it was quickly forgotten as Calix filled me the way I knew only he could.

His arm moved around the small of my back, and he moved me on top of him as he flipped us over. The different angle of him inside me had my mouth open and a sharp breath stinging my lungs. “Oh Calix,”

“Is this okay?” He asked nervously, stiffly. I could see he was afraid of moving - afraid of hurting me. The look on his face was adorable. For the first time, this strong, take what he wanted man, was terrified of something. The frailty in his expression was beautiful, but what made it so beautiful wasn’t the weakness of it - but the fact that he allowed me to witness this weakness. And that I was this particular weakness’s Achilles Heal.

“I’m okay.” I breathed and his hands moved to my hips.

Gripping my hips firmly, he looked up into my face. “Can you move, love?”

I nodded, but I wasn’t sure. This felt so different than before - with him on top. He filled me so much as it was, but like this, with me on top, I felt even more full of him. Taking a deep breath, I started to move and winced. “I,” I pulled in a breath and I felt his fingers press into my skin. “I need you to help me.” I pleaded. “Calix,” I dropped my head into his shoulder, suddenly feeling nervous and hot. “Guide me.”

“Love,” he craned his neck to press a calming kiss into my hair. I knew he could sense my sudden panic because his hands moved slowly over the length of my back. “I’m going to sit up and bring you with me, alright?”

I nodded against his shoulder. “Okay.”

And then he moved. When he sat up, he filled me in a different way and it didn’t hurt nearly as much. Obviously, I was a little more sore than I’d thought. But now, with the sheets resting around our waists and me sitting in his lap, impaled on his shaft, chest to chest, face to face, I felt better. I just wanted him to move inside of me. I wanted to find the sweet relief I’d found with him so many times before.

“Please Calix.” I pressed my lips to his, kissing him hard. When I felt him move inside of me, slight gentle movements, I moaned against his lips as I lost myself around him.

He was gentle again this morning just as he had been the night before. His strokes were measured and soft, his kisses attentive and addicting. It didn’t take me long to meet him in another earthshattering orgasm as my body bowed and Calix held me tight as I fell into a few seconds of heaven on earth, before he joined me in that sweet heaven. When he was finished, spilling his heat inside me, he crooked his head and pressed a soft, loving kiss to my forehead.

My heart swelled.

***

My reflection was staring back at me in the bathroom mirror. Calix was calling for breakfast to be delivered to our room - yes, room service on a yacht - again, he had too much money.

Shaking my head, I studied myself in the mirror, my skin was flushed, my eyes were shining the color of spun gold and even though my chocolate waves were messy, they looked great. I was naked - stark naked - standing in front of the mirror. I don’t know what I expected when I looked at my body, but I’d sort of expected it to look a little different. I expected to see some physical evidence that I’d given my innocence to Calix. But I didn’t. There was no evidence of our actions on my body. The only evidence I had was memory, the mess of a bed in our bedroom and the persistent, but sweet ache between my legs.

I glanced at the V of my thighs and blushed cherry red at the memory of him there, stretching me, filling me - and bit down on my lower lip. My night with Calix was one I would never forget. The slow gentle way he’d moved within me, the feel of his lips on my mouth and body, the scent of his skin against mine. It was all wonderful - perfect. And when he came - inside me - so warm and fulfilling, it was just - wow.

At that thought, I felt my teeth release my lip and my eyes dropped to my belly in the mirror. Holy shit - we hadn’t used protection. I wasn’t on birth control. And since I’d been with Calix, he hadn’t given me any to take to prevent - the thought was too much to bear and I felt my skin pale slightly as Calix entered the room naked to stand behind me.

Calix wound his arms around my waist, tugging me against the firm structure that was his front. I went against him numbly, my mind still on the fact that we hadn’t used freaking birth control! I mean, crap! Crap!

“Calix,” I gulped and he smiled into the mirror.

“You’re so beautiful, love.” His eyes swept over my body before coming back to my eyes in the mirror. “So perfect.”

“Calix,” I said his name again, and again, it was nothing more than a hoarse whisper. But crap, I was panicking. Inside, I felt a little like I was drowning.

Calix stiffened and his smile fell from his face as he watched my gold eyes darken and fill with tears. He looked stunned as he stared at me, unmoving, for what felt like eternity. Then, his arms moved away from me and he turned me to face him. His eyes focused on mine as he tipped my head back with a finger beneath my chin.

“What is it, love?” He asked seriously. “Are you hurting?”

I shook my head, still feeling dazed and slightly confused. How could he be so careless? I mean, I had a little bit of an excuse - I was an innocent. I’d never had sex before. I had never had to think of using protection or worrying about a freaking baby! What the hell was Calix’s excuse?

Continuing to shake my head, I spoke under my breath. “You came.”

“Yes.” He said slowly. “I always come with you, Nova.”

“No,” I shook my head harder before bringing my hands up to my temples. I was overwhelmed. “No, you came inside me.”

Again, Calix nodded. “Yes, I’d planned to.”

“But,” I sputtered. “I,”

“What’s wrong, Nova?” He asked, more stern this time.

“You didn’t wear a condom.”

“Yes,” Again he nodded. “And I never will with you.”

“But,” I couldn’t stop sputtering. I could barely contain the trembling pulsing through my body. “But I’m not on birth control.”

“I know.” He replied firmly before dropping his hand from my chin. Placing his hands on my hips, he pushed me toward the shower. “Get in, love.”

I stiffened, my voice raising a few octaves. “Calix!”

“What?”

“We have to talk about this.”

“What is there to talk about, Nova?”

My mouth dropped. It opened and closed and opened and closed so many times, I felt as though I were gasping for air. And who knew, maybe I was. “Calix!”

“Nova, you are my wife. You aren’t my wife for only today or the next year or the next five years. You are my wife until death do us part.” He eyed me through piercing blue orbs that chilled my skin. “Do you understand?”

“Yes.” I breathed.

“Then what are you going on about?”

I placed a splayed hand over my belly and watched as his eyes followed. His jaw tensed when I spoke and I watched a muscle twitch. “I’m going on about the possibility, the very good possibility, that I might become pregnant if we don’t take precautions.”

I seriously could not believe he wasn’t piecing together the danger in us having unprotected sex. My Gods! I thought he was smarter than this!

“I’ve taken that into consideration, Nova.” He said darkly and I felt my eyes, already wide, widen.

For long moments, I didn’t move. I just stared at him - my husband - a man I thought I was getting to know. I guess, that no matter how much you think you know someone, you can always be surprised. Because Calix just shocked the fuck right out of me.


Chapter 15

My blood was raging through my veins like a white-capped river as I stared into Calix’s beautiful face. His eyes hadn’t moved from my face, not once, as I glared through wide eyes at him. I don’t know how long I’d stood there, naked and angry, but I knew Calix was done giving me time to process the words exchanged when he took a menacing step toward me. I could see by the firm set of his jaw, the cool blue of his eyes and the determination in his step that he wasn’t willing to allow this moment to continue.

Before I knew what had happened, Calix had lifted me against his body and placed me into the shower before turning on the water. At first, the spray was cold, and it shocked me right out of the disbelieving state I’d been trapped in.

No longer silenced by astonishment, I barked. “Calix!”

“Nova, shut up.” Calix growled against my ear. “We’re not discussing this.”

“Then I’m not fucking you again.” I bit out through my anger - or, rage was probably a better word for the way I was feeling. My blood was hot. It was so hot I was uncomfortable.

Calix spun me around before pushing me back into the wall of the shower. He caught my chin firmly in his hand and I realized I’d angered him. I’d actually angered him to the point he lacked control. His hand was shaking and his lips were drawn into a tense line on his face as he stared down into my eyes.

“I am your husband. You will fuck me when I want you to fuck me, Nova. You will suck my cock when I tell you to and you will spread your legs upon my request.” His fingers tightened on my chin and I felt tears of rage sting my eyes. “Do you understand me?”

“Fuck you, Calix.” I spit the words.

“Spread your legs.”

“I said fuck you!” I screamed, and then I lashed out at him. My hand connected with the side of his face once, twice, three times before he caught my wrist in his grip. It was so tight and punishing, I wanted to cry out, but I didn’t. I bit my tongue and swallowed my tears. “You’re not the man I married.”

He smirked. “But I am, love. I’m the man who took you, who married you, who holds everything you cherish in my palm. Test me. I dare you.”

I closed my eyes against the breaking pain of my heart shining in their depths. Calix was a monster. He would always be a monster and I hated myself for thinking I held the ability within my gentle soul to tame him.

“Open your legs, Nova.”

“No.” I shook my head against the wall of the shower. “I won’t give myself to you willingly.”

“You will.” He said with a confidence that I ached to shatter. It wasn’t an egotistical kind of confidence - it was a malicious confidence. And I hated it.

Fighting to push the words from my throat as Calix placed a knee between my legs, I spoke. “You’ve brought me into this.” I closed my eyes against the assault of his cobalt orbs as I continued. “You brought me into the middle of a war, Calix. I know there will be casualties - I can feel it in my bones. But I’m in the middle. I love every soldier - can you understand that? You did this,” I whispered. “You brought me into this, forced me into this war I can’t even begin to understand. I will not allow you to bring another innocent into this mess. I refuse to allow you to bring our child into this mess.”

I knew my words affected him in a way I couldn’t understand, because he dropped his hand from my chin and his knee from between my legs. I couldn’t feel him anymore. And when I finally opened my eyes, Calix was gone.

I felt as though I’d been shattered into a thousand tiny pieces as I stared at the bathroom door I knew Calix had escaped from. For long minutes, I stood there, simply staring at the door. And then I turned into the now warm spray of water and finished my shower - alone.

When I was finished with my shower, I brushed my teeth, applied a soft scented vanilla cream into my skin and dressed in a chiffon pastel pink dress that ended in the middle of my thighs. It had thin straps and a loose sweetheart neckline, and like most dresses I wore, it was cinched at the waist. I wore a white swimsuit under the dress, knowing I would more than likely be swimming at some point during the day. Not wanting to wander from the room without Calix, I moved to the glass doors, opened them with the same remote Calix had used, before moving onto the deck and lowering myself into the same white recliner chair that Calix had worked me into an orgasm in only the night before.

Memories of the night before clashed with memories of this morning in the shower. Calix had made love to me twice and not an hour later, he’d practically informed me that he would force me if he had to. This bothered me deeply. Calix had always pushed me, he’d always forced me to be with him in a way - but he’d never pushed his way inside of me without my consent. I had a feeling, that if he ever stooped so low, that I would ever find it in myself to forgive him. Yes, I loved Calix. But love only held so much power when it came to offering forgiveness for an unforgivable action.

Leaning my head back against the chair, I closed my eyes and soaked up the Greek sun. It was warm and after the cold vibes I’d been feeling from Calix in the shower, the warmth was welcome. It was needed.

A sound demanded my attention and my eyes opened to find Calix standing against the railing. He was watching me. Intently.

“Calix,” I breathed, instantly feeling every inch of my body growing alert with uncertainty and eagerness. I hated being without him - no matter the cruel man that he was, I loved him and I wanted him with me. But I also was uncertain of him - uncertain of his intentions and his temper.

“Love,” Calix moved slowly across the deck to lower himself onto the corner of the chair. He placed his hand on my belly and I tensed. “I’m sorry for the way I treated you.”

This was big. This was freaking huge! Calix McKnight was apologizing? Wow!

Somehow, I schooled the shock right out of my tone. “Don’t ever tell me I have to fuck you, Calix. Yes, I am your wife, but every time I give my body to you, it will be because I want to give my body to you.”

He was silent for a long moment before his eyes met mine and he spoke. “You love every soldier in this war?”

Oh shit. I’d completely forgotten I’d said that. But it was the truth. I did love every soldier in this war I stood center field in. Every soldier - including Calix.

With Calix’s blue eyes on my face now, watching me consider his question and my reply, I knew this moment was a special one. It was a moment of significance. This was a moment to turn the tables - a moment to change the course of our future. I had to reply carefully and honestly. I had to consider every angle of allowing Calix, a man of power and revenge, to hold the knowledge that he held my heart.

Meeting his eyes once again, I saw a hope in them that shattered all my carefully assembled defenses. I saw a beauty in a rare vulnerability that flashed in the features of his face. This was a side of Calix he hadn’t allowed me to see before. This was a side of Calix I had a feeling he hid from even himself. This was a side of Calix I wanted to culture and adore.

“Yes.” I whispered and then more firmly, I added. “I love every soldier in this war, Calix.”

He hissed in a sharp breath and his eyes fluttered closed, as though he were filing away this memory into a safe place in his mind no one could ever violate.

I wasn’t finished, though. Shifting onto my knees, I climbed into his lap, straddling his hips as I caught his face in my hands. “I love you, Calix McKnight.”

And then I saw something that both broke my heart and built it strong. Calix McKnight had tears shimmering in his warm blue eyes.

Leaning down, I pressed my lips to his. My kisses were soft and sweet, because I felt certain it was what he needed. And I wanted to be everything he needed.

When I pulled back to gaze down into his face, I found he was watching me with slight confusion and I felt my heart give a little dance of uncertainty in my chest.

“How?” As he spoke, he circled his arms around my waist as though he were afraid I might leave him.

I frowned. “How what?”

“How can you love me?”

“I,”

“I’ve taken so much from you.” He said on a short breath. “I’ve hurt you. I’ve lied to you. I’ve broken promises and vowed to hurt those you love.” Again he shook his head as though lost and I held his face tighter, pressing my forehead to his. “How can you love someone like me?”

“I just do.” I whispered. “The heart has no choice in who it loves, Calix. That isn’t how love works.”

“Nova,”

“Calix, I love you.” I pressed my lips to his forehead. “Demons and all, I love you.”

His arms tightened around my waist again and it wasn’t long until I found myself pressed tight against his chest. My hands were in his hair, and I was holding his head tight to my throat as he breathed me in as though trying to memorize my scent. As though he thought me might lose it. This thought sent a small flutter of panic through my body that was quickly snuffed when Calix spoke against my throat.

“I called my doctor.” I tensed in his arms, but he continued. “I’m flying her here. She will be here tomorrow and you will be on birth control.”

“Oh,” I had no idea what to say to this. He was flying his doctor to Greece so that I could get on birth control?

Again, the man had too much money.

“I can’t not be inside you, love.” He sounded agonized when he spoke these words, and for the first time, I found myself wondering, was he actually addicted to me as he’d claimed to be? Could he truly not handle there being something between us? Was a condom so bad?

“Calix, we can use a condom until we get back,”

He cut me off. “We can’t. I don’t want any barriers between us, love. Not time, not distance, and certainly not rubber. I need to be with you - completely.”

“Calix,”

“Nova, I’ve searched for home since I lost my parents. I’ve searched the fucking world - and it wasn’t until I first saw you that I found hope. When I took you, I found happiness. But it wasn’t until I was inside you, with no barriers between us, that I found home. I’ve been searching for years, love.”

I couldn’t breathe.

Calix continued. “I was seven when it happened. When your - when they died, I was only seven. I’m twenty-eight years old, love. I’ve been searching for home for twenty-one years and it wasn’t until I found you that I knew I had a hope of finding home. I’m begging you - don’t take it away from me. Don’t give me only half.”

I didn’t realize I was crying until his thumbs were wiping away my tears. Pressing my lips against his, I murmured. “Okay. I’ll get on birth control tomorrow.”

He nodded, hugging me tight. “Thank you, love.”

It was in that moment I found myself wondering if there was anything at all I would refuse him. He was such a strong man with so many hidden weaknesses - and I longed - no, I ached to heal his every scar. If I could give myself to him and help him to find home, who was I to refuse him? Because as much as this man had taken from me, I’d also found home in him. I knew, no matter what happened or where my life took me from this moment on, that I would never be home away from Calix.

Whispering against his throat, I asked. “What are we going to do today?”

“I thought we would take a trip to the Acropolis where the Parthenon Temple stands.”

I scrunched my nose. “It’s too late in the day for the Parthenon Temple. It’ll be too crowded.”

He chuckled. “Alright, how about the Temple of Hephaestus? You said you wanted to see that one too, didn’t you?”

“Yes!” I wiggled in his lap and his blue eyes ignited at my excitement.

“Come love,” he stood with me still on his lap, gently placing my feet on the floor. “Let’s tour Athens.”


Chapter 16

I joined Calix at the small round table outside our bedroom on the deck for breakfast. While I’d showered and dressed, Calix had ordered our breakfast. I decided against my regular breakfast of blueberries and milk with a light sprinkling of brown sugar for a stack of buttermilk pancakes and sweet syrup. After our long day of touring Athens, sightseeing, and shopping, I was exhausted and famished. I’d slept through the night like a baby, curing my exhaustion. I had high hopes that the stack of buttermilk pancakes would cure me of my hunger just as efficiently as the sleep had cured my fatigue.

I dressed in another dress today. This one was also made of chiffon, which was an ideal material in the hot weather as it was light and airy. It was a white dress patterned with soft burgundy roses and green leaves. It was delicately adorable and I had a feeling Calix would enjoy seeing me in it. We hadn’t make love since yesterday morning and I missed him being inside me. Never would I have suspected that after having him once, I would ache for him again. And I knew that if I had him again, I would ache for him again, and again, and again. I’d decided that it was a never-ending cycle. As long as I lived, I would long for more of Calix.

Lowering myself into the chair at the table, I felt Calix’s eyes on me and my own flickered up to meet his. My breath caught. This happened every once in a while - I would catch sight of Calix and my breath would snag in my throat. It was always a painful kind of burning. I hadn’t put my finger on what it was that made my breath catch until now. Now, I knew. That look in his eyes - the one with the smoldering heat, intense infatuation, and studious hunger - that was the equivalent of his love for me. I knew it now. Calix loved me. I was certain.

It was a different kind of love than the love I felt inside for him. My love was quiet, humble, and careful. Calix felt love on a whole other spectrum - so far away from the love I felt for him - it existed on a whole new solar system. But it wasn’t any less beautiful than the love I held in my heart and soul for him. Actually, it could be arguable that his love was much more beautiful. The man was calculated, but there was nothing calculated about the look in his brilliant eyes now. Calix’s love was passion in its finest expression. It was irrational and consuming in its action. It was equally possessive and protective. Calix’s love was indefinable. It was childish. It was beautiful. Perfect.

“Hi.” I breathed. And then I smirked at myself. Of all the wonder that had just moved through my mind, the word I’d come up with was ‘hi’. Interesting.

Calix cocked his head. “Is there a reason for your smile, love?”

I nodded sheepishly. “Maybe.”

“Let’s hear it.”

I shook my head. “Nope.” I popped a piece of expertly prepared pancake into my mouth and chewed slowly as Calix raised a brow.

“Keeping things from me now?”

“Sure.”

“Nova.” My name on his lips was both a warning and a plea. It only made me smile wider.

“Nope.”

Calix sighed. “If you weren’t eating, I’d toss you overboard.”

My eyes snapped up to his. “You’re joking.”

“Not in the slightest.” He informed matter of fact and at the lack of play in his telltale eyes, I felt my belly clench.

“You’re really not joking?” I glanced out to the blue abyss and then to the city of Athens glimmering in the background. If I had to swim so far, well, I’d never make it.

“Nope.” Calix mimicked my tone to perfection and my grin turned to a deep scowl.

“You’d really toss me overboard?”

“Yes.” He nodded, sipping his coffee. “I would of course jump in after you, but have no doubt, Nova,” he paused to grin at me. “I will toss you overboard before the month is up if you continue keeping things from me.”

I grunted before quickly popping another piece of pancake into my mouth - just in case he decided my empty mouth was indication to throw me overboard. It wasn’t. I didn’t want to be thrown overboard even if he planned on following close behind. No thank you. I still had issues with water I couldn’t see the bottom in. I was fine with the ocean - when I was close to shore. Out here, hell, the devil could be swimming from the depths to snatch me and I would have no clue.

I decided to be honest with him now, before he attempted to throw me into the bottomless blue.

“You know I’m scared of water when I can’t see the bottom, right?” My voice was low. I didn’t like admitting fear - and I especially didn’t like to admit it to Calix. Not because I feared he’d feed on it, but because he was so admirably strong and I wanted to be strong for him.

“Yes.” He admitted. “I recall you telling me this when we were at home taking a midnight swim in the lake.”

“And you would still throw me into this water?”

He didn’t even hesitate in his answer. “Yes.”

“Why?” I gasped. “You know I don’t like it.”

“I also know how you react to me when you’re afraid.” His eyes met mine. “If you always react so hotly to me when you’re afraid, as you did on the dock at home, then I’ll always push you to that point.”

His explanation was so simple and yet my mind felt jumbled. “But,”

“Nova,” Calix leaned back in his chair. “You know I will never place you in harms way.”

“Calix,”

“You know I am a selfish man, yes?”

