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      I constantly feel like I’m being followed but Niall says it’s in my head. I suppose it must be. Since every time I turn around there’s nothing and nobody suspicious there. Besides, my paranoia is unwarranted, I’m always with somebody so I’m always safe.

      The captain is in prison, one far away from me, all the way on the other side of the UK. If he was any further he’d be in the ocean again, except in a cell, not on a ship. As promised the law nailed him with multiple charges, but from what I’ve heard, nothing they have evidence on. He’s being made to serve until his trial and I’m being pushed to press charges and give my statement.

      It’s hard to talk about. Too hard. I’ve been avoiding it. Not only speaking about it but writing it down, dreaming about it. The more time that passes the more I forget, and that suits me just fine because whenever I think of my tumble into the ocean, or the fact I was nearly raped, I start trembling like a rattlesnake on the defence.

      It hasn’t been long, only two weeks since I got home after that ordeal, and for the most part I’ve pushed it from my mind. I’ve been pretending things are normal but they aren’t. How can they be?

      Niall is being attentive, he’s being great, all six foot of him is being nothing but soft and loving and understanding. But how understanding will he be when he knows the depth of my guilt?

      I wasn’t just kidnapped and assaulted. I was lost. A part of me got lost in those deep, leaf-green eyes on that blue fucking ocean.

      “Babe,” Niall calls from the kitchen, startling me from my thoughts. “It’s your brother.”

      I race to the phone as I always do when my brother uses his few minutes of phone time on me. Skidding to a stop on the cold white and black tiles, I take the cordless from Niall’s large, soft hand and lean into him as I put it to my ear.

      He tickles my back and kisses my temple but remains silent.

      “River,” I breathe, smiling genuinely for the first time since the last time we spoke. “It has been forever.”

      “Three days, Rain, fucking drama queen.” There’s humour to the gruffness of his tone and so much love. My brother is my rock, my idol. He’s everything to me and so much more. If it wasn’t for him I’d be serving time in a women’s prison somewhere. “That cop boyfriend of yours looking after you?”

      I relax against said cop boyfriend. “He is.”

      “Good.” He chuckles. “Found me any pen pal bitches to write to?”

      “I’ve been stuck in the middle of the ocean; your bitches haven’t been a priority.”

      “Fucking pirate is lucky he didn’t end up in my prison.”

      I hum my agreement all the while wishing Niall didn’t tell him about what happened to me, but it was inevitable. Word got around, and if my brother found out before Niall told him… I dread to think. I’m confident that he made the right choice.

      His deep voice pierces my thoughts, popping them and sending them away like a balloon from a needle point. “You spoke about it yet? It helps to talk.”

      “There’s nothing to say.”

      “Niall said you’re suffering, you won’t let him in.”

      I roll my eyes. “Suddenly you’re the expert on suffering?”

      “No, but I’d say your cop boyfriend is.”

      Niall tenses, having heard basically everything. I look at him to shoot a glare his way but lose my gumption and sigh instead, sagging further into his body. “Let’s just change the subject.”

      “Say the word, sis, and I’ll have him gutted for you.”

      I laugh nervously. “I have no doubts that you will but… leave him alone, let him rot, focus on getting out sooner. I miss you. I need you on the outside, not on the inside for another ten years.”

      “Unless you have a time machine, I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You can’t undo what we did.”

      “No, but I can run away faster.”

      We both laugh but it’s uneasy.

      “I’ll call you later,” he whispers, sounding more emotional now. “I miss you too, Rain.”

      The line goes dead with a clatter and I turn in Niall’s arms. He kisses my neck and rocks me, the bristle of his cheek against my temple.

      “Are you ready to talk?” His question is so gentle, like coaxing an angry bear to eat a scrap of food when he knows it’s not hungry. “You need to make a statement.”

      “I’ve told them how he orchestrated my kidnapping,” I reply, putting distance between us, using the orange juice in the fridge as an excuse.

      His almond-shaped grey eyes narrow. “You haven’t told them about the horrors you endured on the ship.”

      I look at him, wondering how I break his heart and admit that I’m a whore that has slept with the enemy.

      Softening, he takes a step to me and reaches out. “Whatever it is, I’ll love you regardless.”

      “Can we just leave it then? Never talk about it again? Please?” Tears spring to my eyes but the words won’t come. I’m terrified of losing him. He’s everything. “I… it was… just… please.”

      He nods, still saddened but still understanding. “Okay.”

      He won’t push me, not yet, but there will come a time that he’ll demand to know and I’ll have to tell him. I’m being selfish keeping it from him now but I simply do not have the courage to be that kind of honest.

      He really is everything to me, more so than Captain Calder ever was and ever will be.

      But unfortunately, even everything can shift to nothing in the blink of an eye and nothing… well, nothing can become everything.
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      I knew the truth the moment I woke up and vomited into the toilet basin I cleaned the night before. It still reeked of bleach to the point I’m surprised my eyes didn’t blister over.

      I flushed and brushed my teeth. I didn’t need a test to confirm it but I took one anyway less than an hour later, while my knees bounced with anxiety.

      “It’s typical isn’t it?” I say to Niall as he looks at the test on the edge of the basin. “That the moment things start to turn normal again, everything crashes down.”

      He stares at the stick much like I did my vomit this morning. He looks as forlorn and as helpless as I felt that first week on that fucking ship. The Sea Whore, just like me.

      “It can’t be mine, we didn’t until last week,” he murmurs, looking at me now. “It’s not mine is it?”

      Ah, that fateful night. The day I got my STI results back but my pregnancy screen came back inconclusive. I thought for sure that meant I wasn’t. I felt elated and like everything could be okay again.

      Niall and I finally made love, soft and sweet. He took his time, kissing me, caressing me, touching me in ways that used to light me up but now only make me remember the rough hands I truly crave in my dreams and fear in my waking moments. I needed it from him, I felt better afterwards, but now I feel so fucking devastated for both of us.

      “Probably not,” I reply quietly, waiting for him to lose his temper, something he doesn’t ever do.

      Still, even in this moment, he doesn’t falter. He just tosses the stick into the trash and lifts me from the toilet. His tenderness breaks the seal and I sob as he holds me and sob harder when he curls his body around mine in bed.

      “We’ll figure it out,” he promises and I can’t help but wonder why is he still here? “I love you, Rain. We’ll figure this out. I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “It’s his, Niall… isn’t it? Fate just couldn’t have been kinder.” I hug my pillow as he hugs me. “This is karma, for everything I’ve done.”

      “You didn’t do anything. You tried to con a few people, so fucking what? You’re not a bad person, Rain.”

      “How can you still defend me as I taint our lives with the child of another man?”

      He shakes his head and then buries his face in my hair. “You didn’t ask for this any more than I did.”

      But I did. I didn’t practise safe sex with a fucking pirate. I didn’t say no. I didn’t walk away. I didn’t tell the truth.

      “I’m not going to abandon you either.”

      And this is why I love him, honourable, loving Niall. The man of so many women’s dreams. Once the man of mine. Now a man of my nightmares plagues my sleep.

      His green eyes, his smug grin, the confidence in which he stands, demanding respect.

      Will I ever be rid of him?

      “Maybe we can move away to a different country?” I suggest and his silence has me wondering if he’s considering it. Would he do that for me?

      Niall kisses my neck and moves away. “We should eat.”

      “You don’t want to discuss this more?”

      He shrugs and sighs heavily. “What’s there to discuss? It is what it is.” We pause and stare at each other, the man who saved me twice. Once from a life of villainy and once from a life of piracy. I don’t deserve him. “You’re not getting an abortion.”

      I search his eyes. Is he against abortion? I didn’t know that about him. He’s never opened the conversation before. Kids aren’t something we’ve spoken about in great detail yet.

      “It could be an option?” I suggest, testing the waters.

      His soft gaze rolls over my face. “You’d never go through with it so what’s the point of entertaining it? Besides, it could still be mine.”

      I really, really hope it is.

      “I love you, Niall,” I say, searching his troubled eyes for strength. “I really do.”

      “I know, Rain, the feeling is mutual.”
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      “Come to me,” he insists and I turn in his bed, the blanket slides over my skin, creating a pocket of cool air around me. I shiver and pull it up over my head and nuzzle my face into his chest. He smells beautiful, like soap and the ocean and just a slight spray of his expensive aftershave.