“I do.” I whispered. “Know that.”

“Then you know when I say I’d give my life before I allowed a hair on your head to be harmed - that you are my one weakness, yes?” My breath caught but he continued when I remained silent. “You know I’m selfish. Everything I do, I do for my own gain, love. And yet, I would do anything - give anything for you.”

For a moment, there was silence. Then his phone rang in his pocket and I jumped at the shrill interruption into the gentle sound of the waves lapping against the side of the yacht.

Calix ignored the ring for a moment as he spoke. “This will be the doctor. Would you prefer to meet her here in private or in the common area?”

“Here.” I replied quietly, as though there was any other answer. I’d never be comfortable getting my birth control in the common area.

Calix placed his phone to his ear. Distantly, I registered that there was a conversation and then he’d placed his phone back into the pocket of his cream colored shorts.

Before I had a chance to speak, the door to our bedroom was opened and three women walked through. Two came to clear our table while the other, the doctor, obvious by both her age and state of dress, moved toward us. She flashed a stiff smile at Calix, filled to the brim with tension, before placing her eyes on me.

She held out her hand. It trembled slightly and I had a mind to wonder if maybe she was uncomfortable on boats. “Hello, Nova. My name is Dr. Kendrickson. Mr. McKnight tells me you wish to be on birth control.”

“It’s lovely to meet you.” I returned politely, trying to ease her tension. “And yes, I would like to be on birth control.” I felt my face heat as I struggled to continue. “I’m just not quite ready for a baby. I’m only twenty-one and I don’t feel that the circumstance is quite right to bring a child into our lives at the moment.”

“Hmm,” Dr. Kendrickson glared pointed eyes toward Calix. “Are you certain of this, Mr. McKnight?”

Calix didn’t even shift in his seat as he stared, without blinking, at Dr. Kendrickson. “I think you can agree that I am paying you exceedingly well for your services today, Doctor. If you have an issue with giving the shot to Nova, then I’ll simply find another doctor who is willing.” At my open mouthed stare, Calix added. “Whether we have a child or not is none of your concern, Dr. Kendrickson. I suggest you give Mrs. McKnight the Depo-Provera before I change my mind, withdraw my payment, and send you flying back to Canada coach.”

I didn’t miss the enunciation Calix provided for my new name, and I knew that Dr. Kendrickson didn’t miss it either. How could she? It had been spoken with such cold venom.

“Yes, well,” Dr. Kendrickson turned to me and I tried to shake the oddity of Calix’s harsh tenseness from my mind as I focused my attention on her. “If you’re sure you want the shot.”

“Shot?” I repeated. “I was thinking maybe the pill.”

The Doctors eyes swung once again to Calix, before she continued. “If you’re firm on not wanting children, I am advising the shot to you today, Mrs. McKnight. You and Mr. McKnight have an obviously hectic life. If you miss the pill once you risk the chance of becoming pregnant.”

“Oh.” I swallowed. “Well, I suppose it’s the shot then?”

She didn’t miss the question in my statement. “The Depo-Provera is your best option at the current state of your life. Every twelve weeks you’ll need to come see me for another shot, but once it’s given you have no need to worry about the activities you partake in.”

I breathed a long, slow breath from between my lips as I glanced at Calix. My heart did a little jump in my chest as I realized he was watching me curiously, almost hopefully. Did he want me to back out? As much as I wanted to please him, and do all that he wanted, bringing an innocent child into the mess that was our existence would be foolish and wrong.

Turning my attention back to Dr. Kendrickson, I forced a smile and spoke. “Where do you give me the shot?”

She smiled softly, but I could see she was uncomfortable. Did she not believe in birth control once a couple was married? If not, then she really was in the wrong profession. I was positive she saw plenty of patients who requested some form of birth control - I couldn’t possibly be the first and there was simply no other reason for her discomfort.

“I’ll apply the Depo-Provera into your arm.”

“Oh, good.” I breathed. I had an embarrassing little fear that I had to take it in my butt cheek.

Dr. Kendrickson quirked a curious brow at my obvious relief and I blushed. “I’m ready whenever you are.”

Again, Dr. Kendrickson looked to Calix for what appeared to be confirmation, and he nodded through angry eyes. Shaking off the chill of his obvious anger, Dr. Kendrickson opened the small case she had with her. There were two needles in the case along with sanitary pads and other forms of medical supplies I couldn’t place. Donning clear gloves, she wiped a sanitary pad over my arm and then I watched her hand hover over one vial, before quickly shifting to the other. She plucked it from the case before assembling it into the needle, which she tore from its sanitary wrap. Taking a deep breath, her face paled and she poked me in the arm. When the last drop of the liquid in the vial had been deposited, she pulled the needle back, offered me a tightlipped smile, before she tossed the needle into her case and stood.

“It was nice meeting you, Mrs. McKnight.” She said stiffly before looking to Calix. “I’ll be on my way. I have a private flight to catch.”

“You made the right choice, Dr. Kendrickson.” Calix informed and I couldn’t help but find his wording peculiar, but I wasn’t about to question his meaning.

“Goodbye.” Dr. Kendrickson walked quickly from the room, disappearing through the bedroom door within seconds. I mean, the woman had practically run from the room and she’d looked frighteningly close to tears.

I turned to Calix. “Does she not believe in birth control?”

His blue eyes moved from the closed door of our bedroom to me before he answered. “Something like that, love.”

I scoffed. “Then she’s in the wrong profession.” I blushed at my statement, quickly adding. “I mean, she’s very nice. But I highly doubt birth control is an odd request.”

Calix didn’t reply. Instead, he stood. “What would you like to do today?”

***

Calix had allowed me to choose everything we’d done without a bit of a struggle. I found this odd as well, but I decided he felt guilty for the way he’d treated Dr. Kendrickson in front of me, so I didn’t ask about his odd behavior. Instead, I reveled in the abundance of choice. We’d walked the streets of Athens for hours. I’d pointed out everything, eager to explain the things I knew from my extensive research of Greece and what I didn’t know, to Calix’s horror, I’d asked the citizens.

“You are never permitted to be in public alone, Nova.” Calix had growled in my ear after the fifth citizen I’d talked to.

He’d been a nice older gentleman who’d been thrilled to explain to me, in his thick accent, that Kerameikos was an ancient cemetery and the original monuments are now standing for viewing in the National Archeological Museum. I had excitedly said that we needed to visit this museum.

“I’m not that embarrassing, am I?” I asked Calix after the gentleman had wandered off.

“Embarrassing, no.” Calix shook his head. “However, you are much too trusting of those around you, Nova.”

“Everyone I have approached has been kind and informative.” I stated matter of fact.

“Not everyone you will approach will be that way, love.” Calix explained gently but firmly, so as not to pop my innocent bubble of faith in humanity, I supposed.

“Calix,”

“Nova.” He sighed my name in interruption. “Could you not be satisfied shopping like a normal woman?”

My face screwed and I gave him a bug-eyed glare. “I thought you knew me.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “You don’t hate shopping.”

“I don’t hate it.” I admitted somewhat begrudgingly. “But you know that I don’t love it, by any means. If there is something for me to see and learn about, I would much prefer to do that.”

“You don’t want to purchase a souvenir?” He tempted and I bit my bottom lip - because I actually did want to purchase a souvenir.

***

I was certain, as Calix paid for the authentic Greek olive wood bowls, that he was seriously regretting his decision to encourage my shopping for a souvenir. If he did, in fact, regret his encouragement, I have to admit I wouldn’t blame him. My souvenir shopping has been extensive. But once I thought of souvenirs to bring home with us, I wanted to be able to bring something back for very room in our house.

“Are we finished love?” Calix had asked after I’d chosen the komboloi (worry beads), a mini statue of the Goddess Athena, and soaps and hand creams made of olive oil. I had heard the soaps and creams were lovely for the skin and I was growing more and more excited to try using my purchases. I almost feared I’d use them before our trip was over and I would need to ask Calix to purchase more for us to bring home.

“Um,” I made a little face. “I sort of wanted to get a souvenir for every room at home. I want to have a memory of our honeymoon everywhere I look.”

“In that case,” Calix has steeled himself against his obvious boredom to continue alongside me as I shopped. “We’ll shop all evening.”

Rolling my eyes at his over-exaggeration, I’d continued on. I’d chosen a set of beautifully scented jasmine olive oil body products for Gabriella that I was growing more and more excited to give to her. I also carried a large bag filled with an assortment of herbs and teas I was excited to try as well as the olive wood bowls.

Glancing at Calix who looked a little worried I might still want to shop, I stated. “I’m hungry.”

“I never thought I’d be so happy to hear you say those words, love.” He grinned in relief. “Let’s go.”

***

I stared at Calix, my husband, over the oil lantern sitting in the center of our table. We were eating on the foredeck where the little pool shimmered in the light of the moon shining in the clear night sky. We’d had a romantic dinner, and after a very long day, I was exhausted and ready for bed.

Calix seemed to have other things in mind as he eyed the pool. “Would you like to go for a swim, love?”

“Um,” I glanced at the pool as I nibbled at my lower lip, trying to think of the best way to tell him that I really didn’t want to swim.

“You would prefer bed?” His voice was low and I felt my eyes lift from my empty plate to meet his.

Smiling in relief, I nodded. “I would.”

“You’re tired?”

“Aren’t you?” I asked. “It’s been a long day.”

“Yes.” He agreed. “Shopping certainly does make for a long day.”

I giggled softly. “Yes, I know how much you dislike shopping now.” I teased. “Maybe you’ll think twice the next time you encourage me to shop.”

His eyes shimmered as he smiled at me over the table before rising to come to my side. “Come love, let’s get you to bed.”

At his words and the hunger in his eyes, I knew he had plans for when we arrived at the bed and all the sudden, I wasn’t all that tired.

***

“On your knees.” Calix commanded and I hurried to shimmy myself from my belly to my knees. I felt Calix wrap his strong hands around my ankles, and then he tugged me backward until my knees were positioned on the lip of the bed. If he tugged me back once more, I’d fall right off the bed.

“Calix,” I moaned, as his hand moved over the wetness pooling between my legs. “Please,”

“Tell me what you want, love.” He said with a control in his voice I couldn’t help but marvel over. How could he possess even a shred of control when I was like this, on my hands and knees on the bed, ready for him, wet for him - aching for his cock to slam deep?

“You.”

“I need more.”

“I want you, Calix.” I whispered. “Oh God,” I felt his fingers move inside me, pushing deep, finding a rhythm, and then they were gone. I cried out in frustration. “Fuck me.”

His palm slapped down on my ass and I flinched forward, shocked at the sting on my rear. “I’ve asked you to tell me what you want, Nova. I don’t like repeating myself.”

“Oh God.” I whispered. “I want,”

His hand rubbed over the stinging flesh and I paused. Then, gone was his gentle hand and in its place was the stinging bite of his palm. “Tell me.”

“Oh,” I moaned, pressing my face into the bed as my fingers curled into the sheets. “Oh, Calix.”

“Nova,” He rubbed my rear and I tensed in anticipation for another slap over my rear.

“I want your cock.” I cried out hurriedly as his hand left my rear, when I started speaking, his loving hand returned to its gentle rubbing over my flesh. “I want your cock deep inside me. I want to feel you pushing - I want,”

“Continue.” He growled and I tilted my face to open my eyes as I gazed back at him. What I saw was fucking hot. It was unlike anything I had ever seen in my life - and I knew this image would be there, burned in my mind, until the end of my days.

Calix was standing behind me at the foot of the bed. His blue eyes were burning hot and his lips were red from my previous kisses. His body was bared to me, only the light of the candles flame touched his golden skin, caressing his every line and edge. With one hand, he palmed my ass while the other stroked his hard, long cock. The veins in his velvety skin protruded from the swell of his flesh and I felt my sex clench as I watched his thick, calloused fingers working the soft flesh of his cock. His eyes were trained on me - and he was waiting for me to continue.

Watching him, I spoke. “I want you to use me, Calix. I want you to pound inside me hard. I want to be your pleasure - I want you to push hard until you come. I want you to make me cry out and I don’t want you to stop.”

“Fuck me.” He breathed - and then my world changed as he slammed inside me fast and hard. I swear to all things holy, that I saw stars. I couldn’t even cry out as he dove deep before stilling as though remembering himself. “Shit, Nova,” he ground out, his hands running over my back to curl around my neck where I’d pressed my face into the bed in case I screamed out in the intense pleasure filled pain of his intrusion. “I’m sorry - I wasn’t,”

“Sorry?” I didn’t want him to be sorry. I wanted him this way - all of him - no restrictions. “Lose yourself, Calix. Lose yourself inside me.” I begged. “Please, make me come undone.”

“Jesus,” He sounded weak and I pulled forward before slamming my hips back. My breath caught in my throat as his hands came down hard on the side of my hips. “Fuck me, baby.” Then he took control and I knew he lost himself - because I lost myself too.

The world around us fell away until all I could hear was the sound of his front slapping against my back. His cock, so hard and long, filled me to completion before robbing me only to do it again and again. I was panting, screaming, crying, and begging - I just didn’t know if I was begging him to stop or to continue.

His every thrust was filled with a sweet kind of pain that pushed me to the brink of my sanity and then I felt his knee lift onto the bed, as he buried himself deep inside my body.

“Move with me, baby.” He ground out from between his teeth, sounding as though he were in pain. “Climb up the bed.”

“I,” And then he ground his hips into me and I moved.

When I was in the center of the bed, I felt his hands on my waist and then he was pushing me down onto the flat of my belly, his cock still buried to the hilt inside me. “Ah fuck,” he groaned against my shoulder as his front met with my back - and then his hips began moving again, hitting me in a whole new way. This was a sweet torture I wanted to die experiencing.

With his every slow stroke, I felt my fingers flex in the sheets as I bit my lip to keep from moaning in utter ecstasy. Sweat formed between our bodies as he slid in and out and he raised a hand to cover mine - the one flexing in the sheets. With one leg thrown over my hip, his cock buried deep, his front against my back, his breath in my hair and his hand over mine, I was entirely consumed by this man. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.

There was no doubt in my mind I’d lost myself around him - beneath him - to him.

As I felt my body bow, my climax rising to the peak, he spilled himself inside me as I shattered around him. I cried, “I love you.”

And he buried his face in my hair, inhaling deep, he replied. “You’re mine.”


Chapter 17

Three weeks had passed.

I’d been in Greece, with Calix, for three weeks. Soon, our wonderful honeymoon would be over and I would be forced to face the light of the real world once again. I wasn’t ready to return to Canada. I wasn’t ready for our blissful, romantic time in Greece to be over. I wasn’t ready to return home - to Calix’s home. Since being in Greece, things between Calix and I had evolved into something wonderful and I simply didn’t know how we were going to maintain what we had found once we returned to the place where Calix obviously ruled over me. I wasn’t ready to lose the playful Calix I had come to know and cherish so deeply.

Calix and I had made love every day. Sometimes, sex with Calix was heated and quick, raw and punishing, while other times it was slow and sensual. To my surprise, Calix had gotten over my not wanting children with him much faster than I thought he would. I found this peculiar, but I also didn’t find it odd enough to push for answers to a question I didn’t want to have to ask. So, I let it slide, preferring to let it go rather than adding tension to a conversation that obviously didn’t need to happen.

I still hadn’t been allowed to contact my family. Calix had held firm on the fact that he didn’t think I possessed the ability to make my mother believe I was happy, which truly stumped me, because I was happy with Calix. Was it not obvious that I had found happiness with the man who, only a five weeks prior had unraveled every shred of the emotion I knew? I mean, Calix had taken me from everything I had known, to introduce me to a very different life where, although I lacked any and all control, I had him. I accepted him. I let him inside me. I agreed to marry him - and not only because I had no true choice in the matter. I married him because I couldn’t imagine a life without him. I had realized, from the very beginning, that Calix was poison. He was the essence that possessed the ability to seep into my veins and alter every ounce of my well-formed perceptions. Because of Calix, I was a different person - but despite that fact, I also knew I would never, even if it were possible, go back to the girl I had once been.

However, although I might not wish to reintroduce my new self to my prior self, I still longed for my family - for my sisters and my mom. I missed them terribly, and as messed up as it was, I ached to tell them about Calix. I ached to tell them about all the wonderful things he had shown me and all the beautiful moments I had captured in my mind at the result of his actions. Calix might not be the prince I had always dreamt of, but he was still my prince.

Over the last three weeks, I had talked endlessly about my family to Calix. He had listened intently, with both interest and patience. I appreciated his kindness, knowing he probably wasn’t as interested as he made himself appear. I didn’t talk much about my father to Calix - and it wasn’t because I was treading safe waters - it was merely because I didn’t have much to say. The man had never worked close to home, and we rarely saw him more than twice a year. Although he was the man who owned my mother’s heart, he really had no place in mine, or my sister’s lives.

The more I spoke of my family, the more I sensed I was breaking down Calix’s resolve to keep me from them. I suspected, deep down, that Calix longed to give me everything I desired - even if it harmed him. This thought made me think about his admittance that I was his one and only weakness. I wondered - could that be the truth? Could I, someone who was so simple, so soft and warm, be the one weakness of someone so strong and controlled as Calix McKnight?

Shifting in his arms, I gazed up into his face. His square jaw was set and I knew he was deep in thought, like he always was when I spoke of my family. This was proof, well, more proof, that I was getting close to acquiring the permission I needed to make a call - or send an email - or even a text message. I just wanted to make contact - any kind of contact.

“Mom raised us girls to want for our family.” I stretched myself to kiss the underside of his firm jaw and he tightened his arms around my belly. We were sitting on the chaise lounge chair and the boat was moving. I was between his long legs with my back settled snuggly into his front. We were watching the rippling waves spilling from behind the boat, an erratic pattern crafted by the spinning of the propellers.

I continued to talk when Calix didn’t reply. “About a year or so ago, she started pressuring me to date a little more than what was normal.” I felt his body stiffen beneath mine and I hurried to explain. “I think she wanted grandbabies. A few of the women she worked with at the vet clinic either had grandbabies, or had one on the way. I think she was a little jealous. Mom’s always adored babies and I was the oldest of her girls. She knows I’m a slow mover - or I was a slow mover until you.”

“What do you mean?” Calix asked and his voice was deep. “Slow mover?”

“In relationships,” I paused. “I’m - well, I’m cautious, I suppose.”

“Cautious.” He spoke the word as though tasting it and I waited for him to continue. “I could see that.”

“You could?”

“Yes.” I felt him nod. “You were always somewhat standoffish toward the men who approached you - and there were many.” His hands formed into fists against my belly and I covered them with my own hands, which were much smaller than his.

It captivated me, how this man was my husband. He was so drastically different from me. I was short and tiny and he was tall and large. We were polar opposites - I mean, if there was a difference to be noted, it could be found between Calix and I. Yet, we were the perfect balance. I evened out the rough edges he possessed and he encouraged discipline to my soft soul.

“I was never interested in any of them.” I said quietly, informatively, honestly. “No one has ever made me feel the way you do, Calix.”

“So you’re not cautious with me?”

“Not nearly as cautious as I should be.”

“You think you should be cautious with me?”

I twisted in his arms again. “You don’t think I should be?” I raised a disbelieving brow. “I mean, Calix, really?”

“I’ll never hurt you.” He vowed and I didn’t bother explaining that so many of the things he had already done had hurt me - destroyed me, even. Calix thought that because he hadn’t beat me to a pulp, that he hadn’t hurt me. What he didn’t realize was that emotional pain was a thousand times more torturous than physical. Physical pain could heal. Emotional pain festered like a gaping wound in a dirty compound. For a man as smart as Calix, I truly didn’t understand how he didn’t know this.

I pulled myself from his arms so that I was facing him. Staring deeply into his eyes, I explained. “I love you, Calix. I’ve told you this, countless times, these past three weeks. Every time I’ve said the words, I’ve meant them with my entire heart and soul. I’m telling you now that I never want to have to live without you.”

He caught my chin, his thumb smoothing over the red of my bottom lip. “You will never live without me, Nova.” He promised. “I’ll never leave you and you’ll never leave me.”

I pressed my finger to his lips. “I’m not done.” I announced. “Can I finish?”

He nodded. “Finish.”

“I love you.” I announced again, just in case it hadn’t made its way into his thick skull the past billion times I’d told him. “I want to have everything with you, Calix. I know how we began was wrong - I know it was twisted and I know I shouldn’t want my life to be with you.” His eyes darkened and a flash of pain tore through his expression, but I continued quickly, because I needed for him to listen to me - to hear what I had to say. “But none of that matters to me now. All that matters to me is that we are together, and that the life we build from this moment on is beautiful and pure and right.”

“What,”

“Shhh.” I warned. “I’m not finished yet.”

He smiled soft and slow. “Go on.”