      He chuckles at my movements and pulls the blanket over his head too so we’re both in the dark together. I can just make out his silhouette and feel his warm breath across my cheek.

      “Let’s stay under here forever,” I murmur, tired, cold, but safe in his arms that are slowly gathering me in.

      He sighs softly and rolls onto his back a fraction until my leg is hiked up and over one of his. My bare sex touches his soft thigh and I almost want to have sex with him again. “You’re beautiful, Rain. Does he tell you enough?”

      “What?” His words startle me…

      …straight out of my comfortable slumber.

      I sit up and throw the blanket off myself before harshly rubbing my eyes.

      It was him again, Captain. Why won’t he leave me be?

      I look around my shared room with Niall, at the pictures on the top of the chest of drawers. One of them has fallen onto its face, a picture of me and him at my brother’s engagement party five years ago. Back when my brother and Selina were happy.

      She was expecting too, much like I am.

      My heart breaks from the memory of the loss and my hand goes to my stomach. I should be as happy as they were at the news.

      Niall doesn’t want us to talk about the pregnancy, not yet. I know that for all of his gallant behaviour, he’s likely hoping the pregnancy resolves itself. He’d be a martyr if he wasn’t thinking that, though I know he’d never voice it. This can’t be easy for him.

      I have booked an appointment for next week just to discuss my options and find out what sort of things I should be taking to keep my body viable and healthy. It’s the scan I need more than anything. I am praying above all things that it’s Niall’s, there’s still a very small chance it could be. That would change everything, we could both be happy and celebrate. The time is going to drag, and until we know who’s fathered it, things are going to be tense between us.

      I look at the man sleeping soundly beside me and trail my fingertips around his small ear. His breath falters in slumber, making my lips tip up at the edges with a smile. Weeks ago, I begged to be back here with him in this very moment, and now I am, I feel out of place, like an imposter in my own home, in my own body.

      “You’re sad,” he murmurs, his eyes still closed. “It hangs around you like a dark cloud, stifling you… and me.”

      “I’m sorry.” His words slice me open, nearly penetrating the layer hiding my secrets. “I don’t know how to be happy right now.”

      “I know.” He pats the bed and pulls the blanket open, creating a space for me to burrow into, much like in my dream with another man. I absorb his heat and safety, grateful for both. “It’ll take time and therapy.”

      Therapy, the taboo word in this house.

      I’ve been going to see a man ever since I returned, he was recommended after my psyche evaluation but mostly we play chess as he asks me questions I daren’t give him the answers to.

      “I hate therapy.”

      “You aren’t even trying.”

      “I don’t want to remember it, okay?” I admit, turning away from him so he has to press his chest to my back.

      He leaves it and I feel him eventually drift back to sleep. The moment he does I climb out of bed and shower in preparation to see my brother at Belmore Prison in London. A rather high-security prison that he was transferred to because he escaped the last two places they held him in. Not for very long did he taste his faux freedom, but he still escaped and that’s what worries them. It’s one big game to him. He loves the thrill of the chase. Unfortunately, that thrill gave him an extra four years on his already hefty sentence.

      I wake Niall as I’m drying my hair and he finally climbs out of bed and drives me to where I need to be.

      

      Entering the large white room, I ignore the stares of the beige-clad inmates and move to my brother. He stands to his full six-foot-three height and wraps me in his massive biceps. I spot new ink on his bulging arm and prod it when he releases me for long enough to move.

      “Watch the ink,” he murmurs playfully.

      “No touching, inmate!” a guard bellows but River flips him off and sits back in his plastic chair as I take the one opposite, putting a table between us.

      I look him up and down, from the top of his dark hair, hair which is tied back into a short ponytail, to his hands on the table. His new ink is stunning, a puzzle piece that looks to be standing on the side of his arm, not flat against it. I wonder if it’s symbolic as it is a corner piece with no joining puzzle buddy in sight.

      “Best friend tat with the guy that bones you in the shower?” I jest and his electric-blue eyes narrow on me with humour. Eyes that mirror my own.

      “How you holding up, sis?” He flexes his biceps as he stretches his arms above his head and yawns.

      “Better than you probably. You’re working out too much. Look at the size of you. You’re a bear.”

      Chuckling, he offers me his hand to wrestle. I ignore it. There’s no way I can beat him and he knows it. “The ladies will love you when you get out.”

      “That’s the plan, but in ten years I might not be this good looking.”

      “Just behave, do what you can,” I whisper, placing my hand over his. “I need you now more than ever.”

      We share a familial look until he breaks the connection by rubbing his eyes with the heels of his palms. “How’s Mum?”

      “She wants to see you.”

      “She’ll break down if she sees me in here.”

      Mum is very fragile mentally. Our childhood with her was a sheltered one, she panicked over every little thing. Every bump, scrape, fight, etc. We were swaddled too tight but she meant well. She’s not brave, she can’t handle stress and she has a bad heart to throw into the mix. “That’s why you need to get out.”

      “I’m working on it, Rain. It’s going to take more time than I thought. I need somebody I can trust on the inside.”

      We share another look and I want more than anything to just hug him again. I’m a hugger. I like hugs. I feel better when I’m being held or holding someone.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” he mutters, scratching his freshly shaven jaw. “It’s hard for me too.”

      “I know,” I blurt, taking his hand over the table as my eyes fill with tears. “I don’t mean to guilt you… I just…” My lips pinch together. I want to tell him, I want to explain it all to him. He’d understand, but maybe not.

      It’s the shame I feel that’s holding me back. The embarrassment of how easy I was persuaded into that man’s bed. When will all of this end?
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      Normality is something that’s starting to return, my nightmares and dreams are becoming less frequent and my inability to be intimate has faded with my growing appetite for sex. Niall is eager to assist every time I pull him into my body with a burning need in my core.

      He takes me softly and gently as always, as though terrified I’ll break or worried he’ll trigger some bad memory that I don’t have.

      He’s too good to me.

      The more time that passes the more memories my brain shuts out. The less of it all I remember. I don’t remember my first night in that cell on the ship, or the first night I was taken to Captain’s room. I’ve forced it out of my brain and I rarely go back to it.

      This isn’t a story where once I fall in love I suddenly forget the bad. Even though I don’t have the memories, I still have the feelings and the hatred I feel for Captain grows daily.

      Though the feelings I have for this person inside of me grow daily too. I’m not upset about the pregnancy anymore, just scared of what today’s scan will bring.

      So is Niall, he took the day off work to join me, which I told him not to do. I need to get used to being on my own again but I suppose this is just as important to him as it is to me. Truthfully, I’m relieved. I’m terrified.

      We sit in silence, me on the bed by the screen, him in the chair beside me. He holds my wrist and his thumb trails patterns on the side as I’m instructed to lift my top and unbutton my jeans. I do it one handed, terrified of letting Niall go for even a moment. I can’t do this alone and if I let him go, he might leave, he might forget that he loves me.

      We wait and I stare at him when the image finally lights up the screen. He gives me a reassuring smile and brings my hand to his lips. It’s the moment of truth.

      She taps away on the machine, clicking a grey mouse and hitting keys with her fingers.

      “There you are, little one.” She turns the screen our way and shows us the splat of flickering white. It’s a blurry little bean with a black, hollow centre. I love it already. Niall’s hand tightens on mine. “Is this your first?”

      I nod and so does Niall. But I don’t let the happy moment rest and stay happy. I need to know, so I hesitantly ask, “How far along am I?”

      “I’d say eleven weeks, not a day over or under,” she replies gleefully and my face falls.

      Niall stands and loops his hands around his neck. He turns away from me to hide his upset but I know it’s there. I can feel its presence in the air more so than I can feel my own. Tears stream down my face, heavy droplets insistent on soaking my neck.

      “I’m sorry, that isn’t what you wanted to hear,” she continues, her tone hushed.

      “It’s fine,” I reply, wiping away the jelly.

      Niall turns back around, his eyes on the kind lady with soft eyes. “Is it healthy?”

      “Yes, I see no problems at all,” she replies and he nods once more, breathing heavier than usual.

      “Then that’s what matters,” I whisper, feeling the weight of my heart as it sinks to the bottom of my stomach.