“I want it all with you, Calix. I want a family - at some point. I’m not saying I want it soon, because I don’t. But I do want to one day, when everything is settled and calm, begin planning to build a family with you. But I don’t want to do that unless the family I build with you can be shared with my family. Jaylah would make a kickass aunty,” I felt tears brim my eyes. “Amy would adore a little one running around. She loves to babysit and teach. She’s a soft soul - like me. And mom, mom aches to be a grandma.” The tears that threatened to spill from my lashes only a moment prior were now streaming down my cheeks in determined rivers I couldn’t find it within myself to be ashamed of. I was passionate about this and I needed Calix to understand that this wasn’t a fight I was willing, in any part, to stand down on. “Please, try to understand where I’m coming from, Calix. I need you. I don’t just want you now - but I need you. But I also need my mom and my sisters.”

“And your father?” His voice was tense but it wasn’t cold.

I remained quiet for a moment and then I cried. “I need him too. I don’t know him well, and I don’t know what he did to your family or why he did it - but he’s still my dad. He’s still the only dad I know and he gave me life, Calix.” He pulled me against his chest and I didn’t know if it was to comfort me or to hide the pained rage that crawled into his expression at the mention of my father, but I didn’t pull away.

I clutched him tight to me. My entire body trembled in his arms as I sobbed into his throat, inhaling his scent, praying to find a calm in his arms.

And then he spoke. His voice was low and gruff against my hair - his breath was warm and shaken. “I love you, Nova.”

Those four words changed my world.


Chapter 18

I sat in a small motorboat with Calix and our basket of food packed, courtesy of the yacht’s talented kitchen staff, as we pushed through the gentle waters off the beach of Kythnos. Kythnos is a small Greek island off the coast of Athens. There is a thin stretch of sand, almost like a natural bridge parting the ocean on either side. The island is known for its countless number of beaches and I think Calix is excited to see my reaction when I finally sink the pads of my feet into the soft warm sand. I’ve been chattering endlessly about lying on a blanket, with my toes in the hot sand - so endlessly, one might even say I’m ridiculously obsessed. I wouldn’t say I’m doing much to hide that possible fact.

With the yacht anchored in the port Merihas, Calix is steering the little motorboat north toward the beach of Fikiado. Although we’re driving north, my eyes are glued on the white houses with the tiled roofs climbing haphazardly up the barren sand colored mountain looming over the beach. Even from where I am in the mini boat, I can see that the streets are narrow, much too narrow for the conventional kind of traffic I’m so used to. Seeing this makes my heart jump in my chest with the fired desire to explore. The island and its way of life are obviously quaint, but the knowledge that I’ve come from a new world lifestyle and I am stepping into this old-world beauty is utterly fantastic.

The day is warm, but I’m happy Calix encouraged me firmly to wear the long white, high waist chiffon maxi skirt with the soft pink, airy tank top tucked in at the waist. It was warm, but the sun could be punishing against my frail skin. When Calix had given me a large white floppy hat similar to those I’d seen wealthy, ridiculous people, wear on television, I’d scowled so deeply at him he’d actually cracked a grin. He argued that I couldn’t possibly spend the day on the beach without the proper protective wear. I’d asked to see his fancy protective wear, and to this, he’d done nothing more than smile. However, in the end, I put the hat on and was currently holding the side down to keep the wind from stealing it away. I have to admit, I had thought on countless occasions in the past few minutes about letting the breeze carry it away, but I had a feeling that if I did this, Calix would accuse me of my ploys - so I maintained a firm hold.

“You’re beautiful, love.” Calix said over the breeze. “Stop scowling.”

“I cannot believe you actually made me wear this hat.”

“I don’t want you getting heat stroke.”

“Umhmm.” I bit down on my bottom lip to keep myself from returning his statement with something smart of my own.

Calix grinned, but he didn’t say anything as we came nearer to the beach. I watched as he killed the motor before jumping barefoot into the water and pushing the boats belly up onto the sandy shore. He looked good. He’d opted to wear dark shorts and a black muscle shirt. I’d never seen him wear anything like this before and I decided, that I loved it! He looked normal and at ease.

Watching Calix now, I felt my heart squeeze in my chest. He was so perfect in all his imperfections. Truly, the man was a dream come to life and I was so terribly lucky to have him.

Calix reached a hand out to me and I wobbled from the boat, careful not to step into the water in my skirt. I definitely planned on swimming in the brilliant blue, but I would first strip from the clothing I’d worn.

Once I was settled on the firm sand covered land, Calix moved back to the boat. He pulled the blanket from where it had been placed carefully on the floor, before spreading it on the beach. I wasted no time in settling myself on the blanket, digging my feet into the warm smooth sand. Giggling audibly, I watched as I wiggled my toes and felt the small smooth shards filter through my toes.

Calix chuckled at my childlike excitement as he settled onto the blanket beside me with the picnic basket between his legs. “Are you hungry, love?”

“Um,” I shrugged. “Not really.”

“Would you like a glass of wine?”

I raised a brow. “They packed us wine?”

“This is our honeymoon, love.” Calix said as though that would explain away my startled shock. “Of course they packed us wine.”

Quirking a grin, I replied smartly. “But of course.”

Calix shook his head at me and I marveled at how far we had come together. Only five weeks prior, if I had shot this kind of sarcasm toward Calix, his head would have spun. But now he just soaked it up for what it was, and grinned. It was a beautiful thing to see that Calix wasn’t the only one who had encouraged a change. There was no doubt that he had changed me, but I had changed him too. And I hoped - no, I prayed that I had changed him for the better. I wanted to be the light that pooled in the base of his soul, lighting up the entirety of the space. I wanted to be the hue that fought the shadows and I wanted to be the angel who fought his demons. I knew, that with patience, I could be that for him.

Speaking softly, I watched him through loving eyes. “Yes, I’ll have a glass of wine, please.”

The shit-grin I loved formed on his very beautiful, very kissable lips, and I found myself aching to kiss him. My entire body was moving slowly toward him and I could see he knew what I was feeling, because in less than five seconds, he’d placed the wine into the sand, gripped my hips, and pulled me into his lap to crush me against him, claiming my mouth. I didn’t care that there was people on the beach, and I was straddling my husbands lap. I didn’t care that I was kissing him with an open need that bordered on hunger. I just didn’t care. In my mind, in this moment, we were the only two souls on the beach. Just me and Calix. Just my husband and I.

Pushing myself against his chest, I lost myself to the feeling of his smooth lips on mine and the taste of him in my mouth when I felt his hands on my waist tighten. And then he pulled away with a strangled breath. “Nova,” he breathed. Taking one look into my lust filled eyes, he groaned. “Fuck.”

I leaned back. “I’m sorry.” I whispered, feeling a blush taint my cheeks. What on earth had come over me?

“Don’t be sorry, love.” He said firmly. “Never be sorry for wanting me.”

My blush deepened, because I knew, he knew, how badly I wanted him in this moment. It had to be written all over my face, no doubt.

Slowly, I wiggled from his lap. A quick glance around the beach showed that not many people cared to watch us. Most were couples so entranced in one another they had no reason to even glance our way. I found I was thankful for that blessing as I settled back beside Calix on the blanket. Again, I dug my feet into the sand before I stared out over the brilliant blue.

“I’ll, um, take that wine now.” I stated after a few moments had passed and Calix had made no move to pour the wine, preferring to watch me with those penetrating blue eyes of his.

Quietly, Calix poured the wine. I couldn’t help but think he looked a little bothered by something, but I’d nearly just kissed the life right out of him, so I didn’t want to ask what was bothering him. I doubted he hated my kiss as he’d been kissing me just as fiercely as I’d kissed him, but I also knew him well enough to know that there was something on his mind.

Calix handed me the glass and I opened my mouth to question him when he spoke. “Nova,” He sounded so unsure. I felt the hairs on the back of my neck rise in spite of the Greek heat. “I have to talk to you about something.”

I felt my eyes sway to his face even though I wanted to ignore everything he was saying and continue on in the bliss I’d found against his lips only moments prior.

Gathering my courage, I spoke gently. “Okay.”

He took in a deep measured breath and I felt my heart begin an unsteady, thunderous beat in my chest. “I want you to know I’m sorry for everything I’ve put you through. I should never have taken you - I know that. I knew that when I took you, when I was planning to take you, once I had you in my house. I’ve always known that what I was doing was wrong, but in my mind,” He paused on a strangled breath and I knew this was so much harder for him than he’d originally made it seem. “I kept telling myself I was justified. I wasn’t. I know that. My actions don’t deserve forgiveness, but I need it.”

“From me?” I asked in surprise. “You want my forgiveness?”

He closed his eyes. I knew the action wasn’t out of hope, but more because he was too ashamed to look at me. He was ashamed for what he’d done to me. This was the first time I had seen even an ounce of remorse in this man, and it shattered my heart. He was so strong and so capable and so Calix. I didn’t like seeing him this way.

Placing my hand on the side of his face, I turned his face to meet mine. “I forgave you a long time ago, Calix.”

His eyes fluttered open and in their brilliant depths, there was a deep disbelief. “You did?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“But,”

“I love you, Calix.” I whispered. “I’ve loved you since the fourth day you had me.” I didn’t allow my eyes to stray from his even when his mouth parted and his breath caught and my face heated with a blush. “I don’t know how it happened, so please don’t ask me. But I knew, on day four, that I loved you. When you disappeared, I tried to convince myself that I hated you all over again - because you’d hurt me - not because I was confused as to why you’d taken me, but because you’d left me. Then you came back and I was right back to that fourth day. On the dock, I wanted to be with you. I hoped to make you love me in return but I thought,”

I couldn’t continue. How could I tell Calix that I thought there was no chance of him ever finding it in his heart to love me after the sins of my father? I couldn’t - I just couldn’t do it.

“You thought what?” He asked, his hand moving up to where mine was resting against his cheek. His fingers twined with mine and he pulled my hand from his face, holding it. “Tell me, love.”

I blinked, feeling wetness form in my eyes as I thought of the horror of Calix never loving me. “I can’t.”

“Baby,” he whispered. “Let me in. Tell me - there’s something bothering you, I can see it.”

“Calix,” I choked on his name and again, he placed his wine in the sand before taking my glass and placing it beside his. Then, he dragged me into his lap and held me tight.

“I love you, beautiful girl.” He whispered into my hair.

“How?” I breathed and he stiffened.

“What do you mean, how?”

“How could you possibly love me, Calix?”

“I don’t understand the question, Nova.” He said honestly. I knew he was being honest, because I could literally hear his confusion in his voice.

Burying my face into his throat, inhaling his scent, I found the strength to whisper my fears as he had once whispered his to me. “How can you love the daughter of the man who took away your childhood, murdered your parents and left you in a state of revenge?”

For a moment, he was quiet. The entire time the silence beat around us, I held my breath. When he finally spoke, his words lifted the weight of the fear I had been carrying around in my heart. They were so beautiful and perfect and I knew I would carry them with me for eternity.

“I love that girl because even though she is his daughter, she’s perfect. You’re perfect, Nova. In all your softness, you’ve healed me my darkness. I might have lost my childhood, but since I’ve known you I’ve been learning how to play. My parent’s are gone, but I know they would have adored you, Nova. I know that because I remember them and my grandmother has told me, countless times, that my mother would have adored you and my father, her son, would have been proud to know I’d found a woman with your astounding strength and admirable gentleness.” He paused for a moment, but I was too speechless to respond. And he continued. “I’ve carried the need for revenge with me for a long time, love. It’s burned through the good in my soul, leaving me haunted and dark. Until you, I was a man driven only by revenge. Now that I have you, now that I know what love is, I don’t feel the same drive toward revenge as I’ve felt for so long. Instead, I feel the need to move forward with my life - with you.”

My breath caught at the meaning in his words and I stilled in his arms. “Calix,” I breathed. “Are you saying,” My words trailed off and Calix spoke.

“I’m saying I would rather focus on building a future with my wife than I would on ruining the man who destroyed so much of my life.” He pulled my chin up to press a gentle kiss to my lips. “I’m saying that I love you and I need you more than I need to take my revenge.”

“I love you too, Calix.” I whispered against his mouth as my heart swelled impossibly large in my chest. Calix loved me. He really loved me - enough to release his need for revenge against my father. “Thank you.”

He held me tight, his body trembling with emotion as he spoke. “I’ll do anything to have you forever, Nova. I’ll do anything to be the man who makes you smile, every day. I’ll do anything to be the man you lie down next to each night - the man you share your dreams and your life with.” He took in a sharp breath. “If I have to let go of my revenge - for you - I will.”

Pressing my forehead against his, I let his words sink in. Calix wanted a life with me. He didn’t want his revenge the same way he once had. He didn’t need to use me to get to my father any longer. He simply needed me.

The way I was feeling inside - so warm and simply happy - was wonderful. I wanted to assure him that he didn’t need to do anything to keep me. He already had me. I was his forever more. Because somehow, he had found a way into the crevices of my heart. He’d infected the organ with an alarming entirety I had no desire to cure. I wanted to prove to him that there was no action needed to bind me to him - I was already his - bound by law.

So, I didn’t say anything at all. Instead, I wiggled from his lap to stand on the blanket where I pulled my shirt and skirt from my body before tossing the fabric next to the ridiculous hat I’d placed on the blanket. Standing in only my soft pink bathing suit, I moved a few steps backward. Then, I looked at Calix and grinned. “Come into the water with me?”

Calix didn’t reply. The heat in his eyes was daring and I knew he would most definitely be coming in the water with me. In more ways than one.

Before I knew it, Calix had stripped from his shirt and was prowling toward me in only his swim shorts. He looked positively delectable as he hunted me, herding me toward the water. When I felt the cool moistness lap against the back of my ankles, a shrill scream of delight and anticipation floated from the deeps of my throat and I turned to run quickly into the blue. I didn’t get even a step into the water before Calix had me in his strong arms, my body against his hard chest. I giggled a mock scream as Calix ran into the water, splashing violently into the perfect blue. Then, I felt his body flex and I was in the air, flying through the warm, moist Greek breeze, before I found myself submerged entirely in the water.

Not a second passed before a set of powerful arms pulled me back to the surface and then, even before I’d pulled in a breath of air, I felt lips against mine and I tasted Calix on my tongue.

I pushed away my need for air as I kissed him. Wrapping my legs around his waist and my arms around his broad shoulders, I held myself to him. His hands roamed over the expanse of my back, and as he swirled his tongue against mine, I tasted the salt of the ocean on his lips. Before long, my breaths were coming in fast and with my every pulled in breath, I tasted him - the man who owned me so completely. I tasted him so deeply I didn’t doubt for even a second that he was there, infused in the very essence of my soul.

“I need you.” He moaned against my lips. My body instantly replied to his words, aching for him, preparing for him.

“Yes.” I whispered. In the distant recesses of my mind, I remembered there were people on the beach. The thought made me grow stiff in his arms and I pulled back. “We’re in public.”

Calix grinned mischievously. “I know.”

“But we can’t,”

“I can have my wife wherever I want her.”

“Calix!”

“Shhh,” he nipped my bottom lip. “No one will know, love.”

“How?”

“They can’t see under the water.”

“Oh,” And then I felt my heart begin a steady racing I couldn’t seem to slow. My breaths rushed in and out of my lungs as I gripped his shoulders tight.

His blue eyes watched me carefully as he shifted himself in the water, exposing his erect length from his shorts before moving my bathing suit bottoms to the side. Cool water rushed against my exposed flesh and I gasped sharply at the unfamiliar sensation.

“Oh God,” I whispered. “Calix.”

“Feel me, Nova.” He commanded a strangled plea as he slid his thick head through my prepped folds and I marveled at the ease with which my body readied itself for him.

“I do, Calix.” I answered to his plea. “I always feel you. Even when you’re not touching me, I can feel you.”

Those words were all he’d needed to press his length into me. In one stroke that rendered me speechless, I was filled with him. He rested inside of me, allowing me to grow accustomed to his intrusion as his eyes studied my face, and then he swayed his hips with the gentle swell of the ocean waves rolling toward shore.

Calix made love to me. His motions were natural and gentle. They weren’t hurried or harsh. This was perfect. Every time I had Calix inside of me, losing myself to him losing himself in me, I never failed to think that this time was more perfect than the last.

I prayed I would never lose this with him. As I dropped my head to kiss him, our sharp breaths mingling, I had a feeling deep in my bones that I never would. I knew, I would forever long for Calix. I knew, his body was the only thing that possessed the ability to quench the hunger in mine. His soul was the only soul who not only stood beside mine, but also twisted and twined until we weren’t two single souls, but one.


Chapter 19

We had been back at the house in Alberta for nearly two weeks. I’d been so worried about the end of our honeymoon, but now that we were home, I was glad we were back. Things between Calix and I hadn’t changed as I had feared, so deeply, that they would upon our return.

He was still very attentive to me, spending nearly all his time by my side. There were some women who I suspected this would annoy deeply, but I found myself feeling almost lost whenever Calix wasn’t near. I’m beginning to believe, he had purposefully conditioned me this way. I felt, in a way, that I was very similar to an animal. And Calix was my master. I know how it must sound - silly really - but with Calix next to me I know I’m safe. He’s trained me to want him next to me always. The thought of him going away to work and leaving me here was a frightening one I was having a difficultly coping with.

As it was, Calix had converted the bedroom directly across the hall to ours, into an office so he could do as much work as possible from home. He’d bought me an ereader and allowed me to download to my heart’s content - I did. I had a countless number of books on my to be read list, and whenever Calix was working in the office, I would snuggle up in the reading corner he’d made me in the room, and I would read. Again, I know this sounds odd, but being away from him is physically difficult for me now.

My mind flashed back to the day we’d flown home and my vision glazed over as I replayed our conversation.

***

“Nova, I need for you to understand something.” Calix placed his hand on my thigh and squeezed gently. I knew this action was supposed to lend me a comfort of some sort, but I didn’t feel comfortable. I was worried. I was worried there was something very wrong and I was worried, because we were flying home and I was terrified of losing the bliss I had found with Calix while on our honeymoon once we’d returned home.

“What do you need me to understand?” I struggled to force the question from the confines of my throat.

His blue eyes fell into my lap where his hand rested on my thigh. “I want for you want everything with me.”

I felt my brows furrow as I stared into his face, trying to find an understanding there in his expression for his very confusing words. When I found nothing, I whispered. “I do want everything with you.”

“You don’t.” He looked up at me and I sensed a harshness in his tone that I hadn’t known in weeks.

“How can you say that?” I asked softly, trying to ignore my hurt. “I don’t understand.”

“Do you want a family with me, Nova?”

I gasped. “Do you mean,”

“A child.” He didn’t allow me the time to finish. “Do you want a child with me?”

“Calix,” I breathed his name. “I,”

Calix took that moment to lower himself to his knees before me. I had never seen this man so desperate for anything. I had never seen a man - any man - so desperate for something, the way Calix appeared to be desperate for a child, in my life.

“Nova,” he twined his fingers through mine on my lap. “Give me a reason to let go of it all. Give me a reason to be a better man, love.”

“You think a child could be that reason?” I frowned through my abhorrence. I’d heard of people having a baby in a foolish hope to better their relationship, to trap a straying significant other, to have something that would never leave and that would love them unconditionally - but this, knowing someone wanted a child to better themselves - that was a new kind of messed-up for me.

I shook my head. “Calix, I can’t.”

He lowered his forehead to my knees. When I heard him speak again, the words, like so many words this man spoke, chilled me. “Give me a family, Nova, and I’ll forgive your father his actions.”

***

It’s been two weeks since that moment on the plane. We haven’t spoken of our conversation or my lack of a reply to him. However, although I hadn’t spoken of it, didn’t mean I hadn’t thought of it. I did.

Every. Single. Day.

Calix wanted me to give him a family in exchange for him to let go of his need for revenge toward my father - my family. I wanted to. I really did want to give Calix a child, but I just couldn’t wrap my head around his reasoning. It wasn’t right - and if I was being one hundred percent honest with myself, at only twenty-one years old, I wasn’t exactly ready for a child.

The thought of giving Calix a child terrified me. I was stone cold petrified of giving someone like Calix - someone who was so hard - something so precious as a child.

“Nova?” His deep voice interrupted my thoughts as he spoke from behind his desk. Blinking away my thoughts, I looked up at him. “What are you reading, love?”

“Reading?” I blinked again as I looked down at the sleeping screen of my kindle. “Um,”

I watched as Calix rose from behind his desk to move toward me. “Yes, reading.” He pointed to my kindle.

“Um,” I glanced down once more at the screen and spoke. “I’m reading The Boy Who Sneaks In My Bedroom Window by Kristy Moseley.”

He raised a brow. “Is it good?”

“Very.” And I wasn’t lying. I’d read this book before - at home. Jaylah had gone completely fan girl over it and I wanted to know what all the fuss was about, so I’d read it.