      We come together after I stand and in the dark room we hold each other, something we haven’t done for a few days as the stress of the results we now have ate at us.

      “Nothing else matters,” he continues, but then he leans back and cups my cheeks with his hands. “We’re in this together okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “But you have to press charges.”

      My heart drops and fortunately he doesn’t wait for an answer, he guides me from the room, to the window wall where they hand out pictures for purchase, buys two and then we leave. We don’t mention it again until we’re in the car, staring ahead at the bustle of the hospital carpark. The scan pictures sit closed on the console between us, protected by cardboard frames with a picture of a stork on the front.

      I want to ask him if he’s okay, or suggest I get my own place because I know that’s probably what he wants.

      I also daren’t speak yet, he needs this moment more than me. I’m silently preparing myself for everything possible.

      “If anybody asks, it’s mine.”

      I didn’t expect that.

      My breath catches in my throat. I hadn’t even considered what I’d say to people, whose I’d say it was. Honestly, I thought he’d just be biding his time on when to leave me. Who wants to get saddled with somebody else’s child? I’m not sure how I’d feel were our situations reversed. Could I take on another woman’s child?

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure. You’re my woman and that’s my kid,” he barks, looking at me as though I’m the bad guy. “It’s mine… okay, Rain? Not his. It’ll never be his.”

      I stay silent, it feels best at the moment.

      “I knew this would happen,” he mutters. “The entire time you were gone and I saw your pill packet next to the toaster… I couldn’t stop thinking about it.” Anger flashes in his eyes. “Whoever did this, whoever touched you needs to go down.”

      “He’s already down for so many things, this won’t change anything.”

      “It’ll get us a restraining order just in case,” he snaps, teetering on the edge. “It means he’ll have no right to question the paternity of this child. Our child.”

      “If we do that, he’ll figure out I’m pregnant. We should just stay away from him. Hide the pregnancy from him and anyone who might get it back to him.”

      He twists in his seat. “I can protect you both, you believe that much of me?”

      “I know you can. I trust you.”

      “Just… answer me this.”

      I wait for him to continue while my eyes scan the rows of parked cars purely so they don’t have to scan his face.

      “How many?”

      I shift in my seat. “How many what?”

      “How many men had you.”

      All blood drains from my body and my skin prickles with chilling pimples.

      “You demanded tests when we returned and you’re pregnant… I need to know.”

      Gulping, I bite my lip and then sigh gently. “Just one. Just him.”

      “The captain?”

      “Can we go now?”

      “He took a liking to you.”

      “Niall,” I whisper. “I can’t take anymore today.” My hand subconsciously goes to my belly where life blossoms inside, vulnerable life that didn’t ask for creation. Vulnerable life that didn’t ask for these stresses to hinder its growth.

      

      We go home and he goes to work though not before setting the alarms, telling the neighbours to keep an eye out, and arming me with a Taser I keep with me because I don’t feel safe without it. He’s been saying for weeks that we’ll move but nothing we’ve seen is good enough. I suppose we’ll have to now; this place isn’t big enough for three and the further away from the captain I get the better.

      He can’t get to me again but it’s not him I’m worried about. It’s his crew. He has so many men at his disposal and who knows how many more he’s recruiting in prison.

      What if he decides he no longer likes me or cares for me and wants to have me silenced? I learned so much about his ship, the layout, the men. This could be bad for me.

      What if he decides he doesn’t want to let me go and kidnaps me again?

      I’m terrified of either possibility.

      Now I’m alone in my house with nothing but a Taser to keep me company I feel even worse. I pick up my phone and consider calling Niall to come home but I brush it away. If I’m going to raise a child I need to be stronger.

      Maybe I won’t have to raise it, maybe I can put it up for adoption?

      My hand goes to my flat stomach again. It’s a possibility, it’s an option. Maybe the best option for everybody involved.

      Will I resent it? Will it grow, raised by a mother that will always harbour some fear or hatred of it based on who it will likely grow to look like, behave like, speak like.

      If I’m this conflicted about it now, how will I be in a year when it’s here, sitting in a bouncer, staring at me?

      I put my phone in my pocket and rub my eyes with both hands, smearing mascara around my eyes and onto the heels of my palms.

      It’s going to be okay. It will all be okay.
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      Niall paces, tired after a long drive and a long chat with his higher-ups. According to him a teenage boy has gone missing so things are tense right now. This also means Niall will hardly be home until he’s found. I understand his need to work so I don’t hinder it. I do however try to make plans with friends so I’m not alone, unfortunately nobody is available tonight.

      My closest friend from before Niall is Sadie and she came two nights ago. I can’t keep asking her to babysit me, it’s unfair. We had fun though. She doesn’t know about the pregnancy and I’m going to keep it that way for as long as I can.

      Nobody knows about any of it, nobody but my boss who is also a friend and has been sworn to secrecy because I demanded it. She only knows I was kidnapped, but beyond that she knows nothing.

      Nobody really knows anything but everybody who knows me has mentioned a change in me.

      

      “I had sex with him willingly,” I admit to my therapist and he nods, no judgement in his eyes which remain on the chess board between us. “I had sex with him numerous times.”

      He shifts in his seat and I wonder why. His movements were almost a squirm. Am I making him uncomfortable? “The man who kidnapped you?”

      I nod again. “But I hate him.”

      “Now or then?” His grey eyes remain impassive and kind.

      “Both?”

      He nods again and takes one of my white pieces from the board. “You blame yourself?”

      “Of course, wouldn’t you?”

      He doesn’t answer, He never answers me when I return his questions.

      “I’m a horrible person, a horrible girlfriend.”

      “Do you think Niall wouldn’t understand?”

      “I don’t think so, not this.”

      Sitting back, he smiles softly. “This what? Which part?”

      “All of it,” I admit.

      “Which part?” he pushes. “The having it willingly? Having it more than once?”

      “I enjoyed it.”

      Shifting, his face holds that professional mask, but his question changes, chilling me to the bone. “Did he force you?”

      My hands twist in my lap and a sob tears through my throat, burning a path, blocking my ability to breathe.

      “Okay, we don’t have to talk about that.”

      I wipe my eyes and look away. My shame as evident as my sorrow.

      “It’s okay, just breathe.”
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      I spent the morning with Sadie, I braved town for the first time while battling nausea and then braved a busy coffee shop. It’s easier than the last time I went out and I’m sure it’ll continue to become so.

      We bought new things we didn’t need to buy and shared funny stories though hers were much funnier than mine, and then I found an excuse to call it quits when she asked me about my time aboard the Sea Whore ship.

      If I offended her she didn’t show it, she simply saw me home and stayed a while longer. Minus the probing questions.

      We drank tea and then she left and I had a bath, called Niall, and climbed into bed at only 8 p.m.

      With the TV on opposite I stare at it mindlessly until I start to doze, in which case I roll over and switch off the light, plunging the room into darkness and a soft glow of flickering colours from the large flat screen.

      “I’ve missed you.” Fingers walk along my braid as the bed dips.

      I smile and turn towards him. His eyes reflect the TV, dark greens so full of tenderness and love.

      “You look rough,” I whisper, closing my eyes and sighing sadly, terrified I’ll wake up and lose him again. “What happened?”

      “I didn’t have time to shave.” He rests beside me, pulling the blanket free so he can press his body to mine. It feels so real, so warm and inviting. My fingers grip the fabric of his shirt and hold on tight. The material is rough and cold, perhaps slightly damp. He smells the same, spicy, manly. “Come with me.”

      “Where?”

      “On an adventure.”

      “To Skull Island?”

      “We’ll find treasure, sail the seven seas.”

      I giggle softly at the sound of his pirate voice. I used to love it when he did that. It wasn’t often but it made me smile. He did it usually when I looked sad, I think. It was when I would stare out across the vast, flat ocean, wondering what the next day would bring.

      “Please, Rain…” His voice suddenly sounds closer as his body moves to lean over me. “Come with me.”

      I peek up, my eyes less heavy and more alert. This is real. This isn’t a dream.

      I stop breathing and squeak, “Calder?”

      “Rain,” he replies and I lurch back so suddenly I roll straight out of bed.

      He follows, but more gracefully and then stands, but I move quickly to keep the bed between us. Big mistake. “Come with me, Rain.”

      “No,” I reply, looking around for something, anything I can use to stop him from dragging me back to that ship.

      “Rain, please.” His green eyes are as pleading as his tone and the desperate empty hand that reaches out for mine. “I don’t have much time.”

      “Stay away from me,” I demand, pressing my back into the corner. I’m trapped, the door is behind him, I have nowhere to run.

      “Rain,” he begs, taking a step around the bed. “I won’t hurt you, you know that.”

      “Step the fuck back, Captain.” I raise a trembling hand. “I’m not going back to that ship.”

      His eyes darken. “It wouldn’t be like before. You’re not my captive. I’m giving you a choice.”

      Stopping, he tucks his hand into the pocket of his faded jeans and pulls out a slip of paper.

      I eye him warily, keeping my fingers splayed on the wall either side of my body.

      “A number to reach me on, if you change your mind.”

      “I won’t.” I murmur and a muscle ticks in his jaw. “How are you even here? How’d you escape?”

      “Connections,” he replies, placing the slip on the foot of the bad.

      I stare at it, wishing it would blow away with him. Wishing I could deny the ache in my chest that appeared the second he entered my dream and didn’t leave.

      “Come with me,” he whispers again.

      Shaking my head, I eye his tan and his curly dark hair that has fallen around his face. He’s lost weight which means he hasn’t been well looked after and his eyes are dull in comparison to how they used to be.

      “Rain, please.”

      “Go back to your island lover, Captain,” I reply sharply. “There’s nothing for you here anymore.”

      “I fucking hate myself for hurting you like that. Don’t let it destroy what we had.”

      “What we had was drug induced.”

      He blanches and finally falls silent.

      “I overheard you telling Geoffrey to up my dose.”

      “It was only to keep you calm and manage your seasickness.”

      I press my lips together to stop them from trembling. “Was it?”

      He looks away, ashamed and I know now with one hundred percent certainty there was more to his reasonings behind those drugs than he’s letting on. My heart thuds to the bottom of the ocean with my love for him.

      At least he’s not denying it. I suppose he could quite easily insist it was for moral reasons and I’d be quick to believe him to desperately rid myself of this hurt.

      I want to scream at him, to hit him, to rip his hair from his head while I sob out my anger and pain, but I don’t want to give him any indication that he ever meant anything to me.

      So instead I continue simply, “I’m happy here with Niall.”

      His lips thin to a white line. “I don’t pretend,” he begins through gritted teeth, “to think I deserve a second chance, Rain, but we have something, you know it. Don’t let that go. Don’t let us go for a fucking cop that can’t satisfy any of your needs.”

      “Don’t pretend,” I copy, my teeth now clenched too. “To know anything about Niall and our relationship. Just go.”

      “Rain…”

      “I SAID GO!” I yell so harshly my throat aches. “GET OUT!”

      He stomps towards me and slaps his hand over my mouth as his other hand tangles in my hair. “Stop shouting.”

      I lick his palm and try to bite him as my hands find ways to get him off me. He pins my body between his and the wall, putting his thigh between my legs so I can’t kick out.

      “Calm down,” he whispers, holding me tight but not so tight that it hurts.

      Tears trickle from the corner of my eyes. He can’t take me to sea. Not now I’m pregnant. What kind of life would that be for a baby? Not to mention the fact I can’t trust him.

      “Please,” I beg but it’s muffled. “Just go away.”

      “Kiss me and I will,” he replies, smirking as his hand slides from my mouth and to my throat. His thumb presses against my flickering pulse as his gaze rolls over my face to my lips. I shiver. His touch sends chills down my spine to places that shouldn’t be stimulated by him. “Come with me, Rain.”

      “I won’t tell him you were here,” I say softly, ignoring his swelling length pressing against my groin through the fabric of his jeans and my pyjama bottoms. “You need to leave. He could be home any minute.”

      “He won’t be,” he replies quietly, grinding against me, forcing me to keep stoic and stiff. My teeth clamp down on my tongue in an attempt to stop the pleasurable groan I need to release. Why do I still respond to him this way?

      But then his words register and my heart slowly freezes with my limbs. “What do you mean? What did you do to him?”

      Halting, he tips back so he can look at me in the eyes. “I didn’t touch your fucking cop boyfriend, Rain. I just know he’s busy.”

      I search his face for any sign of a lie. When I find none, I relax and press my palms against his chest. “This is not worth the risk. Go back to your ship.”

      “I can’t,” he replies quietly. “Your boyfriend still has the information I need including the location of my ship at present.”

      I roll my eyes and laugh at my own stupidity as I sidestep away from him, ducking under his arm to put space between us. Every time he makes me feel wanted and special the truth always comes out. “So that’s why you’re here?”

      “No, I’m here for you. The information is an added bonus.”

      I hear him take a step towards me but it’s too late for him, grabbing the hidden Taser from behind a photo frame on the drawers, I spin and point it at him, pressing the button so a blue strand of electricity crackles between the two sharp points. The battery flashes green with it and we both know I have enough juice in my hands to send him to la-la land for a while.

      “Stay the fuck away from me, Captain.”

      He raises his hands in a non-threatening gesture. “I can’t do that.”

      “What if I get you the information?”

      His eyes flicker between the Taser and mine.

      I continue, “What if I get it for you and send it to that number? Will you leave me alone then?”

      “I don’t want to leave you alone.” The sincerity in his voice startles me. “The thought of a life without you...”

      He steps towards me until I raise the Taser a fraction and press the button again.

      “Calder… I’m warning you.”

      “I fucked up. I fucking fucked it. I know. I know.”

      “Then get out.”

      He growls, frustrated and rips his hands through his hair. “Don’t make me do this.”

      “Do what?” I ask cautiously.

      “I need more time. You need more time to think this through.”

      He moves, a blur of limbs and the Taser is out of my hands and his shoulder is in my stomach. It hurts, I can feel him pressing against my growing womb and my panic kicks in.

      “No!” I shriek, kicking and punching as best I can. “No, Calder… put me down.”

      He ignores my grabbing and bunks me up further, digging his shoulder into my stomach more.

      I fight, grabbing his hair and yanking so hard he curses and we both drop to the side before tumbling onto the floor.

      “Let go of me!” I cry, battling his hands as he tries to grab my wrists and pin them above my head.

      “Rain!” he shouts. “Please, don’t make me do this.”

      “Stop.” Panic ensues further when he pulls a cloth out of his back pocket. I can smell cinnamon. I know what it is. It’s the same thing that was used on me the first time I was kidnapped.

      The chemicals… danger flashes through my mind. The baby. Oh God no.

      “Calder, please,” I beg but he’s straddling my hips, his strength no match for my own.

      “It’ll be okay, we’ll be okay.”

      “No, we won’t, you fucking psycho!”

      I scream at the top of my lungs when his hand pins both of mine above my head.

      It doesn’t stop him.

      What can I do?

      “Calder, please, you can’t.”

      He hesitates, the cloth in his hand only inches from my face but then he mutters, “We’ll work it out.”

      He’s deluded!

      I hear the click of a gun. The safety perhaps? I know the sound, not well but it’s not a sound you forget easily.

      “You have three fucking seconds to get off her or I’m pulling the trigger,” Niall states firmly and Captain drops the rag beside my head before slowly regaining his footing.

      I look at Niall and his eyes which are blazing with fury. He doesn’t take them off Captain as he aims the pistol directly at his chest. Not his head. He always says if you have the chance to shoot you aim for the larger surface area so you don’t miss. Niall is a great shot, he’s not going to miss.

      “Are you okay, Rain?” Niall asks.

      I nod and move to standing.

      “Get behind me,” he commands, nodding for me to creep around the space between him and the door.

      “Niall,” I say, looking between him and the captain.

      “Stop,” Niall grits. “Whatever you’re about to say, don’t. You have no idea what this sick fuck has done to keep me out of the house.”

      “What?” I look at Captain but he doesn’t look at me.

      “The teenage boy who went missing…” Niall starts and I don’t even need him to finish.

      My eyes fill with tears. “How many more people are you going to hurt for your own selfish gain, Calder?”

      Niall steps closer to me. “Get behind me, Rain. Now.”

      “I didn’t hurt him, he was paid to vanish for a while, that’s all,” Captain replies but I don’t believe a thing he’s saying. “I needed to see you.”