“Are you hungry?” He asked, his eyes sweeping over my face.

“No.” I shook my head. “My tummy is still feeling a little off, but I am tired.”

“You need to eat.”

We’d been having this argument for the past week. I’d been feeling a little off, somewhat sickly, and I was beginning to think I had brought something home with me from Greece because no matter how much Echinacea tea I drank, (and I drank a lot) I couldn’t seem to shake whatever it was that was making me feel a little under the weather.

“Calix,” I pulled in a breath to argue before I lost it. “I think I’ll be able to stomach some soup.”

The skin around his lips tightened as he pursed them. “You’ve eaten nothing more than soup for the last four days, love.”

“I know.”

“You can’t live on soup alone.”

“Oh God,” Irritation flooded my system as I dropped my kindle into my lap to rub my temples. “Please don’t do this now, Calix.”

“Do what?”

“Force an argument.” I lifted tired, hopeful eyes to his face. “I don’t have the energy.”

“I know.” He nodded. “You haven’t had the energy for much since we’ve been home.”

“I’m not feeling well.” I defended my laziness. “You know that.”

“I do.”

“I think I caught something in Greece.”

“I don’t think so.” He said matter of fact and I felt my brows draw together as I stared up at him from my comfy chair in his office. I had no idea what he was trying to say, but I was both irritated, nauseous, and exhausted. The longer he held silent the less I cared for an explanation.

Uncurling myself from the chair, I stood to move toward him. “Calix,” I rested my hands on his chest. “Take me to bed, please.”

The muscle in his jaw twitched as it did when he was tense and I knew he was frustrated. This wasn’t the first time I had dismissed a conversation with Calix by asking him to take me to bed, but it usually worked - and I was so tired. All I wanted was to curl up in his warm arms and fall into the dreamland.

Calix settled his hands on my hips, pulling me closer into him. “Do you think you should see Dr. Kendrickson?”

“No.” I shook my head, because I honestly didn’t think it was so serious. “I think I need to sleep it off like any other flu.”

“Sleep it off?” He smirked and I felt my hackles rise, but I bit down the need to react and somehow stood with my calm facade intact. “If you insist.”

“I do.” I couldn’t help but feel my belly flutter at his flippancy. It was so unlike Calix.

He tightened his hands around my waist before steering me from the office, across the hall, and into our bedroom. I was so relieved to see the bed, that I made a quick beeline for the closet, escaping Calix’s warm touch. I could hear him in the bathroom, rummaging through the cabinets as I stripped of my clothes before sliding into the cool silk of my pale pink housecoat.

I padded from the closet to find Calix standing in the bathroom with his back leaning against the countertop. He was holding something in his hand, but I didn’t know what it was. Stepping closer, I felt my eyes widen before my mind denied the truth of what I was seeing in Calix’s hand.

“Is that?” I couldn’t finish - it was simply too ridiculous. The thought - it couldn’t be.

“Yes.” Calix nodded and confirming my fears, he added. “I’d like you to take a pregnancy test, love.”

I shook my head. “There’s no need.” My tone grew snappy. “It’s a waste of time.”

“It would be peace of mind.”

“I,”

He stepped toward me, holding out the stick. “Take the test.”

I stared at him for what felt like hours before I snatched the stick from his hand and pointed it to the door. “Get out.”

“I can wait,”

“You can wait outside this washroom, Calix.” My tone must have told him my mind couldn’t be changed, because his jaw tightened and he nodded.

“Don’t lock the door.”

“Get out.”

Calix didn’t say anything as he walked from the bathroom, and neither did I. I watched from the mirror as he moved to the door, exited, and closed it. Then, I checked myself for a pulse and ran for the box that was still perched on the counter.

Now that Calix wasn’t watching me for my reaction, I was a mess. My hands were sweating and shaking so bad, I was having a hell of a time clutching tight to the little white stick with the pink capped lid.

Oh shit. This can’t be happening.

I read through the instructions once and didn’t understand a lick of it. So, I forced myself to calm down just a smidgen before looking over the instructions again. Alright, it was easy enough, I thought to myself as I gazed down at the stick. All I did was remove the little pink cap and pee on the stick. Then, I could cover it back up and stare at the little screen for three minutes as I waited for only one pink line to appear. In the very unlucky, never mind nearly impossible chance I was pregnant, two very intimidating pink lines would appear.

Oh shit! This can’t be happening.

I moved to the toilet. I hiked up my housecoat, removed the cap and shoved the stick between my legs. Then I peed.

Oh shit! Oh shit! This can’t be happening.

I couldn’t seem to find the courage to remove the stick from between my legs when I’d finished peeing. For a long moment, I just stared at the wall opposite me. Then, as though kicked into gear, I replaced the pink cap, wiped, flushed and walked to the vanity. In the mirror, I found myself staring at a frighteningly pale version of myself. Then I washed my hands. And then I glanced down at the stick.

Oh shit! Oh shit! Oh shit! This really can’t be happening.

Pulling the stick from the countertop with numb fingers, I moved back to the toilet where I sat on the lid and I studied the stick long and hard.

Two. Pink. Lines.

I was pregnant?

How?

I’m on birth control. I took precautions. I did what I was supposed to do...

Could it possibly be a result of my being with Calix twice before having the shot? I mean, I knew it was possible - but was it really that likely?

Holy shit! This can’t be happening.

“Love?” Calix was moving across the room - I could hear his feet against the floor - but I couldn’t look at him.

When he moved nearer, I felt his fingers hook around the stick, pulling it from my grasp. A sharp intake of breath sounded from him, but I still didn’t look up at him.

Somehow, I found the strength to mutter. “How?”

“Love?” He knelt on the floor in front of me, catching my face in his hands to force my eyes to his. “Are you alright, Nova?”

“No.” I answered honestly and his eyes darkened with pain.

“You’re not happy?”

Oh shit! “Calix,” I shook my head. “I’m confused.”

“We’ve been having sex, Nova.” He said simply. “This is the result of sex.”

“But I’m on birth control.” I said stupidly. “You don’t get pregnant on birth control.”

“Tons of women become pregnant while on birth control.”

“When they don’t use it correctly.” I defended in small tones. “I used it correctly.” Decidedly, I added. “The test has to be faulty.”

“It’s not.”

“You can’t be positive.” I said, suddenly confident that this test wasn’t accurate. “I’d like to see Dr. Kendrickson.”

“I am positive, love.” Calix informed me point blank. “The test is accurate.”

“But,”

“You’re not on birth control, Nova.” Calix said bluntly. His face was hard and his tone was factual. I, however, was confused.

“I’m sorry?” I didn’t understand. I was there - I felt the needle. “I don’t understand.”

“It was a placebo shot.”

Oh shit...

This really can’t be happening.

“This can’t be happening.” I whispered.

“I told you I’d never let you go.” Calix said quietly in response to my words and my head shot back as though I’d been given whiplash.

“You what?” My voice was cold, tense, vibrating. I stood abruptly and Calix stumbled to rise with me as I spun around on him. “You tricked me into having unprotected sex with you?” My voice was rising. “I told you I wasn’t ready yet!” I screamed, shocking myself and Calix.

“Nova,”

“I fucking married you!” I screamed again. It was no surprise, I’d lost a little of my mind. “You still think you need to trap me - to force me to be with you? Are you fucking insane?”

I was pacing the bathroom floor, screaming at him, whipping back and forth and stomping. My hands were flailing this way and that and my eyes were wild - I knew this, because I couldn’t focus on a thing. I was enraged.

“Nova,” Calix spoke darkly. “Settle down.”

“Settle down?” I roared. “Are you fucking insane?”

“Enough!” He bellowed so loud, so final, that I stiffened mid-step. “I made the choice to trick you, as you call it, and I would make the same choice again because this is the result.” He lowered his voice. “You are carrying my child, Nova. You will not excite yourself to the point of harming yourself or my child, do you understand?”

No. I didn’t understand. “This child I’m carrying isn’t yours, Calix.” His eyes narrowed and his jaw clenched so tight, I was nearly certain his teeth were going to crack. “It is our child. But this body,” I pointed to myself. “Is my body, Calix. And you’ve taken advantage of me, manipulated me, to an extreme that I don’t know if I can ever forgive.”

“You will.” He said softly and for the first time, I wondered if his words were to convince me, or himself.

“No,” I shook my head and felt a surprising tear slide down from my face. “This time, what you’ve done - it’s not an action I can forgive.”

“You love me, Nova.” Calix reminded me.

“I do.” I whispered and another tear fell. Calix took a step toward me, but I took one back. “And I thought you loved me too.”

“I do.”

I shook my head. “You don’t. If you did, you would never have done this to me.”

“I can’t lose you, Nova.” He said, sounding broken. “I did it because I need you. You make me better. Our baby, it’ll make me better too.”

I shook my head. “I don’t trust you, Calix. If I can’t trust you - I can’t trust you with our child.”

“What are you saying?” He growled low, but through the threatening rumble of his voice, I was certain I caught a hint of fear.

I wanted to tell him I didn’t want him anywhere near our child - but I still had nine months to really think about this. If there was one thing my mother taught me - and I had always taken with me as I moved about my life, it was to never speak words in anger. So, I swallowed the bubbling rage, hurt, and deceit - and I spoke.

“I’m saying that I need to go to bed, Calix. I’m saying that tonight, I don’t want you to share my bed.” I swiped at a stray tear as I made a move for the door.

Calix spoke and I stiffened. “I won’t sleep away from you.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but I closed it. Arguing with Calix was overwhelming and pointless. Right now, I just didn’t have it in me. Every fiber of my being was filled with sorrow. Every step I moved away from Calix and toward the bed - our bed - made my chest feel so tight, I feared I was suffocating.

I was so terribly hurt by him.

Reaching out for the blanket on the bed, I thought about slipping beneath the sheets - but then I decided against it as I pulled the entire duvet off the bed, cocooned my body in the soft, Calix scented material, and curled on the bed to cry myself to sleep.


Chapter 20

I fell into sleep only to startle awake with tears in my eyes. I wasn’t sure if I simply began crying every time I woke, or if I continued to cry while I was sleeping. All I knew, was that even though I’d slept, the pain was still there - still strong. Still debilitating.

I knew Calix was beside me on the bed - awake, because every time I opened my eyes, he shifted on the bed behind me. His hand was on my hip now and I could feel his warmth through the blanket. I wanted to tell him to take his hand away, but I couldn’t seem to manage the strength. In spite of all he’d done to me - the thought of losing his touch was terrifyingly painful. It didn’t seem to mater that Calix was the reason for my pain, that he had manipulated me in the worst of ways, or that he’d destroyed everything we’d built - I couldn’t seem to find the will within to shut him out of my heart the way I knew I should.

That was when I realized that love isn’t conditional.

Love isn’t only patient and kind - but it’s messy and often mean. Love is afraid and love is confident. Love is passionate and blind. Love is everything all at once - it’s power and irrationality - it’s beauty and fear. Love is anything and everything but conditional. True love will find some form of light to ignite the darkness.

And right now, that light was inside of me. It wasn’t much and it wasn’t bright - but it was there. It was a little piece of Calix and a little piece of me. It was us. Our child was our love - our child was the light we needed to ignite the dark.

And then I fell into sleep.

***

Gasping, I swallowed my tears as I woke again for the billionth time tonight. I heard Calix take in a sharp, pained breath, and then I heard his voice. “Nova, I can’t just sit here.”

I held my breath, fighting my sobs.

“Tell me what to do, baby.” He whispered, his body was so close to mine. “Tell me how to make this better.”

I didn’t have instructions for him. I didn’t know how to make this better. What he had done was wrong, but the more I thought about that, the more I realized that wrong was just who Calix was. So much wrong had been done to him in his life that somewhere along the line, wrong had become the only path Calix knew how to take.

Through shaky breaths, I asked. “Why tell me?”

“What?”

“Why tell me what you did?” I asked. “Why not tell me I was the odd percent that birth control didn’t work on? I don’t understand why you told me.”

Calix sighed. “That was my original plan. I never intended to tell you.”

“Then why?”

“Because I love you. Because you have a beautiful, bleeding heart.” He said quietly. “I love you in a way I’ve never loved any other. I don’t know how to show you, Nova. I don’t know how to keep you. But I do know that I want normal with you. I want this child and I want you and I want us to be a family.”

I cried harder and Calix made a strangled noise of agony in the back of his throat as he moved over the bed.

“Let me hold you, love.” He begged. “Please let me hold you.”

“I,” The word can’t lodged in my throat and Calix took that as answer enough to scoop me up in his arms. I cried harder, sobbing into his chest where every line was so familiar to me. His scent flooded my senses and again, I cried even harder.

It was in that moment that all hell broke loose. The door of our bedroom swung open and a dark figure appeared. Suddenly, I could hear banging and grunting in the background. And then I heard a gunshot and my body froze as Calix tensed beneath me. For a moment, time froze and then Calix snapped into motion. He lifted me from his body to place me on the bed before opening the side of his nightstand where a gun appeared in his hand.

My blood turned to ice.

The man who’d appeared in our bedroom lifted his hand to whip his mask from his face and again, I felt my heart thunder in my chest as I stared into the face of my father.

“Get over here, Nova.” He commanded - but I couldn’t move.

Calix lifted his gun and my father settled his on Calix.

“She’s not going anywhere with you, Mark.”

“She is my daughter.” My father spoke slowly in his commanding tone. “If I have to kill you, Calix, I will. But Nova is coming home with me.”

At my father’s words, I felt my body jolt into motion and before I knew it, I’d whipped from the blankets to run across the room between the two men - one my father and one my lover. Both armed.

I commanded. “Enough. Both of you!”

My father demanded. “What are you doing, Nova?”

I spun to face my father. “I won’t let you hurt him, dad. You’ve caused Calix enough pain, I won’t allow you to hurt him anymore.”

“This man kidnapped you from your bed, Nova.” My father spoke diplomatically. There was little emotion in his tone apart from irritation. He was irritated with my senselessness, but I couldn’t find it in me to care. “Why are you protecting him?”

“Calix is my husband.” I said sternly. “I love him.”

“You’re sick, Nova.” My father replied tightly. “You have a condition called Stockholm syndrome. Come with me and I will get you the help you need.”

“I don’t need help!” I said shrilly when the two men refused to lower their weapons. “I need you to stop fighting!”

“Your mother is losing her mind with worry, Nova.” Those words made me whip to face my father and I watched his eyes light with determination at the knowledge that he’d affected me. “Your sisters are terrified. Amy isn’t sleeping and Jaylah blames herself for not hearing the scuffle.”

“What?” I gasped. “Why would she blame herself?”

“Her bedroom is next to yours, Nova.” I felt tears fill my eyes again and my father continued. “Step out of the way so I can end this here and now.”

Those words snapped me back into the here and now like the painful bite of an elastic band on my wrist. “I don’t want this ended here and now.”

“You want to stay here with him?” My father asked incredulously, his gun still drawn.

“I love him.”

“You have Stockholm, Nova. I know you don’t feel it now, but you will go back to the life you knew when you are finally away from him.”

“I don’t want to go back to that life, dad.”

“Nova.”

Just then, I heard a clink on the floor. And I looked to Calix in time to see him kick his gun toward my father. “I love your daughter, Mark. I won’t force her to remain with me and I won’t hurt you, because I promised her I wouldn’t.”

My mind came rushing back to Calix vowing that if I gave him a child, he wouldn’t hold onto his revenge toward my father. And I felt my heart break. My captor, husband, and lover was now unarmed in my father’s presence. Still, he hadn’t lowered his gun from Calix. I watched as my father lifted a radio looking device from the chest of his suit.

He spoke. “Ready.”

With only one word spoken, another four men burst through the open door of the bedroom. Their booted feet pounded against the wood floor, sending vibrations through my body. I felt my muscles tense as I turned to stand myself in front of Calix, but an arm around my waist restrained me and I watched, in slow motion, as Calix was forced to his knees. His eyes never left me as my father carted me from the room and I cried.

“Calix!” I screamed his name and my agony pierced the air. “Calix! Oh God, please don’t hurt him!” I begged the men as I watched a fist connect with the side of his face and then another. He did nothing. The strong, beautiful man I loved - the father of my child - did nothing to defend himself against my father’s men. My eyes found his crystal blues before I was forced from the room and I screamed. “I love you, Calix! I don’t want to live without you!” I sobbed another scream. “Please fight!”

I thrashed and cried in my father’s arms as he carried me through the halls of the place I had come to know as home. When he turned into the entrance and I saw a body of a man on the floor with blood staining the marble, I lost it. My fight turned frantic and my screams were a blended mix of agony and terror. I kicked my feet, bit down on my father’s arm, scratched and flailed, all the while screaming.

Nothing I did seemed to affect my father - and for the first time - I thought that maybe Calix was never the monster. The monster was my father. Calix was only a repercussion of his actions. I was a repercussion.

I saw a large black SUV in the drive and I knew it was my fathers. The panic flared anew and I sobbed my plea. “Please don’t kill him. Please don’t kill him. Please,” I whispered. “I’m pregnant.”

My father stilled and I knew, I’d said the one thing that could alter everything. Only, I didn’t know if my father would be so enraged by the news, he’d demand Calix’s life be ended now - or if he would allow him to live for the very reason that I would die without him.

So I spoke again, frantically - quickly. “I love him. We planned it, dad. We wanted this baby. I love him. I want a family with him. Don’t hurt him.”

“Enough, Nova.” He started walking again toward the daunting SUV.

I panicked all over again. “Let me go!” I’d never screamed words so loud in my life. They echoed through the mountains over the lake and I swear, they rattled the very moon. “I love him!”

Just then, the SUV door opened and a sharp looking woman stepped out. She held a syringe in one hand and my father tightened his hold on me as I began struggling harder, more viciously. And then the woman was there, the syringe pushed deep into my arm and I felt my body going slack as I begged through sobs.

“I love him. Calix, I love you. I love you.”

My world turned dark.
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Chapter 1

To every action, there is a reaction.

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

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

Until Calix.

Calix was everything gray.

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

Calix is subjective.

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

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

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

I am in love with Calix McKnight.

Love can’t be wrong.

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

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

Nothing is simple any longer.

My life is not simple, as it once was.

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

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


Chapter 2

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

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

My mother and father insist that I am sick.

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

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

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

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

I don’t empathize with Calix.

I don’t agree with what he did.

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

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

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

I feel, without Calix, broken.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes.” I whispered.

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

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

I didn’t reply.

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 3

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How do we find him?”

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

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

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

“But what about us?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

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

The night I was taken.

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

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

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

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

I blinked. “What?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Oh.”

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

“A nightmare.”

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

“No.” I shook my head. “Not Calix.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But,”

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

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

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

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

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

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

I frowned. “Why?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

***

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

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

“Nova, you look good.”

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

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

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

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

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

“You alright, Jay?” I asked cautiously.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Since when?”

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

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

“No.” I shook my head. “He didn’t.”

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

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

“And then what?” She asked breathlessly.

“And then I wasn’t.”

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

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


Chapter 4

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

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

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

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

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

I raised a brow at the satchel. “Oh?”

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

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

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

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

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

I nodded. “Yeah.”

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

“How,”

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

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

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

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I startled back to reality as Gabriella spoke.

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

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

“Sweet girl, he’s gone.”

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

“He’s somewhere safe.”

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

“You’re pregnant?” She gasped.

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

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

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

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

I repeated. “Tonight.”

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

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

“Stay safe, Nova.”

“I will.” I promised.

Then, the line disconnected.

***

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

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

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

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

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

“Tonight?” She paled. “But,”

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

She focused through the windshield. “But Nova,”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I love you, Jay.”

“I love you too, Nova.”

***

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You can’t,”

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

“Nova, that is about enough.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What?”

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

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

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

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

“I’m sorry, Jay.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Like?”

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

Another tear fell. “And for a boy?”

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

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

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


Chapter 5

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“We need a plan.”

“A plan?”

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

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

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

I nodded. “Yeah,”

“Well?”

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

“Yeah,” she held her breath. “Why?”

“What was his name?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I raised my hands. “Alright, alright.”

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

“Do you feel safe with him?”

She nodded, looking ashamed. “I do.”

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

She nodded. “Who is N and G?”

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

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

I nodded. “Yeah.”

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

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

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

I nodded. “As soon as I can.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Are you taking anything?” Jaylah asked shakily.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Open it.” Jaylah encouraged gently.

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

It’s time.

“I have to go.” I croaked.

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

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

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

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

***

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

Nothing.

No one was here.

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

Where the hell was Officer Michael Andean?

My phone buzzed and I breathed a sigh of relief.

Walk straight.

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

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

“Stop.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Come with me.”

***

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

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

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

I nodded. “Okay.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 6

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I giggled. “That’s adorable.”

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

I snorted. “You wouldn’t.”

“Try me.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Neil nodded. “Yes, I mean Alaska.”

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

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

I felt as though I were finally coming home.

***

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 7

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But?”

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

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

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

“Say it again.” He demanded.

“I’m yours.”

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

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

“I need you, love.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

Calix.

It was only Calix.

I’d made it back to Calix.

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

Anger.

I was angry.

Actually, I was fucking fuming.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What?” A frown pulled at his brow.

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

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

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

“Nova, I’m sorry.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Calix, please.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And he did.


Chapter 8

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

Beneath this man, I felt so entirely safe.

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

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

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

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

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

“Not at all.” I lied.

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

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

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

I nodded. “Yeah.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes.”

“I don’t understand.”

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

“Hmmm.”

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

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

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

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

“No.”

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

“Calix, please, it’s not your fault.”

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

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

His eyes flared. “I’m sorry.”

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

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

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

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

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

I nodded. “Kay.”

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

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

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

I smiled. “What are you doing?”

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

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

“Not even close.”

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

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

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

“Absolutely.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Alaska?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What did you do with it?”

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

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

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

“Butler?” I laughed.

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

“As a matter of fact, I do.”

“Really?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 9

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

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

What if my father found us?

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

How would I live?

Could I live?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Oh.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What?” I gasped. “Why?”

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

“Work with it?” I whispered. “How?”

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

“I didn’t talk to anyone, Calix.”

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

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

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

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

“Nova,”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“And?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Why?” His eyes were tortured.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I nodded. “You won’t hurt her.”

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

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


Chapter 10

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

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

I whispered. “Good morning.”

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

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

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

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

“Nova,”

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

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

“Is it working?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I nodded. “I will.”

***

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I know.” I smiled softly.

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

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

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

“Oh, really?” He kissed me again.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I,”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Never.” I agreed.

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

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

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

“So beautiful.” I whispered.

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

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

“I have to contact Jaylah soon, Calix.”

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

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

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

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

“How?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m sorry.” I whispered.

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

“How?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

Again, my eyes misted. “I’m sorry.”

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

“Thank you, Calix. I’m so sor,”

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

“But it’s my fault.”

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

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

***

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

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

“Jay, it’s me,”

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

“Yes to everything.”

“Oh thank God!”

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

“Help?” She gasped. “What’s wrong?”

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

“But, he won’t.”

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 11

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

And baked.

And baked.

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

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

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

I squeaked. “Hey.”

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

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

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

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

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

I snorted, “Better you than me!”

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

“Yes.” Calix nodded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I frowned, whining. “Calix.”

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

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

He grinned. “I promise.”

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

“Not my woman.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

Thank you Captain Obvious.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I gulped. “Maybe.”

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

“And you’re beautiful always.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I smiled. “We love you.”

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


Chapter 12

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Want to pick a movie?”

“You don’t want to go to bed?”

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

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

“I think I’d like to watch a movie.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I fluttered my lashes flirtatiously. “With you?”

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

“What?” I breathed, watching him stand.

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

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

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

“Why?” I demanded, following him.

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

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

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

***

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Take it off.”

“No.”

“Nova,”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m not denying myself anything!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And that was all I needed to explode around him.


Chapter 13

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Calix tensed against my body and I knew Neil didn’t miss it. “Everything is fine.”

I wasn’t certain if I believed him, but when he moved quickly from the house and Calix turned to shine a stunning smile down on me, I couldn’t allow my thoughts to linger on anything negative. It was Christmas time and I was with my husband and we had a tree to decorate.

Standing up on my tiptoes, I whispered. “Are you ready to decorate our first tree together?”

He moaned in the back of this throat. “I’ve never been more ready in my life, love.”

I beamed, loving the double meaning in his words. First, I would tend to our naked tree, and then I would be tending to my husband.

“Will you open the decoration boxes?” I was already walking to the kitchen where I poured Calix a glass of unsweetened iced tea and myself a tall glass of cream soda. Calix enjoyed wine, but he insisted on drinking nothing alcoholic until we returned home safe and sound. I didn’t mind that insistence, either, because I had been worried when I’d first came here with Calix and he’d been drinking beer.

Walking back into the living room, I placed the glasses on the coffee table and lowered myself to the couch as Calix draped the tree with lights and then glimmering red garland. I’d never really had my father home for Christmas before, but I couldn’t disagree now that I had a man draping the lights and garland, it was most definitely a mans job. Little did Calix know, but tonight we were making tradition for the many Christmas’s we had to come. Tucking my feet beneath me on the couch, I smiled contentedly as I sipped my pink pop.

Watching my husband doing husbandly duties, I couldn’t deny that I really was falling more and more in love with him every day that passed. When he spent time in the confines of his office with his door closed, I found that I craved him. I don’t exactly know how, or when it happened, but over the course of my time with Calix, I had grown so dependent upon him, that I was certain, not just fearful - but certain, that if I were forced to be without him, my soul would die. My body may live long and healthy, but there would be nothing inside. I knew this because somehow, over time, my soul had woven itself to Calix’s so terribly tight, that now there was no hope for life if I ever lost him. Because I knew, deep in my heart of hearts, that wherever Calix went, my soul would follow - body or no body.

“Nova, are you alright?” Calix’s deep voice broke into my thoughts and I startled, blinking up at him.

Forcing a smile to my face, I nodded. “I’m better than alright.” I stood to loop my finger through the string dangling from a glittery gold snowflake ornament.

As I walked toward the tree, Calix caught my body in his arms. “Not so fast, love.” He nuzzled my neck and I giggled. “What were you thinking about just now?”

I stiffened in his arms as I contemplated the truth. The truth was difficult, especially in this case, to explain. But Calix sensed my lies as though I wore a flashing light on my head reading she’s lying!

So, I decided on the truth. “I was thinking that I love you.” I spoke slowly and he listened patiently. “I was thinking that I love you so much, I couldn’t live without you. I mean, I’m certain my body would live - but there would be nothing inside - no light or beauty. If I lost you, I’d lose me too.”

The breathless silence that thrummed around us was heavy as Calix contemplated my words. And then I felt his head dip low, his lips moving over the smooth skin of my neck. “Love, you’ll never be empty.” He vowed. “You’ll never be without me.”

I smiled, feeling confident in his statement as he moved me gently closer to the tree. Then, with his hand over mine, we hung our very first ornament on our very first tree.

***

Christmas morning was exciting. I woke later than usual, probably because I’d stayed up late into the night with Calix as we watched the tree glimmering in the light of the warm fireplace. I’d sat in his arms as we drank unsweetened iced tea together and dreamed of our future. I admitted to him, that although I loved this house and wanted to spend time here every year for the rest of our lives, I wanted to have our baby back at the house in Alberta. I missed the Rocky Mountains and I missed my crystal blue lake. Calix seemed to understand, because he agreed and he promised that he and Neil were working on finding a way to smooth the waves between my husband and my father, so that we could return home.

I believed him. So, rather than moping about the house, I made every moment here count. This was my first pregnancy and I was experiencing it for all that it was - with the man I loved more than my own life. I knew that this child would spark a new kind of love within me than I had for Calix, because I was already so terribly, completely, and wholesomely in love with my baby. I knew that when push came, even before shove, I would shove first and harder to protect the innocent life growing inside of me. I knew Calix felt the same way, and it was that understanding that solidified my belief that he would find a way to get us home before our child entered this world.

Pushing away the covers that weighted down on my flushed body, I sighed as a gentle burst of cool air kissed my skin. I was just over four months pregnant now, and the skin over my belly was beginning to feel tight with the growth of our child. Every morning, for nearly a week, I’d woken hot and itchy. I wasn’t large by any means, but I’d been tiny before becoming pregnant and having the extra weight was a definite change that would take a lot more than nine months to get used to.

Pushing myself from the bed, I padded to the bathroom to relieve myself of my overfull bladder before I washed my hands and face. After applying my morning routine of cream onto my body, taking particular care of my belly, buttock, and breasts, I meandered into the closet. Deciding on a comfortable pair of gray leggings and a soft mint knit sweater over a white tank, I slipped my feet into bulky gray knit socks before eyeing the vicinity of the bedroom for Calix’s prying eyes. And then I lowered myself to all fours beside the bed to retrieve the small box I’d pleaded with Neil to buy for Calix for Christmas.

He’d been adamant about no Christmas presents, but that was simply ridiculous - and I wanted to get him something special. As I’d had no money and I’d asked Neil to loan it to me, I’d needed a gift that was both meaningful and inexpensive.

As I pulled the lightweight box, wrapped in shimmering red wrapping paper from beneath the bed, I couldn’t help but grin in pride at the gift I’d ended up choosing for my first Christmas with my husband.

Holding tight to the gift, I made my way downstairs to meet Calix. As I walked, the sweet aroma of cinnamon hit me and I felt my belly clench with sudden and demanding hunger. Pushing a little extra oomph into my steps, I rounded the base of the stairs into the kitchen where I spotted Calix standing at the stove. He was shirtless with his black pants hanging deliciously low on his hips. The hunger in my belly travelled lower, and I rolled my eyes at my body’s indecision.

“Merry Christmas.” I announced more breathily than I’d anticipated.

Calix looked over his shoulder at me, before grinning knowingly. “Good morning, love.”

“Whatcha making?” I asked as I moved into the living room with my little gift.

A smile ignited full force on my face as I spotted the little gifts waiting for me beneath the tree. There were three. I knew we’d said no gifts, but when a woman says no gifts is okay - she really means she wants, desperately, for it to be okay - but it isn’t okay. When the special, traditional moment comes and a man neglects to find the importance of making that moment special with something as silly and inconvenient as a gift, it freaking hurts - even if a woman tries with everything inside of her to defeat that hurt - it hurts. It must be something in our wiring, because there isn’t one woman I know who is truly okay with downplaying the significance of a special moment.

“French toast.” Calix replied. “I thought we said no gifts.”

“Did you get me a gift?” I asked as I placed his beneath the tree.

“That’s different. You’re my wife.” He sighed. “I should spoil you, Nova.”

“And you’re my husband. I should spoil you.”

“Come and eat your breakfast.” He growled his command. “My baby is probably starving.”

Placing a hand on my belly, I padded to the kitchen. Plopping myself down on a stool against the countertop, I waited for him to hand me a piece of French toast on a plate. When he did, I drizzled it in Maple syrup and enjoyed the sugary cinnamon deliciousness.

By the time we were finished our breakfast, Calix carried his coffee and my tea into the living room. Try as I might to convince him that cream soda in the morning was a good thing, he put his foot down against allowing the pop to touch my lips any time before noon.

He’d already started the fireplace, an old fashioned fireplace where real wood burned and crackled and filtered the house with the warm scent of flame. The day outside was dreary and chilly, but inside the little house, it was pure heaven and loving warmth. If I had to choose any place in the world to be in this moment - it would be right where I was with the man I loved.

Calix moved to the tree where he retrieved our gifts, all four of them, before bringing them to the coffee table before the couch where I sat. His eyes were glimmering with the light reminiscent of childlike joy, and I felt my heart squeeze in my chest at the simple beauty within their cobalt depths.

“Merry Christmas, love.” He smiled, almost sheepishly. “I thought a lot about your gifts.” He handed me the first box - a small box wrapped in gold paper with a red bow. “Open this one first.”

I smiled at him as I took the box into my hands. Unable to unwrap it slowly with my budding curiosity, I tore quickly through the paper to expose a box with the local bakery’s logo on the top. Lifting the lid, I gasped as I saw my very favorite treat - macaroons. My eyes misted at the very simple and yet thoughtful gift. My husband really did know me - down to my guilty pleasures.

“Thank you, Calix.” I fingered a treat before peaking up at him. He had a thing about no sweets before noon and I tried to respect his wishes because although it was my body, it was our baby inside and we both had a right to making decisions. “Can I have just one?”

“It’s Christmas, love.” He reminded me, grinning. “Indulge.”

He didn’t have to tell me twice. I popped a macaroon into my mouth and let its decadency melt. Almost warily, I offered him one. Thankfully, he shook his head with an amused grin. Honestly, I was afraid he’d try them and then fall in love with my favorite treat. Where I savored the foods I liked, Calix plowed through them as though they were disappearing from the very face of the earth. Macaroons were one thing I was not willing to watch him plow through. Their divineness deserved attentive savoring.

Placing the box on the coffee table, I announced on a moan. “Those are amazing.”

“I’m glad you like them.” He replied gravelly before handing me another box. “Now this one.”

I smiled as I took the second gift with the green wrapping. This one was a lightweight, long rectangular box. By the time I tore through the green wrapping to reveal the long white box with gold script, I honestly had no idea what was inside. Lifting the lid, I gasped as I pulled out a beautifully crafted, softer than heaven’s clouds baby blanket.

“Oh Calix,” I breathed his name and tears stung my eyes. “This is - beautiful.”

“I chose green because you’re so confident we’re having a boy.” He paused. “I didn’t think blue would be all that flattering for a girl and green would still be okay,” he stuttered. “I hope it’s alright.”

“It’s beautiful.” I whispered, hugging the blanket to my chest. “So perfect, Calix.”

He smiled, almost bashfully as he reached out a hand to touch my belly where the blanket rested. “I wanted to get our baby a present.” He admitted. “This was the only thing I could find that didn’t either confuse the hell out of me, or was geared toward a particular sex.”

I giggled. “The baby will need lots of blankets. You chose well.”

He smiled a relieved smile and I reached over to hand him his one gift. “Now yours.”

He took the box with slightly trembling hands, and I watched, holding my breath, as he opened the wrapping. When he pulled a small red Christmas bulb from the box, his eyes instantly taking in the gold script, his large hand swallowed the bulb. Then, I watched as his cerulean eyes glazed with a sheen of moisture from the building emotion within him. I’d thought long and hard about his gift. Scripted on the bulb in shimmering gold was both of our names, and the date of our first Christmas.

I breathed. “I’ll be buying one every year from now on. When we’ve been together for sixty years, we’ll have sixty beautiful ornaments to represent all our Christmas’s together.”

Calix didn’t say anything. Instead, he leaned forward to catch my nape in his hand - and then he crushed his lips to mine. He kissed me fiercely, passionately, and through his kiss, I tasted every ounce of love he had for me.

When he pulled away, he spoke through shaking tones. “Thank you, love.”

I beamed. “I love you.”

“You know I love you.” He reached out for the third and last box, before placing it into my lap that was still covered by our baby’s first blanket. “Now, the best for last.”

“I don’t know if anything can beat this blanket,” I paused to reconsider with the mind of an obviously pregnant woman. “Or the macaroons. The macaroons are pretty darned delicious.”

He cocked a grin. “Open it, Nova. I can guarantee it’ll be your favorite.”

“Oh alright!” I huffed playfully, my fingers already tearing through the paper. I knew I was getting something to do with jewelry when I revealed the black box, but I had no idea what exactly I was getting until I opened it.

Lifting the lid, I gasped at the sight of a beautiful gold bangle. Lifting it from its silken cushion, I brought it level to my face for inspection when I notice that it had been engraved. On the outside of bangle, I read....

Calix + Nova =

“What do Calix and Nova equal?” I asked eagerly, breathlessly.

“The names of our children.” He explained, pointing to the bangle. “Whoever this little one is,” he rubbed my belly before pointing a second time to the bangle right after my name. “We’ll engrave the name here.” He explained. “There is enough room for four or five children, depending on the length of the names we choose.”

My breath caught and I sputtered. “Four of five?”

He nodded and I could already see him suiting up for war. “Yes, we will have a full house, love.”

“Maybe two or three.” I tried to negotiate.

He shook his head. “Four or five.”

“Calix.”

“Put the bangle on, love.” He commanded, and because it was so beautiful and he was so hard to resist, I complied.

“It’s perfect, Calix.” I felt my heart swell. “You’re right, it is my favorite.”


Chapter 14

The light of a white moon spilled into the room through the slightly pulled open curtains hanging over the massive window. Through the exposed glass, I could see the large Sitka Spruce towering over the house to cast slicing shadows through the cool glow of the moon. I don’t know what it was exactly that woke me - the light of the moon, or my very large belly - but whatever it was, I knew I wasn’t falling back asleep any time soon.

Before I even looked over my shoulder for Calix, I knew that he wasn’t with me. For the last two months, ever since right before Christmas, he’d been disappearing in the middle of the night to work. He claimed that he was having a hard time sleeping and that he felt he was wasting good time lying in bed, tossing and turning, when he could be working. But I knew, with every passing day, he was growing more and more exhausted. Although I agreed he was having difficulty sleeping, this routine had gone on long enough. It was late February, and I couldn’t have him pushing himself to his every limit, every damn day. We were going to be sleep deprived enough when our baby decided to make its appearance in only three months. We needed to take the sleep we could get, while we could get it.

Placing a hand on my swollen belly, I wiggled to the corner of the bed before placing my bare feet against the cool hardwood of the floor. As soon as my body slid from the warm confines of the blankets, a terrible chill seeped through my skin before sinking deep into my bones. With chattering teeth, I made a quick run for the closet where I shoved my arms into the fluffiest pink housecoat known to - well - me. I would say man, because this housecoat really was something else, and made me look like I was preparing to face a blizzard in my pajamas. It even had a hood! I mean, one of those really big ones with the extra fluff around the face, simply divine!

Tying the housecoat around my belly, I padded my now slipper warmed feet from the room.

As I moved along the hallway, I could have sworn I heard a woman’s voice, and I froze. My ears strained to catch the unfamiliar sound once again, and I swear, I was irritated that I could hear the beating of my heart over the quiet sounds of another woman’s voice. It had been so long since I’d heard a woman speaking - and in my home with Calix - in the middle of the night when he was supposed to be in bed with his pregnant wife.

Something inside of me switched, and I went into stealth female investigator mode. Ditching my slippers at the top of the stairs so as not to make a sound, I crept slowly down the stairs - all the while holding my breath. When I came to the bottom of the steps, I heard the voice again. It was so faint and oddly distant - while so very familiar. I knew this voice well, but for the life of me, I couldn’t place it.

Blood rushed in my ears as I moved slowly forward. My heart was drumming erratically in my chest as I fought to keep my fear, anger, and abandonment contained.

Could it be possible that he was - cheating? I didn’t want to be the kind of woman who jumped to conclusions - but I was on an island with my husband who was sneaking out of bed nightly to work. I mean, what the hell else was I supposed to think at the sound of a woman’s voice?

Creeping around the corner, I felt my heart lodge itself into my throat as I realized why the female voice was familiar. Chills crept over my flesh like a disease, spreading like wildfire. My ankles felt suddenly weak - and I couldn’t help but wonder if they were going to continue holding my weight as I moved closer.

The voice of the woman was familiar - because I knew her, intimately.

The voice belonged to my sister.

Jaylah.

My eyes strained to take in the scene in the darkness. From where I stood beside the kitchen counter, I could see Calix sitting with his back to me on the couch. He had his laptop resting against his lap, and it was open to a scene of my family - like a movie playing on demand. The bright light flooded a small orb of space around him, and although his head bobbed a few times, protesting his determined lack of sleep, his eyes remained on the screen.

“What are you doing?” I asked before I’d even thought of the words. I’d wanted to watch longer - I wanted to know what he was seeing and why he was sacrificing his sleep to spy on my family. But I felt, too angry and, well, betrayed to keep silent for long.

Calix jumped as though I were an intruder. His laptop slammed closed to fast, I heard it slapping together as the room was flooded in complete darkness.

“Nova,” Calix breathed my name as he stood to spin and face me. “What are you doing awake? Why didn’t you call for me?”

Had I only imagined I’d spoken? Why wasn’t he answering me?

“What were you doing, Calix?” I stepped toward him, feeling suddenly angry and determined. I knew he sensed my sudden shift in mood, because he raised his hands into his disheveled hair and a strangled groan built in his throat. I didn’t care much about his frustration as I demanded once again. “Why are you watching my sister?”

“I’m watching your entire family.” He replied exasperatedly.

“For how long?” I demanded, stomping my foot in the darkness.

“For as long as I’ve been getting up in the night.” He replied matter of fact. There was no hesitation or remorse in his voice, and I felt my throat close in a sob. How could he remain so uncaring about something that obviously hurt me?

“Calix,” I struggled with his name and his newest betrayal.

“Don’t ask questions to which you do not want the answer.” His reply was cold, almost clinical. I hated when he did this. I hated the chill he allowed to infuse the warm man I knew, every time something became hard and he was faced with the repercussions of his actions.

“You better believe I want the answers to my questions.” I pointed my finger at him as sobs built in my throat. But this time, they were angry sobs. I was physically vibrating with rage that was fully directed at my husband. “It doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt like fuck, but I want them.”

“Nova,” He began, presumably to scold me for my unladylike language.

I lost a little piece of myself then. “Don’t tell me what to do!” I screamed. “Don’t tell me what to think or feel or say! I am your wife, God dammit. I’m your fucking wife!”