      “Big mistake.” Niall’s hand trembles, he’s furious. At least his finger isn’t on the trigger, I imagine in his current state of duress he could very easily accidentally discharge the weapon he’s not even supposed to have.

      Captain looks between us both and then over to the bed, a smirk appears. “How does it feel, fucking her knowing I’ve been inside her over and over again?”

      Why is he tormenting him?

      Niall stiffens, I place my hand on his bicep but he shrugs me off. “How does it feel knowing I’m the one who’s going to be inside her for the rest of her life while you rot in jail?”

      His smirk fades. “She’ll come back to me.”

      “Are you really that deluded?” Niall laughs bitterly. “You’re a loser, a psychopath, a criminal. You’re nothing to her. She’s my girl.”

      Fucking caveman.

      “She’s a woman not a girl and she’s a criminal too. Or had you forgotten?”

      “The difference is she did what she had to do to survive. You did it for greed and vengeance and who knows what the fuck else.”

      I hear the sirens in the distance and so does Captain. He mutters a curse and stares down the barrel of the gun.

      “Move aside, cop.”

      “Go fuck yourself,” Niall bites back and lowers the gun so it’s aiming at Captain’s groin. “Back to prison you go. You should never have come here and if you ever try again I’ll put a bullet in your dick and watch you bleed out.”

      Captain smiles smugly. “I escaped once, I’ll escape again. I hope you like looking over your shoulder.”

      “Captain, stop,” I plead, knowing if he pushes Niall too far he could end up with a bullet in his chest. The thought of that happening is a devastating one. “I’m not worth this.”

      “That might be what he tells you,” he replies, looking at me directly in the eyes. “But to me you’re worth everything.”

      My heart has stopped. It’s not beating. Not even flickering.

      “You’re crazy, mate. She doesn’t want you.”

      His eyes come to mine and his smirk returns. “Oh, but she does.” As footsteps storm upstairs, police ready to arrest him, he grins menacingly and suggests, “Dip your hand into her pants, I bet she’s wet.”

      My heart has started again and it is really fucking angry.

      “ON THE GROUND!”
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      I touch the handle of my cup, trailing the soft pads of my fingers over the ceramic glossiness. “Niall isn’t talking to me properly, things are tense right now. So tense I almost want to run away and never look back. I can’t live like this. My entire world has come crashing down and it’s not my fault. I didn’t fucking ask for any of this! I didn’t ask to be kidnapped! I didn’t ask to be put in a position where I felt I had to do things to survive…”

      My therapist, aka Adan, watches me pace and rant, his calm façade gives me the courage to do that. “You feel as though you’re being blamed because of things out of your control.”

      “Duh.”

      “That’s normal and definitely frustrating.”

      “Yep.”

      “How have you approached it? Have you tried to be intimate with Niall since the incident?”

      I blow out a breath. “Not really. I tried to go to him after Calder was taken away.” I twist my fingers and chew on my lip nervously as I stare out of the window at the scenery below. Nothing more than rows upon rows of buildings can be seen forever. Welcome to London.

      “And?”

      “He put his hand down my pyjamas like Calder told him to.”

      He shifts closer in his seat. “That’s not okay.”

      “No, it isn’t, but he did it anyway and I probably would have too if I were him.”

      “What did he find?”

      “What do you think?” I laugh through my nose but there’s nothing funny about it. “I was as wet as a fucking waterfall.”
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      I make breakfast, eggs and bacon with a side of toast for both of us. I stare at the broken shells that rest on the top of the rubbish pile in the bin. I’ve had a lot of those digging into my feet lately. Metaphorically of course.

      I place the plates on the table and pour us both a glass of apple juice. I’m really into apple juice at the moment funnily enough. It must be a pregnancy craving.

      Captain Calder loved apples, I wonder if…

      No. I shut that train of thought down immediately.

      “Niall?” I call, my tone a question to see if he can hear me.

      He hums from somewhere in the house, not using words because apparently that would be too much.

      “I made breakfast.”

      I add a yellow flower from the garden and drop it into the empty, glass, milk bottle in the centre of the table.

      He steps in and scans the placement. A smile touches his lips and his eyes soften. Seeing him in this light properly for the first time all week only proves to me how tired he is.

      He takes his seat and I take mine.

      “This looks great.” He wraps his lips around his forkful and I grin when I hear his stomach growl. “I guess I haven’t been eating much lately.”

      “Don’t talk with your mouth full,” I jest, trying to lighten the air between us.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      We share a sparkle of the same kind of flirtatious humour we had before all of the drama but it’s gone as soon as it comes.

      I sigh and prod my toast into my egg. “Do you want me to find my own place?”

      “Excuse me?”

      I shy away from his sudden dark gaze. “You’ve been distant and short since…” I wet my lips. “You know… that night. It’s hard to live with.”

      “I’m hard to live with?” After dropping his fork onto his plate, he laces his fingers together and looks at me sternly.

      “Yes, you. You’re making me feel like I have to tiptoe around you. I don’t know what you want me to say.”

      “I want to know what fucking happened on that ship.”

      I meet his gaze dead on, unwilling to shy away like I usually do. “I did what I had to do to survive.”

      “Just to survive? Seems like you did a little bit more than that.”

      My lip trembles. “You don’t know what it was like. Captain was the only person keeping me safe.”

      “In return for sex?”

      “I didn’t want to find that out,” I shout. “I was terrified. He admitted they’d kill me anyway. I thought if I could get him to like me and trust me he wouldn’t kill me.”

      His clasped hands meet his forehead. “Did he rape you?”

      “It was…”

      “Yes or no, Rain, did he fucking rape you?”

      “I don’t… it’s not…”

      His hands slam on the table with a bang. “Do you feel like he fucking raped you?”

      “I DON’T KNOW!” I shriek in reply and he winces. “I don’t know because he was fucking drugging me!” I stand and push my plate from the table, it shatters on the floor but neither of us wince. Though my anger isn’t for him, it’s for the captain and what he did. “I don’t know what was real and what wasn’t! But yes, at the time it all happened it felt real, I felt things, I wanted it. Is that what you want to hear? Do you hate me now, Niall? I fucked him, I slept in his bed with him, he held me in his arms and for a while I even considered never coming back!”

      My chest rises and falls like massive waves and my limbs tingle from stress.

      His chest deflates and his body sags as he asks softly, “Was that so hard?”

      “Yes,” I admit sadly and tears fill my eyes. “That was really pissing hard, Niall. To admit that to you, of all people.”

      He rounds the table and yanks me into his chest. “It’s called Stockholm syndrome, or some variation of it—”

      “What? No, it wasn’t—” I clamp my mouth shut because I don’t know that. Maybe it was like that. Maybe I do have that.

      “He’s a sick man, Rain. He’s no good for you,” he whispers against my hair. “What kind of life could he give you and our baby? He’s obsessed with you and not in a good way.”

      My immediate thought is to defend Calder, the sweet man I thought I knew. He’s not like that, I want to say it and think it and feel it. I don’t want to be so easily fooled, I want it to be real.

      He just got arrested again to be with me. Didn’t he? Or was it a trick for information? No, because he’s smart, he’d have gone about it another way and avoided arrest.

      He told me I was worth everything to him.

      So much that he’d go to prison for me?

      No, something isn’t right about this, what’s his angle? Or am I his angle? Did he not think the police would come for him? Perhaps he underestimated Niall’s intelligence?

      “I’m good for you. I can look after you,” Niall insists and I press my face into his neck.

      “I’ve been so confused. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It’ll take time, babe, but we will get through this.”

      A shadow of Calder appears over Niall’s shoulder when I look up, smirking at me like an omen.

      I wonder if Niall’s hope is misplaced, it doesn’t feel as though we will ever get past this.
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      I am at the end of my tether, stuck in a home lacking any kind of intimacy and love. Niall has been on edge consistently since Calder’s arrest and so have I. It feels as though he’ll pop up at any moment despite constant reports that he’s under lock and key.

      Niall hasn’t mentioned where he’s being located and I’m too scared to ask.

      Lines etch his face as he pores over multiple sheets of paper scattered on the table. The next victim he needs to find. He’s scanning every detail, every statement of this person. He always gets to know them first because it’s often that knowledge of them that leads to their whereabouts.