“Damn right, you are.” Calix roared in response, moving quickly across the room to face me. His hands settled firmly on my upper arms, and then he pulled me into his chest. “You’re my wife, Nova, so I’ll do everything - every God damned thing I can - to keep you and our baby safe from harm.” His voice shuddered through his body. “I’ll sell my soul to the Devil, or fucking find my knees in prayer, to ensure your safety. I’ll risk hurting you now as down payment for your continued happiness in the years to come, Nova.”

I struggled in his arms, but I knew, before the struggle even began, that I was going nowhere. “I can’t listen to this.” I whispered, feeling defeated as I always did when he overpowered me with the feel of his body and love and - self sacrificing desperation. “Just tell me why you’re watching my family in the middle of the night.”

“I’m looking for a clue.” He whispered through a hoarse voice.

“Clue?” I shook my head, before tipping it back to look into his face. “What clue, Calix?”

“A clue that your father is accepting us. A clue that all Jaylah’s work isn’t for nothing.” He sighed. “You asked her to convince your father, Nova, that you need me. Well, she’s been trying. Every day she tries, because I truly believe she believes that if she doesn’t succeed, she’s going to lose you.”

I gasped. “Is it working?”

There was no light but the moon shining over is in the room, but I knew, instinctively, that his blue eyes had darkened impossibly. “No. It’s not working on your father.”

“But?” I asked breathlessly.

“But it’s working on your mother.” He announced. “She’s weakening her resolve against me - I’ve watched her and your father discuss how you were when you came home last time. She believes that accepting you with me is the only way to have her daughter. She knows they have no proof to convict me, and all she wants is to be part of your life, so that she’ll know if I’m ever hurting you. She’ll be there to protect you.” His tone grew thick with disdain. “She wants to be part of our life because she’s still afraid of me. Being separated from you is worse for her than accepting you with me. She’s growing exhausted with your father’s involvement in pushing you away - and keeping you away.”

“So you think she will break him?” I asked.

“I think she’s the only one who can.”

I dropped my forehead to his chest. “Why couldn’t you just tell me?”

“It’s not my job to tell you things that can hurt you, or place stress on you.” He replied factually. “It’s my job to protect you always. From everything.”

Instantly angry, I shoved myself from his arms. “It’s your job to be honest with me - to be my partner. We’re married, Calix, I’m not your child. I am your equal.”

Moving closer to me, he caught my chin in his hand before tilting his face down to mine. “You need to understand something, Nova, because if you don’t, we’ll undoubtedly go through this again and I’m growing exhausted with these pointless confrontations.” He paused as though to allow his words to sink in before continuing in a cold, matter of fact voice. “You and I are not equal. We will never have the marriage that you seem to believe we should have. You will always be mine, Nova. You will always be mine to protect, satisfy, and love. Your happiness will always be my responsibility and if I decide your awareness of our struggles need to be deluded, by God, they will be deluded.”

Tears pooled in my eyes as I shook my head at him. “Sometimes I hate you.”

“Love and hate are one and the same, love.” He replied sadly. “They are both intense emotions. You cannot feel one without first knowing the other.” He shrugged. “I’ll accept your hate now, because I know its intensity stems from your love.”

The tears I’d been fighting to keep from falling slipped through my lids to stream in shimmering silver ribbons down my face. As I stepped back away from him, I spoke softly, feeling defeated on every level. “Every time I think you’re a better man, and that we’re growing together, you do something horrible - like this - to shove me back onto square one.” I shook my head. “Every time I think I understand you, I realize that I don’t even know you.”

As I walked back to the stairs, suddenly desperate to escape him I heard his soft voice spill into the silence. “You do know me, love. Yours is the only soul on this earth capable of knowing mine.” I didn’t turn to face him, but I knew the look in his eyes was tortured as his last words flowed from his mouth. “You’ve known, from the beginning, that we aren’t forces that can exist apart, Nova. Apart, you are a light the world can’t face - you’re too bright and beautiful and kind and innocent. Me, I’m the darkness that suffocates the life from everything beautiful. Together, we’re balance. You know me, love. You know my darkness, and yet, somehow, you’ve found a way to accept me into your heart regardless. Now that I’m there, you know I’ll never leave. I’ll do everything I can to protect you - even from myself. If that means I keep things from you - that is a fact you’ll need to accept.”

“And if I can’t?” I didn’t turn to face him as I clutched the railing of the stairs.

“You can, Nova.” He replied darkly. “You don’t have a choice.”

I didn’t reply as I took the steps quickly to the top, and Calix didn’t follow me. I felt a little like I was dying inside, my heart breaking a thousand different ways in my chest. I’d wanted to tell him that I did have a choice - that I could choose to leave him and never look back - that I could come out to the police and tell them the truth about my beginning with Calix - but I knew I couldn’t.

The facts were a cold, hard, sticky pill to swallow - but I’d swallowed it a long time ago. Calix was right - I was his. For better or worse, I was his. Our marriage might not be conventional or anything I’d imagined when I’d fantasized about belonging to a man in matrimony - but it was ours. It was what we had, and in spite of all its darkness, in spite of all Calix’s darkness - it really was beautiful.


Chapter 15

The moon was a beautiful, full moon. It was bright, lighting up the sky with its loyal entourage of shimmering stars. I don’t know how long I’d stared at the moon, standing at the window like the lost, caged soul that I was, but I knew that I’d come to a few revelations.

Calix was my keeper.

He was my husband, my lover, my protector - and he was my keeper.

I knew this to be truer than true, because the thought of living without him ignited an ache so desperately deep in my chest, I felt as though I were dying a slow death from the inside out. Living in this world without him was like condemning myself to an eternity in Hell. It wasn’t a condemnation I could make for myself, or my child, simply because I was angry at Calix for trying, in his very twisted ways, to ensure my continued safety and happiness.

Calix really was right, we were tied together in a bond so impossibly tight, there was no hope we might ever find life possible without the other. And, if I were being painfully honest with myself, I didn’t want to accept the possibility of life without the man who had captured not only my body - but my soul.

Calix was a force to be reckoned. His power was breathtaking and his determination was, although suffocating, liberating. Because, although he stripped me of my right to fight alongside in him the battles that were, legally ours, he loved me enough to sacrifice himself to ensure my soul maintained the light he claimed to cherish so profoundly.

The sound of the door clicking open startled me and I turned to face him as he walked into the room. I saw his eyes sweep across the empty bed, and then his body tightened as fear bled through the expression of his face. He thought I’d run. As if I ever could. Not only were we on an island, but Calix had become both my salvation and my cage.

Running wasn’t a possibility.

“I’m here.” I whispered and his eyes shot to land on the direction of my voice. I watched the fear escape his body before a new kind of tension infected his being.

“What are you doing, standing there, like that?” He asked quietly.

“I couldn’t sleep.” I explained softly. “And the moon is so beautiful, I thought I’d try to lose myself in it - if only for a while.”

“Love,” I heard his feet move across the bedroom, and then I felt his arms circle around the swell of my belly to pull me into his chest. “I wish I could be everything you want me to be - but I can’t - not when I know all that you need from me.”

“What does that even mean?”

“It means that you need for me to protect you from all the shit, Nova. This is my mess to clean and you need for me to clean it. I know you want to help, because helping is in your nature, but I know you need for me to do this on my own. Because fighting your father isn’t a battle someone of your soft nature can fight and survive.”

Tears glimmered in my eyes, because as much as I hated his words - he was right. “You’ve been watching them for months, Calix.” I breathed.

He nodded behind me. “Yes.”

“Did you watch me?” I asked, fearful of his answer.

“No.”

“Why?” A tear slipped from my eye and I leaned my head against the nook of his shoulder, desperate to find a comfort without turning to face him.

“I couldn’t.”

“What?”

“I couldn’t bear it, Nova.”

“What couldn’t you bear?” I whispered my demand through hostile tones. “Seeing me? After you made me yours in every way - how could you not bear seeing me?”

“I’d hoped you were happy, Nova.” He admitted hoarsely. “You’d wanted, so desperately, to be reunited with your family - I thought you were happy. I didn’t - couldn’t bear seeing you happy without me.”

“And if I wasn’t happy, Calix?” I asked through the pain building in my throat. “What then?”

“Then I knew it would kill me to see you grieve, love.” He spun me to face him - and what I saw in his eyes was a sad kind of shame that tore into my entity with the ferocity of a murderous spirit determined to ruin. “I thought about it. Every day, Nova, I thought about logging on and watching you, seeing you, loving you from afar - but I couldn’t.”

His arms fell from around me as he dropped himself into the chaise beside the window. In that moment, the strong man I adored looked so small and broken. His wide shoulders, that I’d always been confident could carry the weight of the world, were so terribly defeated. I knew, with chilling certainty, that I would forever be haunted by this moment.

The man I knew, and thought I would never lose, was fading fast. My heart slammed in my throat as I knelt before him on the floor - desperate to pull the strength from within him - the strength that both ruined and assembled my soul.

He was tired - his exhaustion was snuffing out the little light that flickered in the darkness he housed within his entity - and I was the one - the only one who held the power within my hands to bring him back. In that moment, I wasn’t the one who needed protecting from the reality he believed would destroy me. In that moment, I was the warrior who would fight to the death, and win. Suddenly, I wasn’t his responsibility - but instead, I was his deliverance.

Capturing his face in my hands, I forced his blue eyes to meet my brown. It was truly ironic how the man who was so dark inside, could have eyes the color of Heaven’s Caribbean sky, while I was filled with a light he claimed was so beautiful and bright, yet the gateway to my soul was so dark.

The desperation I saw in his eyes pleaded for liberation that shattered all my resolve against his twisted choices. And as I dropped my hands to his chest, feeling the broken beating of his heart beneath my palms, I realized that the dominant man I’d always known was, in this moment, submitting to me. His grief was the shackle restraining him, and my love was the key to his release. Denying him everything he’d rightfully captured in me would be the conviction that would send his dark soul spiraling into the abyss of a Hell on Earth.

“I love you, Calix.” I spoke with faith. “I forgive you now - for everything you’ve done - and everything you will do.” I leaned forward to press my lips to the naked flesh of his chest, feeling his body tense beneath my adoration. “I accept your dominance over my life and I accept your decisions to keep me from harm.” These were my decisions - not his. I knew what I was offering to him in this moment, and I was doing it without reservation. “My life, my safety, love, and happiness, is yours to sustain.”

He pulled in a deep breath, and I watched his grip on the edge of the chaise tighten until his knuckles had turned a deathly shade of white. But I didn’t stop. Instead, I pushed, almost forcefully, against his shoulders until he was lying flat against the chaise. Then, I trialed my hands down the muscled rivulets of his chest to the knot tying his black pajama pants around the firm expanse of his waist.

Slowly, I exposed his throbbing hardness. And I knew this was exactly what he needed. Taking his stone hard, silky length, into my hands, I worked him with my hand, without ever looking away from his eyes. I watched his emotions play like a slideshow through the deeps of his blue eyes - and I felt each one.

In that moment, I felt the torture of his every masochistic sin. I was not only offered introduction to his demons, but I knew them with chilling intimacy. I watched his guilt surface without hope of redemption and I knew, that at the heart of his every haunting - was me.

Standing back, I watched his eyes study my movements as I removed my robe, baring my body the way he’d bared his soul to me only moment’s prior. And then I moved onto him, lowering myself against him, becoming one with him. Of all the ways I’d tried to heal him, taking him inside of me - sins, guilt, and demons, was by far the most foolish. But that knowledge didn’t dissuade me. I rode him deliberately, capturing his demons and holding them tight.

As I lowered my lips to his, taking his mouth as I took his body, I whispered. “I’m yours.” He drank in my words as though they were the medication to heal him his wounded soul. “I forgive you now and forever. I’m yours.”

“Mine.” He agreed on a chanted breath. “Mine. Forever.”

Warmth spread across my body as I felt his hands grip my hips as he pushed himself up into me, accepting my body, heart, and soul, as his own. A sigh fell from my lips as I tipped my head back, feeling explosions of tiny tingles moving across my skin, claiming my entity.

And as I came undone around him, as he shattered his release within my body, I whispered a binding promise.

“Forever.” If there was an action that anchored us together - for better or worse - until the end of eternity - this was it. I’d offered my soul to keep, to a man who carried the Devil’s demons within his heart, and I regretted nothing.

Because if I were sentenced to an eternity of damnation, at least I knew I’d walk through that eternity hand in hand, with Calix.


Chapter 16

The air was cold, but I had been feeling a need - unlike any other - to breathe.

My thoughts took me back a half an hour and my vision blurred as memory overrode what was right in front of me.

Calix had been working inside the office when I’d popped my head into the room. Both he and Neil tensed as Jaylah’s voice flooded the space around us. I knew they were waiting for a reaction from me. I knew they were waiting for me to lose the calm control I had collected over the last two weeks, but I didn’t.

I knew watching my family - having an upper hand - was necessary. I didn’t have to like it, but I did have to accept it. Placing my hand over my swollen belly, I reminded myself of my reasoning for continuing through something that felt so terribly wrong. And then I spoke, “I’m going outside to sit on the back deck.”

Calix’s brow furrowed and I saw his unease, “Nova, I don’t,”

I interrupted him. “Calix. It’s a beautiful day and I would like to enjoy it. I’m going to sit on the back deck. It faces trees - not the water. I will be safe.”

His jaw twitched, but he nodded. I didn’t wait for him to argue further before I spun on my heel to walk away. I needed out of the house - I needed to escape.

Now, as I sit staring out over the land filled with an abundance of Sitka Spruce, I can feel a little of the tension that had built up within my heart ease. I’d been in Alaska with Calix for just over three months, and although I talked to Jaylah every now and again, I hadn’t really spoken to anyone but Calix and Neil. It was safe to say I was feeling starved for human interaction, and Calix, although he was here, was almost always working on finding a way around my father.

Even when I was able to speak with Jaylah, I couldn’t talk about sisterly things with her - because I was too busy giving her instructions to defeat our father. I ached to tell her about the boots Calix had bought for me, and the insane awesomeness that was my new housecoat, and I was dying to tell her the beauty of having a life move inside of me.

Salty tears pooled in my eyes as I thought of all that I was missing out on because of my father. No longer was I angry with Calix - although I knew he was just as at fault in this screwed up situation as was my father. I mean, what father would be comfortable leaving his daughter in the hands of the man who had kidnapped her? What father would feel safe in allowing his daughter to live beneath the same roof as the man whose parents he’d killed?

This wasn’t a normal situation. I knew this wasn’t normal. Hell, I knew - but I needed for everyone to just stop. I needed for the war to end, because I didn’t have the strength to continue fighting, and I couldn’t become a casualty. My baby needed his mother.

I had just over three months to go until I was holding my baby in my arms. I had just over three months to survive the hell that was this war. For my baby, I could do that.

The sound of the sliding patio door startled me and I quickly wiped away the tears I’d allowed to escape from my eyes. But when Calix moved to sit across from me, I knew by the pain darkening the bright of his cobalt eyes, that he knew I’d been crying. I honestly don’t know why I bothered trying to hide things from Calix - he knew everything. When it came to me, there wasn’t a thing he could be kept in the dark about.

“Love,” he breathed the word as he pulled his chair closer to me. I felt his hands settle on my knees before he began to rub his hands along the length of my thighs. The friction warmed me - or maybe it was just his touch that warmed me. “I promise you everything will be alright. I promise you, there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Calix,” I shook my head on a whispered breath. “I’m homesick.” I hurried to explain. “I just want to be home so that we can start preparing for the baby. I want - I just want to be home.”

“I know.” He stood, and before I knew it, he’d gathered my body into his arms. Stealing my chair, he settled me against his chest as he stared out over the thick gathering of trees towering over the house. “We’re getting close, love. I believe we have a way to convince your father to back off.”

“How?” I breathed, feeling my heart stutter in my chest.

“I’ll let you know when I’m certain, love. We just need a little more time.”

I pulled back to lock my eyes on his. “Do you promise, Calix?” I asked sternly. “Do you promise not to hide this from me?”

His jaw tightened as he clenched his teeth tightly behind stern lips. I watched him, the wheels turning in his head with a quick violence, and not once, while he thought, did I pull a breath into my starved lungs. Finally, he nodded. “I promise. When I know for certain the plan of action we are taking, you will know.”

“Thank you.” The relief in my voice was palpable. I felt as though every ounce of strength I possessed had fled my body as I fell against his chest.

His arms tightened around me. “It’s cold out here, Nova. Would you like me to take you inside?”

“Not yet, Calix.” I shook my head. “Please, just sit with me.”

He nodded, but I could feel the fight in his body as he struggled to follow my wishes rather than take me into the house where he thought I was warm and safe. For a moment, we sat in silence, and then the sound of his deep gravelly voice sunk deep into my being.

“I know you’re unhappy, love. I can sense it.” He pulled in a deep breath. “It’s killing me to know that I’m not able to give you everything you need to find the happiness you crave. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do, nothing I wouldn’t sacrifice, for your happiness - I hope you know that. I’m trying,”

I couldn’t listen anymore. The desperation in his voice was killing me. “Calix, stop.” I pushed away from his chest. “I know you’re trying, and I’m not unhappy. I would choose to be nowhere in this world that you didn’t remain with me. And I know, I understand that we need to bide our time. I understand.”

I bent to press my lips against his and his large hand caught the nape of my neck, holding me against him firmly. “I can’t lose you again, Nova. I won’t lose you.”

“You won’t.” I vowed.

“I need you, love. I don’t know how it happened - but I can’t survive without you. I don’t want to.”

I shook my head and tears blurred my vision once again. My words caught in my throat, but I struggled through them. “You’ve changed - so much - in the time I’ve known - you.”

“You’ve changed me.” He whispered hoarsely. “You’ve made me better.”

“Have I?” A tear escaped to slide down my cheek and I slammed my eyes closed tightly against the others that tried to follow.

“Yes.” There was no hesitation in his voice. “Before you, I knew nothing of happiness. I didn’t smile. I didn’t play. I gave orders and I worked. I was consumed with revenge - addicted to the thought of repaying pain to the man who’d taken so much from me. I did nothing simply for the pleasure of it, Nova. Now, with you, I know what it means to feel the happiness behind an unforced smile. I know the joy one finds in something as simple as play. I still give orders and I still work, but I’m working toward a better life now, love. For us both. Finally, I’m working for something I’m proud of.”

Another tear squeezed through the barricade I’d tried to place against the proof of my weakness and his hands caught my face between their large expanses. It was shocking, the violence I knew these hands were capable of, but with me, they had never been anything but gentle. Even in his moments of horror, Calix had shown me nothing but beautiful tenderness.

“You calm me, love.” He spoke again and I tasted his breath against my lips. “Until you, I knew nothing of peace. I’ve been a storm of rage and hate determined to sink the rest of the world in the ocean I’ve felt suffocating me my entire life. But I’ve calmed since you, Nova. When I took you, I never expected to find happiness. I never expected you to capture my heart the way I’d hoped to manipulate yours. I know I was wrong,” he laughed a broken sound. “And I know, that if anyone set out with the intentions to hurt you and manipulate you, the way I’d first set out to do - I’d kill them without hesitation. I know I don’t deserve your love, Nova, but now that I know it and have tasted its purity, I can’t ever let you go.”

“Will this always be our life, Calix?” I whispered. “Will we always be running from something - will we always be fighting?”

“I don’t know.” His reply was sad. “But I do know that we’ll always be together, love. I can’t promise you I won’t continue to fuck up. And I can’t promise you that I’ll always take the road of nobility, because when it comes to you, love, inhibition isn’t my strongest trait. I will always do what is necessary to keep you at my side. I will always take the road that keeps us together - no matter how underhanded that road may be.”

“I don’t want that.” I shook my head. “I want you to be good, Calix.”

His smile was sad. “Without you, there would be no good, love. Dying would be a worthy sacrifice to ensure you are always with me. And love, if you can’t be with me, if no road proves successful in keeping you beside me, then dying is a welcome reprieve.”

“Then we have to find a road, Calix.” I announced desperately. “Because it’s not just you and me anymore. We have a baby we need to think about - a baby we need to live for.”

He pressed his lips to mine. “I promise we will, love.”


Chapter 17

A manila file is sitting, closed, against the granite of the kitchen countertop. Beside it, is a tall glass of bubbling cream soda - untouched. I’ve been sitting here for - minutes - hours - I honestly don’t know. My heart has been pounding in my ears as my eyes move from the still manila folder to the bubbles floating upward in an endless stream in my pop.

Calix told me he had news for me this morning, but I’d not been prepared for this. The folder was thick and intimidating. I knew that once I opened it, it would be an action I couldn’t undo. Without a doubt, I knew I would open the folder. I was like a cat - curious. The only problem was that, unlike the cat, I didn’t have the luxury of nine lives.

“Are you going to open it, Nova?” Calix asked quietly. My eyes lifted from the folder to land on Calix where he sat on the stool next to mine.

“Tell me again what’s inside?”

“Proof that we were together prior to my taking you.”

“How?” I shook my head. “That doesn’t make sense - we weren’t together.”

He didn’t even blink. “Open the file and see, love.”

I looked down at the file once again, and with shaking hands, I opened it. The first image was of our wedding. I was walking down the aisle toward Calix, and I looked entirely happy. Anyone who looked at this photo would know just how deeply my feelings for Calix ran.

Flipping the photo, I felt my heart thump in my chest as I stared down at a photo of me walking into the café across the street from the animal rescue I’d volunteered at. But that wasn’t what made my breath catch in my throat. I lowered my face to the photo as though that would shed some light onto the confusion I suddenly felt flooding me. In the photo - holding the door open for me as I walked into the café - was Calix. He was watching me with his intense blue eyes, his lips curled upward gently at the corners. I couldn’t see my face from the angle the photo was taken, but Calix looked - happy.

My blood was rushing violently in my ears as I flipped to the next photo. This was a snapshot of us in the café. We were sitting at the bar that stretched along the length of the window. I tried to remember that day - but I couldn’t.

Holding the photo up to Calix, I asked. “How?”

“I told you I watched you for two years, Nova.”

“But,” I sputtered - my mind trying desperately to play catch-up to his newest revelation. I swear, every time he admitted something new to me, I felt a little like the footing beneath my world was disintegrating. Soon, I’d be left without solid ground beneath my feet. “But you’re - you’re with me. You’re not just watching me, Calix. You’re sitting here - with me - you’re beside me. It looks like we’re,”

“Meeting.” He interrupted, nodding. “That’s the point, love.”

“But we weren’t.” I shook my head. “I don’t remember this.” I waved the photo at him. “I’m smiling - and, I’m blushing. Why am I smiling at you?”

He looked down. “That was the very first time I made contact with you. I’d been watching you for a year. I had to meet you to know,” he paused and I sensed his next words would horrify me. “I had to know,”

“You had to know what?” I whispered.

“If I could break you.”

My blood turned cold as I looked down into the photo once again. Calix’s head was cocked to the side and he was looking down at me. Even through the glass of the café the camera had caught the pink of my cheeks. I wasn’t looking at him, but rather into my cup of coffee.

“And you determined from this meeting that I was - breakable?”

“Yes.”

Pulling a shaky breath into my lungs, I straightened my shoulders. “How? I don’t remember this - you.”

“You barely even looked up at me.” His eyes were trained on my face and a small smile touched his lips. “I sat next to you with the excuse that there were no other seats. You were reading a book and sipping your coffee, clearly uninterested. Clearly inexperienced. This picture was taken just after you’d placed your book back into your purse. I’d asked you if it was a good one and you blushed.”

I looked down into the photo again. “That’s it?”

“That’s it.” He confirmed.

“And you knew I was breakable how?”

“Your inexperience. You were so soft and innocent - so breakable.”

I closed my eyes, marveling at the story a single picture held. Really, a photo - one photo was worth a thousand words. Because even though nothing had happened and I didn’t even remember being with him in this café, I knew that we could craft some marvelous affair. It was proof, however untrue, that we had been together prior to him taking me.

I said nothing as I flipped through more photos. Calix’s car sitting outside the park I’d so often visited - vacant. Assumptions could easily be made that we were walking through the park together. A place we so often rendezvoused. Beside the photos, there were dates, and I knew, if it were investigated, we would find I’d been walking within the park at those exact times.

There were images of us on our honeymoon in crowded places with numerous people I could easily attract to help me. In every photo, I was smiling, leaning into him, kissing him - I looked happy. There wasn’t one photo that would contradict that we had been together prior to his taking me. It truly was the perfect lie.

When I had come to the end of the photos, I took a moment to gather my thoughts as I stared at the cream color of the folders back. And then, I looked up at Calix. “This is everything?”

“No.” He shook his head and I felt a small piece of me tense inside at the thought that there be more. I honestly didn’t know if I could handle anything more. I didn’t know if I could handle any other revelation.

But I didn’t let on that I was a mess inside. Instead, I straightened my spine and nodded. “Go on.”

“You’ll need to call Jaylah with a message to give verbally to your father upon giving him the file.”

“Wait.” I interrupted him. “We’re sending the file to Jaylah?”

“Yes.” He nodded. “Jaylah will receive the file that she will deliver to your father with a message that will, undoubtedly force him to stand down.”

I raised a brow, trying desperately to still the shaking of my hands. “What is the message?”

***

“You want me to give Dad the folder - with a message?” Jaylah shrieked into the phone. “He’s losing his mind, Nova. Don’t you think you should just call him and try and talk to him?”

“I can’t, Jay.” I could feel Calix’s eyes on me as I spoke to my sister. “Please, just do this one last thing. If it doesn’t work I’ll,” I sighed. “I’ll try something else. Please, just this last thing.”

“Alright, what’s the message?” She conceded, but I could already sense her regret.

“I need you to tell Dad that if he chooses to continue fighting my relationship with Calix, that his position with the Navy as well as his involvement in the take down of one of the largest shipments from the Columbian Drug Cartels will become public knowledge.” I sniffled through the emotion gathering in my throat. “Tell him the press release has been created and at the click of a mouse it will be viral.”

“Nova!” Jaylah gasped. “Releasing that information could - it could,”

“Releasing that information would be a death sentence.” I replied factually, clinically, coldly.

“To our whole family.” Jaylah gasped.

“You would be safe.” I whispered. “Calix would protect you. Your identities would be - changed.”

“Nova,” Jaylah’s voice was shaking with desperation. “You can’t be serious, right now.”

“It’s Dads choice now, Jay.” I said harshly, before a tear slid from my eye. “It’s his choice - it’s all in his hands now.”

“Nova, please think about this.”

“I have. We have been thinking of this for months, Jaylah. This is all we have now. This is all we have to use against him.”

“Do you,” she sniffled. “Do you think he’ll back down?”

“I don’t know.” A tear slid from my eye. “But I pray he does.”

“I’ll do it.” Jaylah promised. “But promise me we’ll be safe, Nova.”

“I promise.” I nodded even though I knew she couldn’t see me. “I love you.”

“I love you too.”

As the line went dead, I stared at Calix through determined eyes. “There is no press release and there will be no press release, Calix. This is an empty threat and nothing more, do you understand me?”

“Nova,”

“Do you understand me?” I screamed through the fear building up in my chest for my family. “I won’t put them in danger, Calix! I won’t!”

He stood, moving quickly across the room to gather me against his chest. “I know. It’s not real, love. We simply had to ensure Jaylah believed we were willing to act on our threat. If she believes there is a threat, your father will be more apt to believe we aren’t bluffing.”

“This hurts.” I sobbed into his chest. “It hurts so badly to know that I’m the one causing my family pain.”

“No, love.” He shook his head. “Not you - me. I am causing them pain. This is all because of me.”

“No!” I pushed away from him. “You don’t get to take the blame for this, Calix. You don’t get to take the blame for everything.”

“Nova,”

“Stop!” I sobbed. “Please, just stop. I need for you to stop putting everything on your shoulders, Calix. I need for you to see yourself as the man I love - not the man who is forever hurting me and my family. This time it isn’t you - it’s me - and it’s my father.”

“This is about me and your father, love.”

I shook my head. “It’s about him wanting to keep me safe from you, Calix.”

“We will get through this safely.” He promised words I knew he couldn’t possibly keep. “We will get through this - all of us.”

I nodded, falling against his chest as I always did when I needed comfort from the very rough world I lived within. “I love you.”

He kissed the top of my head, lifting me into his arms. “I love you, Nova.”

***

The bathroom was still filled with steam from my long hot shower, when I opened the bedroom door. I was surprised to find Calix sitting on the corner of the bed, waiting for me. He’d been working more and more throughout the night, and I’d gotten used to sleeping without him, but obviously tonight he was making an exception. I was grateful for his presence, because tonight I was feeling as though the weight of the world was resting on my chest. And honestly, it was just too much.

I needed my husband.

Pausing to stand beside the open doorway, I spoke quietly, unsurely. “Are you going to stay with me tonight?”

His eyes flickered over my body. “Do you want me to?”

I nodded. “So badly.”

“Then I’m here to stay.” He offered me a small smile that I felt deep in my heart as I moved quickly across the room in my housecoat. As though knowing I was making a beeline for straight for his arms, he stood from the bed to spread his arms wide. As I crashed against his chest, he asked in gravelly tones. “What’s this, love?”

“I miss you.” I whispered against his chest, already feeling my body melt against his. “I miss you so much.”

“I’m right here.” He cooed. “How can you miss me?”

“You’ve been in the house, Calix - but you’ve not been with me.” I tipped my head back to look into his brilliant eyes. “I miss you coming to bed with me and I miss you sleeping next to me throughout the night. I miss waking up to you beside me, Calix. I miss my husband.”

He cupped my cheek with one large hand and I nuzzled his palm, feeling my eyes close as though the lids were simply to heavy to remain open another moment longer. “Why am I just hearing of this now, love?”

“Because I know you need to work on - everything.”

“What I need is to be the kind of husband who knows when his wife needs him.” He lowered his head to press his lips to my forehead. “I need for you to tell me when you miss me, love.”

“I miss you now.”

“I’m going nowhere tonight.” He promised, quirking a decadent looking grin at me. “Actually, I have a surprise for you?”

I startled. “You do?” I felt my frown tug at my brow as I quickly scanned the room. “What is it?”

He grinned. “Sorry, love, no macaroons this time.”

I raised a brow at his teasing tone. “You have been working an awful lot. Do you not think I deserve macaroons?”

He chuckled. “I’m willing to bet that you love this surprise much more than macaroons.”

“Oh really?” I leaned back once again to pin him with doubting eyes. “I think I need to see this surprise before I say anything more.”

He chuckled. “Get into bed, love.”

I giggled, slipping from his arms as I teased playfully. “Well if this is my surprise - maybe the macaroons would have been a better idea.”

“You do not prefer macaroons to my cock, love. No amount of convincing will make me believe such nonsense.” His tone was darkly serious and I felt butterflies swarm in my belly as I snuggled beneath the thick duvet covering the bed.

“Very true.” I batted my eyes flirtatiously. “Do you plan on servicing me, or what?”

He smirked. “What happened to the romance my wife has always adored?”

“The pregnancy hormones have eaten every ounce of romance your wife had in her.” I patted the bed next to me. “Shall we, sir?”

Calix watched me with an expression that stated he was trying with all his might to restrain his laughter. His determination to keep his amusement hidden was almost enough to make me laugh out loud, but miraculously, I was able to practice a little of my husbands cool calm restraint - because I didn’t laugh. Not. One. Audible. Giggle.

Inside, I was laughing up a storm though.

“That’s not the surprise I had in mind, love.” Calix moved toward the bed. “Although - if you’re offering,”

“Nope.” I shook my head firmly, hugging the blankets around my swollen belly and breasts. “I want my surprise. If this wasn’t it, we’ll just have to revisit this after I receive my surprise.”

His eyes glimmered as he rounded the bed to his side closest to the door before opening the bedside drawer. He pulled his laptop from the cubby and I felt my heart thunder in my chest. I didn’t exactly have any good experiences with Calix’s laptops. Every time he’d shown me anything with technology, it had been to display video’s of my family for some twisted purpose or another. Seeing his laptop now, was most definitely a surprise. Hell, it was the last thing I’d been expecting.

“What are you doing?” I asked darkly - all humor gone.

His shoulders stiffened. “I’m showing you your surprise.”

“I don’t want it.”

“Nova,”

I interrupted him. “We’ve been having a nice night, Calix. Please don’t ruin it with a video - I don’t want to see a video.”

The depressing sound of his heavy sigh was painful. When he shook his head, I knew I’d been on the wrong track. “It’s not the kind of video you’re thinking, love.”

“Oh?” I shifted in the bed, suddenly curious despite my better judgment. “Well, what kind of video is it then?”

“May I show you?” He asked politely, shocking me with his request for permission. Calix had never particularly been a man to ask for - well - anything.

Swallowing my insecurities, I nodded. “Okay. I’m ready.”

“You have nothing to prepare yourself for, Nova. You will love this.”

“Okay.” I nodded, gesturing toward the laptop. “I want to know.”

Calix opened the screen and I gasped. It was a video, for sure - but he’d been right. It wasn’t at all what I had been expecting. “What do you think?”

“It’s our bedroom - in Alberta.”

“It is.” He nodded.

“But it’s different.”

I leaned forward, watching as the video played. I felt as though I were suddenly standing back in the bedroom he’d first brought me to, when he’d became my captor. But it was different. Where the wall had stood on my side of the bed, closest to the large balcony - there was now no wall, but an archway leading into another room.

Calix pointed to the screen. “I asked my grandmother to hire someone to connect the suites so that the nursery can be attached to our room.” He shifted beside me and I sensed his nerves. “What do you think?”

“I - I love it.” I looked at him, before looking back once again to the screen. I didn’t want to miss a thing.

“It’s been painted white. So all you have to do now is decide what colors you want the nursery to be, and I’ll have the decorator work them into the room with paint and wall art - if you, uh, want.”

I blinked, feeling tears fill in my eyes. I couldn’t help but wonder how I’d ever thought Calix was anything but father material. The man would make a model father - for a boy. I had a feeling he would be much too over protective of a girl.

“This is amazing.” I wiggled up to press a kiss to his lips. “Thank you, Calix.”

He smiled. “Have you thought of some colors you’d like to make the nursery?”

“Well,” I game a small shrug. “We’re waiting until the baby is born to know the sex - so we can’t go with pink or blue.”

He nodded. “You have a color in mind, love.” He predicted - he knew me so well. “Share it with me.”

“I was thinking white, yellow, and gray.” I smiled at the blank canvas of a room. “It would work for either a boys room or a girls.”

He beamed. “I’ll tell the decorator.”

“I’m glad you like it too.”

His eyes were shimmering with childlike joy as he asked. “Are you ready for the second half of your surprise?”

“The second half?” I felt my brows rise. “There’s more?”

“Definitely more.” He clicked a tab open from the bottom of the screen and I watched as a baby boutique ordering website filled the screen. “Now we have to decorate.”

Tears filled my eyes as I my mind began fantasizing about everything we could do to make our baby’s room comfortable, homey, and us. “You are a perfect man, Calix.” I pointed to an elegant white painted crib. “That’s our baby’s crib.”

Calix clicked his mouse over the crib before clicking on a bib that read Daddy’s Boy.

My eyes landed on his face. “You think we’re going to have a boy?”

He nodded. “You think we are, and I trust your instincts.” Then he moved the mouse to the Daddy’s Girl bib and clicked that one as well. “But just incase, we’ll get one for each.”

The sound of laughter followed us for the next couple hours as we ordered everything we could possibly need for the arrival of our little one.


Chapter 18

A loud bang rattles the bedroom door and I fly upright, just as Calix’s arm pushes me back down onto the bed. He curves his body around mine, encasing me in the protectively weak shell that is his body. We’re both wide awake now - all delirium from sleep had vanished as our hearts pounded painfully in our chests.

“Don’t move.” Calix’s low voice growls into my ear as his breath washes over my skin. “Not an inch.”

“Kay.” I squeaked, barely even moving my lips.

I was terrified. The last time we’d been interrupted in our bedroom, in the dead of the night, had been the night everything in my life had changed for the second time in such a short timeframe. Hell, that night I had thought I’d lost Calix forever. I’d grieved for him for months, aching for him, craving him. I could not go through that again. I would not go through that again.

“Stay here.” Calix whispered - and then I felt his body moving away from mine.

I felt a little like my very soul were being torn from within me. I’d only known this pain once before - the day that I’d been taken from Calix. There were simply some things that my soul couldn’t face - and living without Calix was one of those things. I needed him now - like I needed air to breathe. Calix had made me this way. He had conditioned me to ache for him with the senseless desperation of a heroin addict. I thought nothing of myself in that moment. In that moment I was entirely focused on Calix. Wrenching the top blanket from the bed, I pulled it against my chest as I pushed myself up from the bed, my hand reaching out to grip his wrist.

“Where are you going?”

The door rattled again and this time a voice rang out. “Calix, open the God damned door before I break it down!”

The sound of Neil’s voice put a pause to the rapid beating of my heart and I saw relief bloom in Calix’s troubled eyes as he sighed a deep breath. Pointing to the closet, he growled a command. “Get dressed.”

I nodded before scurrying off the bed toward the closet. I knew he was upset with me for not listening and remaining down where he felt I was safe, but something was obviously wrong. I mean, Neil would never come banging on Calix’s bedroom door if something weren’t seriously troubling him - or threatening us.

The thought lit a new flame under my butt and I reared into action. Shoving my legs into black leggings, I pulled a heavy gray knitted sweater over my large belly. The baby was due at the end of May, beginning of June. It was currently the middle of April and to say that I was anything but the size of a horse was just a blatant lie. I was huge - another point on the betting board that I was having a boy.

Suddenly, Calix appeared in the closet, already reaching for his jeans. As he was shoving his legs into the material, he commanded orders. “Get your boots on, love.”

“What?” I gasped. “What’s going on?”

“You’re father was spotted leaving the main dock. He’ll be here soon.” I watched, stunned in stillness as Calix shoved a black shirt down over his head. “You need to get your boots on, love. We’re leaving the island - now.”

“Calix.”

“Now!” He roared, stunning me into action.

Turning away from him, I shoved my feet into the suede black boots he’d bought for me. When I turned to find him holding a jacket ready for me to slide my arms into, I didn’t hesitate. When I was dressed to his satisfaction, he grabbed my hand in his - not my wrist - and pulled me from the room. We moved down the stairs quickly, straight to the back door where Neil and the other man met us. Neil looked ready for war, but the other man looked - slightly afraid.

“Where are we going?” I asked shrilly as we started moving quickly from the back door, along a path that led into the trees. “The boat - it’s the other way.”

“We have a back up to be used for situations like this.” Neil explained. “We need to hurry. There isn’t much time.”

As we moved through the trees, cold air washed over my skin. One would think I’d be hot with the physical exertion spent to move so quick, but I wasn’t. I was chilled down to the very bone. As we came to a small clearing, Neil uncovered a boat that had been hidden well by mock overgrowth. It wasn’t nearly as large as the boat we’d been using to travel back and forth between the main island and this one.

As I looked over the dark waters lapping at the rocky shore, I felt my belly churn in fear. Tightening my fingers around Calix’s hand I whispered. “The water - it’s dark.”

“It’s night. Of course the water is dark.”

“Calix - I can’t do this.” I shook my head, moving back away from the boat. “I can’t go onto that water.”

“Nova,” his eyes softened, but they were frantic none-the-less. “We don’t have time, love. You have to get on this boat.” He tugged me closer into the circle of his chest. “Everything will be fine, love.” His eyes looked up to land somewhere over my head. “Throw me a life jacket.”

Behind me, I heard rummaging in the boat, before a low curse sounded. “Fuck.” I closed my eyes as fear began to rush behind my ears. I felt dizzy. “Where the hell are the life jackets?”

“I,” The other guard stuttered. “I thought,”

Calix stiffened as his eyes swept up to land on the stuttering man. “You thought what? Were you not instructed to prepare the boat for emergency evacuation?”

“I was, Sir,”

“Where are the life jackets?”

“I forgot them.” He replied quietly and a small moan fled from between my lips.

As always, Calix commanded the situation. I heard him moving through the little boat before I saw him in front of me once again. Gripping my arms, he bent his knees to look down into my face. “You’ll hold onto this, love.” He handed me a small floatation ring before he set about tying the string around my waist. “Everything will be fine. It’s a short ride to the main dock. We will be safe.”

I felt ashen and sick to my stomach as I glanced once more out over the dark water. Then I whispered my words of fear. “Calix, there are creatures living in these waters. This isn’t like the lake at home - the things in these waters - they will kill us.” I shook my head adamantly. “I can’t get in the boat - I can’t. Not at night.”

“Nova, I know you’re afraid. I know you don’t like dark water - but I’m right here. I’ll be right here next to you and I won’t allow anything to happen to you. I promise you, love. I’ll be right next to you the entire time.”

A tear slipped from my eye just in time for Neil’s interruption. “They will be arriving on the island within minutes. We have a short window to get away undetected, Calix. If we’re going to go - we need to go now.”

Calix’s hands tightened on my arms. “Nova, we need to leave now. I don’t want to force you into the boat, but I will, love.” His eyes were determined and I knew, that if I forced him to act, he would. So, I didn’t force him.

Nodding my head through my fears, I spoke. “Okay, I-I’m coming.”