      “I’ll be done soon,” he informs me.

      “It’s fine, I’m going to see River anyway.”

      “Without me?” The lines in his face deepen and his concern and stress are so entirely evident it hurts my soul.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “You might not be. I have to finish this, I can’t take you anywhere right now.”

      I blow out a harsh breath. “Niall, life has to go on. We can’t live like this.”

      His gaze darkens. “It’s not safe.”

      “It’ll never be safe now you’ve antagonised him.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I roll my eyes. “Dangling me in front of him, asking him how he feels that you get to fuck me and he doesn’t. Ring any bells?”

      He looks away and shame clouds his features. “I just… shit.”

      “Yeah, you messed up.” I snatch my bag from the side and hook it over my shoulder with a smirk. “I’ll be back later, I have my phone, my panic button, my Taser, my tracker, and my rape whistle.”

      “I don’t like this. It’s not just about you anymore.”

      “I know,” I mutter and slide onto his lap. My arms go around his neck and his hand rests on my stomach. “I’ll be okay.”

      “I’ll never forgive you if you’re not,” he admits, giving me a gentle squeeze. “Please be careful.”

      “I promise.”

      He walks me to the car and watches me start the engine. I drive away carefully, ensuring I don’t hit any pedestrians as I reverse out of the driveway. Then I make the hour’s journey to my brother’s hell.

      

      I go through the normal motions of being searched, patted down, and manhandled inappropriately. When all of my devices are secured in a locker I’m led to the greeting hall and rush to my brother who looks equally as pleased to see me.

      “Rain,” he mutters, wrapping me in his arms until we are ordered to separate. “You made it.”

      A loud buzzer sounds, startling me. It’s just the call for the second lot of relatives to enter. They deal with us in groups of four to eight and the room holds around twenty prisoners at different tables. It’s heavily guarded but not as secure as you’d expect for such a strong facility.

      “How goes things?” I ask softly, looking at his healing tattoo and growing hair.

      “Things go well,” he replies, yawning loudly. “We just got a few new inmates to toy with.”

      My heart starts hammering in my chest. There are only so many prisons in the UK that can contain prisoners like Calder and my brother, intelligent men with a lot of pull in the outside world. Chances are Calder will be coming here and if he has as much pull as I think he does, he’ll be in the same area as my brother. My concern for my brother’s safety skyrockets. “Oh really? Who?”

      “Don’t know yet, they haven’t been brought into the blocks. Why?” His eyes narrow curiously and his body straightens.

      I glower at him. “Stop acting like Niall hasn’t told you about what happened.”

      His lips twitch. “Okay, then you stop acting like you haven’t been looking for him since you arrived.”

      “I’m paranoid.”

      “You don’t look paranoid and trust me…” He motions to the room with a large sweep of his hand. “I know paranoid.” Leaning forward, he lowers his voice. “Look, Niall isn’t here to listen in, so why don’t you tell your brother exactly what happened on that ship and maybe, when that fucker rolls in here, I won’t kill him. Hmm?”

      “You’re going to kill him?” I squeak and my heart starts beating rapidly. “Are you insane?”

      “If he’s a danger to you then yes, that’s exactly what I’ll do.”

      “So, he is coming here?”

      River shrugs. “Niall is pulling a few strings. Last I heard he was successful.”

      It looks like Calder won’t need his own pull to get in here, Niall is seeing to that himself. He knows what my brother is capable of.

      I mutter a curse and push my hands through my hair. “I don’t want him in my life.”

      “But.”

      “But… I also don’t want him out of it entirely.”

      We share a look, mine one of hidden shame, his one of curiosity. “You got some kind of fucked-up love for him? He kidnapped you.”

      “I know.” Like I don’t remember that fact. “But… I don’t… it’s complicated. I just want him to leave us alone but I don’t want him dead, he doesn’t deserve that.”

      “Why?”

      “He also saved my life. I owe him this.”

      River leans back and hooks his hands behind his neck. “Go on.”

      “I don’t want to get into it.”

      “Do you know how frustrating it is seeing that out of all people you can’t even share your shit with me? What are you so afraid of? Losing Niall?”

      I shake my head. “I’m terrified of losing my freedom, River.”

      “In what way? You’ve got a good man who loves you, a home, money in the bank…”

      He wouldn’t get it, not at this point. I’m not entirely sure I get it either. Everything is so messed up.

      “It doesn’t matter, just don’t kill him please. I want you out of here before I die.”

      “I won’t kill him,” he assures me, taking my hand over the table. “But you need to fill in some of the blanks for me because this shit is confusing.”

      “There are no blanks to fill, I owe him one.”

      “You owe him nothing!” his voice carries over the low murmur of those around us, drawing eyes to us.

      My cheeks heat as I scan the room, meeting aggressive eyes of those unhappy to be disturbed.

      “Quiet,” I hiss, tucking my hair behind my ears. “I know I don’t have to owe him anything but he doesn’t deserve to die. I just want him to leave me alone.”

      “Sounds to me like he could be persuaded.”

      I nod my agreement. “My thoughts were leading along the same lines.”

      “Okay, I tell you what. If he comes here, I will leave him alone, so long as you don’t suddenly stop coming to see me because he’s here.”

      My lips pinch together. “I don’t know if I can…”

      “That’s bullshit. You come, you sit, I’ll protect you.”

      “I’m not scared of him, River.”

      River nods, his eyes hold a sadness that nearly competes with my own. “Then what is it that worries you?”

      I bury my face in my arms on the desk and sigh gravely. “I’m pregnant.”

      “Say that again.”

      I raise my head and meet his eyes. “River, I’m pregnant.”

      He lets out a laugh, a harsh, angry one. “Then why the fuck are you protecting him? I’ll chop off his dick and feed it to him.”

      “No… it wasn’t like that.” It’s my turn to take his clenched fist over the table and pry it free. “I went to him willingly. We were… we had something. Or at least, I thought we did.”

      “The plot thickens,” River says and relaxes. “Does Niall know?”

      “Of course, he told me to say the baby is his and to everyone who isn’t you, that’s exactly what I’ll do.”

      We share a knowing look. “Harsh thing that, Rain, denying a man his right to be a father.”

      “What kind of father could he be?”

      “Won’t know you don’t give him the chance.”

      I laugh harshly. “So now you’re on his side?”

      “No, I just think there’s more to this than meets the eye and us criminals always get the losing end of that fucking tether.”

      “I’m sorry, River. I didn’t mean to make you feel—”

      He raises his hand to cut me off though his face holds a genuine smile. “No big deal, sister of mine. Your secret is safe with me.”

      “You’re not mad?”

      “No, you’re doing what’s best for you which is what I’ve always expected of you.”

      I look up at the cracked ceiling. “What other choice do I have? Raise a baby on a ship full of criminals? What if one of them is a paedophile?”

      “You think he’d let anyone hurt his kid? If he’s that kind of man then what the fuck enticed you to join him in his bed?”

      He has a good point. But then again, so do I. “Nobody wants their kid to get hurt but sometimes that shit happens.”

      “Isn’t that the truth.” His smile becomes easy and genuine, softening my heart and demeanour enough for me to return it. “I’m going to be an uncle. I better hasten my escape plan.”

      “Shh!” I giggle, looking around in case anyone heard.

      Nobody did and, in all seriousness, I really hope he does.
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      After my first trip out alone since the event, I have to admit I’m feeling a little lighter about it all. Niall seems to be too as he went to work this morning without too much of an issue, leaving me alone to my own devices. I feel like a protected toddler these days. I’m just waiting for him to start plugging the electrical sockets and putting locks on the drawers.

      I spend the day cleaning some of the house though not all because I get bored halfway through, then I make myself a lunch fit for a queen and with my newfound confidence I sit in the garden, wrapped up in a blanket to protect me from the chill in the air and I read through one of the many baby books I asked Niall to purchase.

      If only my safety was guaranteed.

      I try to figure out ways I can ensure that I be left to my own peaceful life without interference from Captain Calder but my mind falls blank. I consider writing to him but I doubt that would do any good. I even consider allowing my brother to deal with him but I’d never be able to forgive myself. Calder doesn’t deserve that.

      My brother says he’ll see if he can make a deal with Calder to get him to never bother me again. That’s assuming he even goes to the same prison and even ends up anywhere near my brother.

      I want to be mad with Niall for orchestrating an attempt on the captain’s life but I understand him. He’s protecting me, or trying to. How can I blame him for that? The man kidnapped me and no amount of my explaining any of what happened on that ship is going to change people’s perceptions of him. Especially Niall’s. Besides, if I get angry, it only further proves my guilt and feelings. Feelings I shouldn’t have for a man who should never have had me.

      At least I know it’s not Stockholm syndrome. My therapist assured me of that. But how can he know for sure?

      Niall returns no less than an hour later, joining me in the garden where we snuggle on the swinging chair looking through the books together, giggling and gawping at what to expect. It all feels like one big, yet happy lie. A lie I can’t live in peacefully until I know it’s not going to be ripped away.

      I’m the most selfish woman on the planet. Here I am with the man I love, thinking about the man I’m pregnant to.

      I love Niall, I’ve chosen Niall, I want to stay with Niall.
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      “Gina.” I grin, hugging my almost mother-in-law. “How are you?”

      “I’m perfect, how are you?” she asks in reply, leading us into the dining area where lunch is prepared for us already.

      “Hi, Mum,” Niall grumbles playfully as his mother forgets to hug him too.

      I pick up a finger sandwich when Gina isn’t looking and pop it into my mouth.

      Brian, Niall’s father, chuckles and does the same and puts his finger to his lips afterwards. We share a secret laugh and a brief hug as Niall and Gina make small talk.

      I sit beside Niall in between him and his father and place my hand on his thigh. Gina pours us tea as she chats away about a new market that has opened in an old warehouse. I promise to attend with her but my promise is cut short by the ringing of my phone, and Niall’s.

      Just when I thought everything was drifting away from Calder, my brother informs me, “Quick call, he’s here.”

      “Right.”

      “Do we still stand where we stood? Or have things changed?”

      “No, keep it as it is,” I reply softly. “Stay safe.”

      Niall hangs up the phone with a smile on his face, I hang up my phone with a tortured look on mine.

      “Everything okay?” Gina asks gently.

      I stir a sugar into my black tea as Niall replies, “Absolutely perfect.”

      Little does he know.

      Niall remains normal throughout lunch and throughout the journey to my own mother’s. We usually tackle both of our parents at the same time so we don’t have two separate days of parents. It always made more sense time-wise.

      My mother is well, she’s as fabulous as always and of course as nervous. Her inability to let me spread my wings drove such an uncomfortable wedge between us that we’ll never be pals like Niall and his parents. It’s an unfortunate side effect of being mollycoddled.

      We too share small talk until it’s time to go and we return home with a box full of different cakes which we then proceed to devour in front of a movie in bed. I used to loathe eating in bed because of crumbs but now such trivial matters hold no importance to me anymore.

      I almost died.

      “Who called you today at my folks’?” Niall finally asks as we brush our teeth side by side.

      “My brother,” I reply honestly and he tenses.

      “You know?”

      I nod. “I know.”

      “Rain, I… I’m just trying to keep you safe.” He places his toothbrush on the edge of the basin and then lifts me onto the counter beside the sink. I rest my arms around his neck and grip his hips with my thighs.

      His palms and fingers slide up the outside of my thighs.

      “That’s why I’m not mad,” I reply, pulling him in tighter against me. “Well, not completely. You shouldn’t have asked my brother. He’s already in enough trouble.”

      His soft eyes scan my face. “Your brother gets it.”

      “I know he does.” I’m not going to tell him that my brother isn’t going to kill Calder because that might make him ask somebody else. “But we don’t need more bad karma to come our way.”

      “I don’t know what else to do, Rain.”

      “It’s a stupid venture, having him killed. It’ll only put you in prison too. They’ll figure it out. You know it.”

      Sighing, he pulls me closer to the edge of the counter. “Then what do we do, Rain? Run? I have my job here, my life, our friends and family.”

      “I know.” I smile and kiss his jaw. “We give him the information he needs.”

      “He’s not going to want information from prison.”

      “Then I have to talk to him.”

      He laughs as though I’m hilarious and then sobers just as suddenly. “Absolutely fucking not.”

      “I don’t know what to suggest. I think we’re holding his obsession with me too highly. I think at this point he’ll just be doing it to piss you off. If we give him what he wants he won’t bother us anymore.”

      “Until he finds out you’re pregnant…”

      “I’ll convince him it’s yours.”

      His hands on my thighs dig in uncomfortably. “Why must all of these ideas come from you directly? You aren’t to go near him.”

      “He shares a prison with my brother.”

      “I’ll make sure you don’t see him.”

      “Babe, he probably has more clout than you.”

      His lips thin to a white line but we both know I’m right.

      I kiss him sweetly, tangling my tongue with his. He tastes like icing sugar and chocolate. It’s so good.

      “Let’s stop talking about it tonight. Let’s just go to bed.”

      “Okay.”

      We do so but neither of us sleep very well.
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      “You look nervous,” my brother tells me.

      “That’s because I am.” I look him in the eye, frowning at the faint sign of a bruise I see under his lower lid. “What happened?”

      “Don’t worry, just a bit of tousling with somebody in my block. Nothing to do with the pirate.” He grins as though he doesn’t have a care in the world. “I won. He’s in isolation.”

      “The hell happened?”

      “Tried to fuck with one of my boys, I showed him who’s boss. Also showed your boy who’s boss in the process.”

      “Careful, River, Calder’s a really good fighter.”

      “Aye,” he agrees. “Reckon I could take him though.”

      “River,” I warn but his smile only grows. Then it starts to fade when the buzzer sounds overhead. He turns towards the heavy metal bar doors that slowly open and reveal four more inmates in chains. They’re released and guided to their tables but my eyes follow only one.

      Him.

      There he is in his muted beige coveralls, his number and name on a plastic tag over his chest where I know the tattoo of a diamond sits beneath. The colour of his skin and the awful colour of his overalls make his green eyes so much more vivid and penetrating.

      My heart hammers, pattering at a beat too fast to count.

      “Rain,” River says, trying to get my attention.

      I can’t tear my eyes away. The night he came for me returns, making me tremble but not from fear, but from the remembrance of his body on mine. The memory of his words that set fire to my veins and had me questioning everything I thought I knew.

      His pure greens come to mine, he looks no worse for wear except his eyes are black underneath them. Thick rings of purple halo them and there’s a gash in his eyebrow that will likely scar.

      “What did they do to him?”

      “He fucked with a cop, sis, they did a lot to him the first few nights he came.”

      My hand flies to my mouth and I force myself to look away from his penetrating gaze. I don’t know whether or not he deserves to be here but I do know that I don’t like it.

      I glance at him once more; his eyes are still on me and we meet again, zapping chemistry between us that has me gulping and trying to look away. His lips curl with a smile, a kind one. Not an angry or malicious one. I return it instinctively because despite everything, I can’t bring myself to hate him. He’s from an entirely different life to me.

      “Okay, yeah, you really need to tell me what the fuck happened between you on that ship,” my brother demands but sounds amused.

      I glance over again when his visitor is brought to him and I go as stiff as a board. Her long blonde hair is tied over one shoulder and shaved short on the side I can see. The ends are pink and her lips are bright red.

      It’s Millie.

      My eyes don’t leave them as they talk. I try to play it cool but I can’t stop watching and my brother doesn’t interrupt. Not until Calder erupts with anger and tips over the table between him and Millie.

      Millie screams and runs with tears streaming down her face as the guards apprehend him.

      “TELL HIM I’LL FUCKING KILL HIM!” Calder roars after her as he’s tackled to the ground. “YOU HEAR ME, MILLIE? HE’S DEAD!”

      I pry my eyes away, not realising there are tears there until my brother reaches across and takes one away with the tip of his finger. “You wanna talk to me about it now, sis?”

      “No,” I reply, sniffing. “No. Let’s just focus on each other today.”

      “Rain.” He takes my hand again. “Talk to me.”

      “You’ll think I’m crazy.”

      “I already think that.”

      His words stop my sorrow for a moment and have me laughing. I use this moment to wipe my eyes on a tissue as Calder is dragged out of sight.