Calix settled us into the boat. We were sitting at the back while Neil and the other guard, who I still couldn’t remember his name, settled into the chairs at the front. As the boat pulled away from the shore, I felt my heart slamming painfully in my chest. I wanted desperately to close my eyes - to look anywhere but at the terrifying black waters surrounding us, but I couldn’t. I literally could not look at anything but the deep abyss that could, and would, swallow me up at first chance. We’d been on the water for a good five minutes, speeding over the waves, when another boat sounded into the still distance. Sitka town lights glowed into the ebony of the sky stretching above us, and I knew, if we only pushed ahead, we could get there. We could get to safety.

I no longer cared about facing my father and his men. All I wanted was to place my feet on solid ground. I wanted to be safe. I wanted my body - the body that housed my child - to arrive onto solid ground safely.

The roaring of the speedboat my father and his men possessed was coming closer and closer - and this time, when the urge to close my eyes surfaced, I was able to close them.

Tilting my face toward the Heavens above, I prayed. I prayed for every soul that balanced precariously on the thread between life and death - teetering unsteadily - on the damning waters beneath us. I prayed for my father and his men. I prayed for everyone in my boat - and I prayed for my child.

Our child was so close to touching life’s sensations. In just over a month, our child would come into this world - loved immensely by two very flawed people. In just over a month, our child would open its eyes to see a blue sky, shimmering stars, and the blended colors of a warm sunset. In just over a month, our child would experience the promise that came with the light of each new day.

“Why are they gaining on us?” Calix demanded, breaking through my painful prayers to rattle me back into reality.

“Our boat is much smaller.” Neil shook his head. “There is nothing I can do.”

“Fuck!” The desperation in Calix’s voice stabbed a place so deep inside my heart, I felt almost heartsick. Reaching across the space between us, I clutched his hand.

“We’re going to be okay.” I promised.

“I’m so sorry, love. I should have known he’d find us. I should have been moving you regularly.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

“We’re going to be okay.” I repeated - because right now, I couldn’t believe this night would result any other way. I needed for us to be okay. I needed for us to survive this night - no matter how bleak and unpromising that possibility seemed.

Against all the odds, I needed to believe we would all live to watch the sun rising over the sturdy Alaskan Mountain Range.

Just then, as though fate was determined to prove my promise wrong, my father’s boat sided up next to ours. I could see him standing in the center of the boat - his eyes angry on mine.

Shaking my head at him, I stood up from my seat as a large man lifted his body onto the edge of the boat - and then he sprung forward. Neil twisted the wheel of the boat, steering us sharply to the right. My balance teetered and time slowed as the man landed beside me. I watched as Calix reached a hand out to catch me, but the man cold clocked him in the jaw, intercepting his saving reach. My legs hit the back of the boat and before I knew what was happening I was tumbling over the side. Something hard hit the side of my head, as a bright light pulsed behind my eyes.

Right before I hit the water, I heard my name rip from Calix’s lips - and then there was nothing but the stifling silence of the water surrounding me - filling me - crushing me.

It’s cold. So terribly cold - and dark. I can’t see anything, and every time I open my eyes, the icy salt stings them.

So, I don’t open them.

I can’t see anything, and I can’t stop thinking of the creatures lurking within the dark abyss surrounding me in its glacial blanket of death. The thought numbs me - or maybe it’s the cold water - I don’t know. All I know, is my feet stop kicking and my arms stop flailing.

I’m sinking.

The water swallows me whole - its greedy belly eager to taste and savor my life. I can feel my body sinking lower and lower, my clothing weighting me down. As the pressure constricts my lungs, and bubbles tumble from between my lips - there is a moment - a blissful, beautiful moment, right before my world turns black - where I am not afraid.

For a moment, I feel warm.

And right as the darkness closes in - a peace settles over me - and I know with clarifying certainty - my fight is over.


Chapter 19

Calix’s POV

The sight of Nova falling into the dark waters, her pale, delicate skin stung by the chill of the iced depths, flipped a dangerous switch in my brain. The man I’d been trying to be for my wife’s innocently delicate nature morphed into the monster lurking beneath the thin layer of my skin.

Time slowed.

The look on her face as she lost her footing as the boat shifted sharply, was a look of utter horror. It seared to my brain like a slideshow on pause. It was funny how, in that moment, as I watched her fall - all I could think about was how terrified she’d always been of dark water. Throughout our relationship, I’d forced her, repeatedly, to face that particular fear - but the look on her face now wasn’t a look of acceptance. Terror flashed in the depths of her honey colored eyes and her lips were frozen in the shape of an O but no sound escaped from their parting.

Then, there was a splash. It was like a condemnation - the chilling ring of a prison cage closing in on a death sentence.

My brain didn’t register the sound tearing from between my lips, as a cry of utter agony tore into the night air. And it was in that moment - that particular instance - where the monster existing within my entity made his rancorous appearance.

The man who’d intercepted my reach for Nova looked ready to jump into the water after her - but I couldn’t allow him near her. I just couldn’t. My motions were quick and decided - instinctual. My fist connected with the side of his head in one quick, deliberate hit - and his body thudded to the floor. Stripping from my jacket, I dropped the material to the floor as blood rushed loudly in my ears. I couldn’t hear. I couldn’t focus on anything, but getting to her.

My motions were quick as I dove into the water where the floating tube bobbed, falling beneath the waves only to rise again. The string I’d tied around Nova’s waist was pulled tight - and I knew - if I followed its length, I would find her.

Swimming down into the darkness along the length of the rope, I fought through the pain of the stinging salty chill to keep my eyes open. And then I saw her. Through the ominous darkness, there was a soft, deathly soft white glow. I realized, with a painful pang in my heart - that it was her skin. Gripping her fingertips, I tugged, feeling her body and its deadweight strain my body, begging to be left within the cold abyss. My legs kicked desperately as I struggled to pull her up to the surface. And then, suddenly, there was movement. As my heart lodged in my chest, I recognized the movement as her father. He was working deliberately at her clothing. First, her boots - and then her jacket. His arm circled the swell of her waist as he kicked upward, pushing with his other hand and I swam alongside them, my fingers still holding tight to hers.

***

“I’m so sorry, Nova.” I breathed across the smooth, pale skin of her throat. My hands slid through her soft dry hair splayed over the pillow around her very delicate face. “I’m so sorry. You have to wake up, love.”

“Enough.” The sound of her father’s voice startled and infuriated me, but I refused the monster within his desire to tear through the son-of-a-bitch sitting on the other side of my wife’s bed. He was sated by the knowledge that she was alive and here, because of him. He’d been the one to do what I hadn’t been able - pull her from the waters deathly hold.

I didn’t look away from her face as I replied. “She’s not safe with me.”

“She won’t be safe until we decide this feud between us is over.” He replied tensely. “Neither will my grandson.”

At the mention of my son’s safety, my eyes connected with Mark’s and I felt my spine straighten - my monster raged within my body for release. Nova’s body has been through so much. Upon arriving at the hospital in Sitka, Nova was immediately taken in for an emergency C-section. She’d had an internal bleed that, if not operated on, would have ended both hers and our sons life. I’d sat in the waiting room with my men, while her father and his men sat next to us. There was an unspoken agreement within that room - a promise of war if she didn’t make it out of the operating room with her life intact. But to be honest, I would have died a happy man if only to join her in the afterlife.

However, the moment they called me in to see my son for the first time - everything changed. I knew that I couldn’t leave this world when this small soul relied so much upon me - but he needed his mother. And then, for the very first time in my life, I prayed. I fell to my fucking knees and I prayed. I didn’t know what or who I was praying to - but I had nothing else. Her life was the only thing I couldn’t buy. Her life was the only thing I wanted in this world - and it didn’t come with a price. For the first time since my parent’s death, I felt completely and utterly lost. Even the night she was taken had nothing on this feeling of desperation that was curdling within my body - because that night I had been willing to give my own for her happiness. Now, all I wanted was the chance to give her another eighty years of happiness with me. I would do anything, give anything, to be given that chance. So, I prayed - because everything I had to lose was on the gambling table. Prayer was a gamble - and I was going all in.

Feeling my thoughts come back to the present, I sneered. “Are you threatening my son, Mark?”

“I would never threaten my grandson.” The tense undertone in his reply mirrored my own. “Or my daughter.”

I turned my attention back to my wife, “Nova, love, open your eyes. I’m sorry for everything - please, open your eyes.”

Mark sighed heavily. “It wasn’t your fault, Calix.”

“I couldn’t save her.” I lifted my eyes to his, hating myself more in this moment than any other before. “I couldn’t save her from drowning.”

“You’ve not been trained.” He stated matter of fact - and in the silence after his words - I realized what he was doing. He was offering his acceptance of me in his daughter’s life. Before I had a chance to speak, he continued. “I’ve spent my life training for situations like the one we faced - but we will never, ever, face a situation of the like again, Calix.”

I nodded. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying this is over.” He gestured to the space between us. “I’m saying that I won’t fight you any longer. I won’t object to you in her life, because no matter how you got there, she loves you. It has become clear to me just how deeply she loves you, and I know, that nothing I do will convince her you’re wrong for her.”

“I am wrong for her.” I replied under my breath.

“You are.” He agreed. “But that doesn’t matter, because she is all that matters. You are her choice - you made certain you were her choice - so you’re going to be the man who continues making her happy. You will be a father to my grandson, you will love my daughter, and you will accept that the past has happened.” I flinched at the veiled mention of my parent’s death. “Because the past is the past. If we refuse to let it rest, it will follow us into the future.” He looked down into Nova’s face and my eyes followed his. “Focusing on the past has brought us here. If we don’t let it go - more people will be hurt.”

I knew what he was saying - and looking down into Nova’s pale skin - I knew in the deep of my heart that I could allow no other to suffer for the sins of the past. Forgiveness wasn’t something I’d ever practiced - nor would I offer it to the man who ended my parents lives - but the vendetta dies tonight.

“There will be no more lives lost.” I replied darkly. “It ends here and now.”

Mark nodded stiffly. “Hurt her and it all begins again.”

My eyes flared. “I love her.”

He flinched at my words, but he acknowledged them none-the-less. “I know.”

***

Nova

My mouth is dry. It feels as though it’s been coated in - velvet?

My body feels heavy and - stiff.

My eyes - they don’t want to open.

In the distance, there is a beeping. It’s persistent and slightly annoying - constant.

I am warm.

The realization that I’m warm hits me hard, and then there is a rush of sensation that moves through my body - like a violent ocean wave. And I remember. Everything.

I remember the island.

I remember trying to escape in a small boat across dark waters.

I remember falling into those waters.

And I remember peace - the peace of a presumed death.

And then, in that moment, I remember my baby.

I am warm and there is a beeping that my mind now registers as a hospital monitor. There is a pain lurking behind my eyes that pleads for me to close them as soon as they open to the assaulting bright lights, but I don’t. I can’t. My baby...

My eyes look down to my belly - it’s less swollen. The sight makes my throat feel tight and I fear for a moment that it’s closing. Sorrow is closing in on my soul as I realize - my baby is gone.

The room is large. My bed is sitting in the center of the room, against a wall. There are two chairs, and two men, sitting next to me on either side. My father - and my husband.

It takes Calix a second to realize my eyes have opened, before he’s standing over the bed. His hands capture my face as he laughs a strangled sound of relieved agony.

I’m confused.

“You’re awake.” He lowered his lips to mine, but I can’t register his action in time to respond to his kiss. “I was so afraid, love.”

I open my mouth as he pulls away, and as I try to speak, I realize I can’t. Coughing dryly, I eagerly accept the water and straw that my father hands me. It’s cooling - quenching.

As soon as I know I can speak, I ask the question I know has the power to kill me. “My baby?”

My father tenses, but he doesn’t reply as Calix smiled an assuring grin.

“He’s fine, love.” His hands smooth my hair back from my face lovingly. “He’s alive and well.”

“He?” Emotion so potent, I feel momentarily paralyzed, rushes through my body. Then the flooding of joyful tears pour from the corner of my eyes.

Calix nodded. “He. You were right, love. Our baby is a boy.”

The sound of my laughter is a foreign sound that I can’t halt even when my father’s brows plunge high into his hairline. When I finally gather myself, I turn my attention to my father. “You have a grandson, daddy.”

His face is tight as he nods. I know he is frustrated and at a loss, but I don’t care. It’s time we put all this crap behind us - because the mistakes of the past have negatively impacted enough lives - I’ll be damned if I allow the mistakes to have any impact, what-so-ever on my son.

I watched my father’s lips tighten before he spoke. “It would seem I do.”

“You have to stop this - both of you.” I croak just as the door opens and a woman wearing a blue scrub uniform with little yellow ducks printed into the fabric of her shirt smiles at me.

“You’re awake.” She beamed brightly. “How are you feeling?”

“I would like to see my baby, please?”

She flashed me another smile before speaking - her words were unrelated to my question and I immediately felt irritated. “I’ll page the doctor.”

“But,”

Calix laid his hand on mine, linking his fingers through mine. “Let’s allow the doctor check you over and then we’ll see him, okay?”

There was a soft authority to Calix’s voice that had me nodding in agreement.

I allowed the doctor to check me over, obediently answering his every question. I learned that I’d had an emergency C-section upon being brought into the hospital in Sitka Alaska - where our baby boy was brought into this world. I also learned that I’d had severe hypothermia and had been unconscious for nearly nine days.

None of that mattered, because I also learned my baby was healthy and strong - and his mommy’s vitals were finally stable. He would finally be in my arms.

***

The same nurse with the little yellow ducks decorating her scrub shirt was wheeling in the product of Calix’s and my love - and my heart was weeping with joy. My hands were tingling with the need to touch him and hold him and show him that his mommy is well and going nowhere.

I watched with a soaring heart as Calix moved from the side of the bed to lift our baby into his arms. My ears twitched at the sound of the small breaths our baby was taking - and I knew - no matter how many years I lived that I would never ever forget this sound. It was committed to memory, protected under lock and key. Cherished.

When Calix finally turned to lay our baby into my arms for the very first time - my world took pause. Nothing outside of this moment mattered as I looked down into the handsome face of my son. When he looked up into my eyes with the eyes of his father - I knew everything in the world that had been wrong, was suddenly, and unexplainably, made right.

Immediately, I knew our sons name. “Kellan Keith McKnight.”

Calix grinned an emotion filled grin as he kissed my forehead. When he spoke, his words trembled into the breathy silence of the room. “Strong name, love.”

“After your father, Calix.”

“I love you, Nova McKnight.”

“I know.” I smiled - because I had never been so happy as I was in this moment. “And I love you.”

***

Looking back a year from now, I never could have imagined in my wildest dreams that I would be where I am today. I have a beautiful life that has flourished under the most unexpected of situations.

I never could have anticipated that the man who had taken me so many months ago would be the man I would want to spend the rest of my life loving, building a family with, and striving for happiness beside - but he was. Calix McKnight was everything to me. He was the father of my child and the man of my dreams. He was the keeper of my soul.

Kellan Keith McKnight is three months old today. He is the sunshine to every shadow that has ever crossed over my life. Calix has taken time away from work, running everything from home, as his family settles into a new life in Alberta.

After leaving the hospital in Sitka, I returned with Calix and our son, to our home in the Rocky Mountains. My father and Calix had come to a truce of some unexplainable kind while sitting at my bedside in the hospital. To this day, I still don’t know what happened between the men - but they are no longer feuding. I can’t say that my father likes Calix, or that Calix is any way fond of my father, but they’re no longer trying to end each other’s lives. I must admit, that I am somewhat anticipating the eventfulness that will be our next Christmas.

My father has returned to work, although what he does is still unclear to me and probably will always remain unclear to me - I have been assured he is needed.

Since my return home to Alberta, I was surprised to find that my mother has also moved from Seattle to be closer to both her new grandson and myself. I can’t say that I’m unhappy to have her close, because I really am happy she’s here. I’ve always been a momma’s girl and the thought of living my life without having her to experience my happiest times with me, is a sad thought.

Jaylah and Officer Michael Andean have also moved to be closer to us, and surprise - they’re engaged to be married! Calix has decided to employ Michael Andean full time - although what it is he does exactly is also unclear.

Amy, my little sister, adores Calix. She’s probably the only member of my family who looks at him with trust in her eyes. She loves the land he’s purchased and the vacations he’s vowed to bring her on with us. To say that he’s dazzled her with his brilliant blue eyes is an understatement.

My mom and Amy spend a lot of time at the house visiting. My mother has grown quite close to Gabby, although sometimes I think she wonders how she’s found herself where she is - having a friendly relationship with the grandmother of the man who abducted her daughter.

I know it’s an odd situation - surreal really, but life is all about the unknown. If we knew where every bend in the road would lead us, our journeys wouldn’t be nearly as fulfilling.

As it is, I am in love with the journey that has led me to where I am. Looking back, there isn’t a single thing I would change. Because, every mistake has brought me here - to this place I love.

Warm hands circle around my waist and I know instinctively that Calix is behind me. Leaning my back into his chest, I stare ahead at the peaceful sleeping form of our son. His blue eyes are closed and his breathing - such a beautiful sound - is quiet and soothing. I am completely at peace.

“Are you ready for bed, love?” Calix whispers in my ear.

A smile tugs at the corner of my lips as I move my rear against his growing cock. “I’m always ready for bed with you, Calix.”

I don’t fight the pull as Calix leads me from the dimly lit nursery to our bedroom. Nor do I deny him as his hands slowly strip me of my clothing. Because the fact of the matter is that I’ve missed him. He’s always here - with me - surrounding me and inside me - but I’ve missed him regardless. My need for Calix has grown into something that I cannot explain. It is beautiful and dangerous in its consuming complexity.

I crave him.

Every minute of every day, when he is away from me or sitting beside me - I crave him. Everything will never be enough - and I don’t ever want the day to come - where I am fully sated. I live to crave this man. From the very beginning, he ignited a need I could never explain within my soul.

And now I know what it was.

The need within me was my soul recognizing its other half in Calix. Try as I might to fight him - I couldn’t. My body knew I belonged to him before my mind ever accepted the chilling reality. My unending craving for him is simply another thread weaving us tighter and tighter together - making us into the one we were always meant to be. We’ve lived our lives divided, but now, until the end of our days and into the promise of eternity, we will remain together. Connected.


Epilogue

Calix

The water is calm and the sun shimmering down over the Earth is warm. It’s late into the month of June and I can’t help but feel a building excitement inside at the thought of the summer we will be facing ahead. Nova has made it her mission to spend one month each summer here in Sitka, Alaska. She’s also been the force that has us travelling to this island every second year for Christmas.

The bench I’m sitting on creaks beneath my weight as I shift in place, watching my six year old son sailing his motorized boat over the waves of the brusque ocean water that once very nearly claimed both his and Nova’s life.

Although Nova isn’t sitting next to me - I know she’s near. I can feel her. I can always feel her. In spite of the years that have passed us by, the traumas we’ve survived, the impossibilities we’ve made possible, and the wrongs we’ve made right, Nova and I have made it through.

However, we’ve not made it unscathed.

I’ve always believed, that to every action there is a reaction. Consequence is nothing if not consequential. The very Earth rotates on the axis of consequence - because there is no action that goes without a reaction - hence the domino effect.

Every debt must be paid, and Nova and I are no exception.

We haven’t paid in money; the punishment so many fear. Instead, we’ve paid the ultimate price for our sins - our freedom.

Now, I’m not talking about imprisonment - at least not behind bars. My prison isn’t one from which I wish to be freed. Instead, it is the prison I’ve happily accepted my fate within - the prison of Nova.

You see, my actions, however deliberate, have had consequences.

When I stole Nova - I knew what I was doing. I knew I would break her down and build her back up into the woman who craved me with the same intensity that I craved her. In the beginning it had been about revenge - a vendetta sure to destroy us both - but that vendetta morphed into something much more powerful, much more consuming, much more dangerous. It morphed into a need so pure it became nearly tangible.

I’ve damaged my beautiful wife to a point of no return. I broke her - repeatedly, never even considering that with every time I shattered her bright soul, that I was also shaving away my own.

I’ve damaged, not only Nova, but myself. We’ve been through so much. Bad things happen all around us - towers falling like dominos in an earthquake - until everything surrounding us has been made trivial. Now, we are bared and exposed in a way that souls rarely find themselves. Now, we are one soul.

Since the birth of our son, Nova and I have spent no more than an hour apart. She’s always there - if not in the same room - she’s in the same building. I can feel her. In all that we’ve suffered together, somehow we’ve been sewn together.

Nova is my lover.

She is my mate.

She is my best friend and confidant.

She is the mother of my child and my consequence.

You see, Nova is my welcomed prison - my home - my heaven.

In her, I find my reason. She is the beating of my heart. I know with a certainty that thrives in my bones, that Nova is my life source.

When she goes, I will follow close behind because our souls were never meant to be two - divided. From the very beginning, the one we are was always what we were meant to be.
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