      “Find out what that was all about,” I say, looking at Millie as she’s taken in another direction. “Actually…” I stand so sharply my chair tips over with a loud racket though nobody seems bothered as they’re still buzzing over Calder getting taken away. “Call me when you can.”

      “Wait,” River calls but I’m already heading her way. “Rain!”

      “Settle down, inmate!”

      I follow her out to the station where our belongings are kept and smile when she sees me. She blanches and picks up the pace but so do I.

      “Millie,” I say, catching up to her at the exit. Her ridiculous heels click on each tile.

      She immediately pulls a cigarette from a shiny metal case and lights it. “Please don’t follow me.”

      “I’m not going to follow you.” I move out of the way of the smoke she exhales through yellowed teeth. “What and how are you here?”

      She looks around and puts the cig to her lips again. When she doesn’t reply I grab her arm and drag her out of the way of the doors and around the side of the building.

      “Stop pulling on me,” she hisses, sounding annoyed. Her long nails dig into my wrist so I let her go. She tugs on the bottom of her brown coat and takes another quick inhale of smoke. “They figured I’d be less conspicuous and I know the city…”

      “They? You mean Clunk?”

      “The one and only.” She shifts nervously. “I’m not allowed to talk to anyone.”

      “Why is Calder so upset?”

      “Who?”

      I want to slap her stupid ass. “Captain. Why is he so upset?”

      She looks around again and flicks the butt of her cigarette onto the ground. “Clunk is… not coming to get him.”

      “What?”

      “The captain is no longer captain.” She checks her phone and looks towards the carpark. “It’s complicated and you shouldn’t get involved.”

      “Millie, please…”

      “Why do you care? Huh? You left the first chance you got.”

      “Wouldn’t you? They treat you like shit.”

      She laughs genuinely this time. “Who the fuck said that? Bitch, on that ship I’m a fucking queen.”

      “They use you.”

      “They provide me with safety, warmth, skills I never learned on land, and sometimes I fuck them, that’s my choice. The only man who ever spoke to me or treated me like a whore was your captain.”

      I shiver with regret. “That’s not how it looked.”

      “I wasn’t their captive, I chose to be there. I choose to be there. That’s my fucking home.” Scratching her head, she starts walking and I struggle to keep up. “Stop following me. We have nothing to say to each other.”

      Of course I don’t stop following her; I’m not done. “What does this mean for the captain?”

      “It means he doesn’t have a fucking ship to rule anymore.” She climbs into a dark blue car moments later, flipping me off before closing the door and forcing the car into gear causing it to choke for a moment.

      Poor Calder. That fucking Clunk.

      I watch her drive away and return to my own vehicle. My brother, being the crafty shit that he is, has called me already but I missed it. I wait for his next call but it doesn’t come, not immediately anyway and when it finally does, I’m already with Niall and can’t say a thing.

      He wouldn’t understand, he’d see it as a betrayal and that’s probably because it is.

      Meanwhile, as all of this drama is going off, I just noticed I have a tiny bump. I stop and look at it in the mirror and smile, but then Niall appears behind my reflection and he looks devastated.

      “Hey, Daddy.” I try but his look merely twists into one of extreme unhappiness. He shakes his head and walks away, making my heart fall to the bottom of my stomach.

      He doesn’t want this.

      He’s doing this out of guilt and I’m so terrified of doing this alone I can’t bring myself to do the right thing and let him go.

      I love him. I’ve loved him for the past four years of my life. Just because I started feeling things for somebody else doesn’t mean I stopped feeling things for him.

      “Niall,” I call, my voice a hoarse whisper.

      He doesn’t come back and my heart doesn’t situate itself back in my chest where it belongs. It stays hidden and I wonder if it will ever return.
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      My brother has no visible bruises during our visit today and Calder is nowhere to be seen. Instead in his place is a greasy-haired guy who blew me a kiss when he caught my eye on my way in. That is until River turned and glared at him, the pussy soon looked down as though he wanted the ground to swallow him whole.

      “You’re too pretty for a place like this,” my brother comments. “You’re all they talk about when they think I’m not listening. Caught one guy wanking over a picture of us as pre-teens. One Mum sent. Tell her to stop doing that. I keep having to burn them.”

      “What did you do?”

      He shrugs. “Didn’t have to do anything, your prison pirate beat me to it. Fucked that nonce up something bad. Had maybe three teeth left in his mouth. Not that he had many to begin with.”

      Did he do that because of me or because the guy was a paedophile? “So you’ve spoken?”

      “We’ve traded some words. He’s not doing good in here.”

      “You’re being nice to him?” I ask, confused. “He kidnapped me.”

      “Aye.” He smiles and taps my wrist. “But in here I’ve got to pick my battles and seems you’ve forgiven him anyway.”

      “I have not.” I pout, remembering again the hell that was that ship. But then it wasn’t hell, not really, not once I felt more at home and had the freedom to move. “Has he tried to speak to you about me?”

      “He’s not that stupid but I might have something to say when he’s out of the basement.”

      “The basement?” I blink away my panic but he saw it.

      He raises a thick brow. “Isolation. He couldn’t go unpunished for fucking up the nonce, could he?”

      “Right.”

      “Saying that, he doesn’t speak to anyone, but men are getting word of who he is and what he has out there. They’re eager for a taste of freedom on the sea. I, however, don’t like the shift in power. This is my domain, not his, so I’ve got to get him on my side or I’ve got to put him down.”

      “Are you scared of him?”

      “Not in the slightest.” He puffs out his chest and then grins at me through narrow slits for eyes. “But I’ve gotta get him under the thumb or he might persuade my boys to change allegiance.”

      I don’t like the way he’s looking at me right now. “Where exactly do I come into this?”

      “Just need you to talk to him when he asks and he will ask.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      Chuckling, he pushes his hair back and then shakes it free. “A man like that lives for freedom, a man like me has a plan to escape and needs that freedom on the outside. The captain could be of use to me.”

      I don’t tell him that Captain Calder is a captain no more because this pipe dream is way off and if it keeps him out of trouble and gives him something to focus on in the meantime I’m good with him believing it to all be rosy for now.

      “Niall would find out. He’d never forgive me.”

      “It’ll be a while yet I should imagine, they’ll probably keep him in the basement for a shit lot longer than any other prisoner. Besides, don’t you want closure?”

      “Not really,” I lie. What kind of closure could a talk with him bring me? What more is there to say?

      “You sure? Because last I heard, you’re on his guest list. In fact, you’re the only person on his guest list.”

      He still wants to see me after everything? Why? And why is my brother so relaxed about it all? Something about this doesn’t sit right with me.

      “By the look on your face I’d say you definitely need closure.”

      I narrow my eyes, projecting my mistrust his way. “You’re using me for more than to get out of here, aren’t you?”

      He raises his hands. “Say the word, Rain, and you know I’ll fuck him up so bad he’ll wish he never met you. But I know you. I can see it in your eyes, you don’t want him in here any more than you want me in here.”

      That’s not true, it’s better that he’s in here and not out there. Right? He’s a criminal.

      But then… so am I.

      “It’s complicated,” I mumble, wishing I could hug him. My brother, not the captain.

      “Talk to me, Rain. Please. Let me share the burden.”

      I look up at the ceiling like I always do when I find it hard to meet my brother’s eyes. He’s the one person in this world I absolutely trust with all of my secrets, but he’s also the one person in the world that I need to believe in me always. I’m terrified of ever disappointing him. “I started to love him, River. I never wanted to leave.”

      He’s silent for such a long time, I almost look at him again to gauge his reaction but then he finally hums and clears his throat. “Niall seems to think he raped you.”

      Sigh. “I haven’t really told him otherwise. I’m an awful, horrible person.”

      “So he didn’t rape you?”

      “He still kidnapped me.”

      “But he didn’t rape you. Did he hit you?”

      I shake my head meaning no.

      His eyes darken. “Did he verbally abuse you?”

      I shake my head again.

      “Then what the fuck did he do other than kidnap you.”

      “You say that like it’s a small thing. Because of him I almost got raped by somebody else and I almost died.”

      “Okay, that’s not great but did he deal with it?”

      This time I nod meaning yes. “Yes, I suppose.”

      “So what happened? Why do you hate him specifically?”

      “Because he told me he loved me, I told him to piss off, and he fucked somebody else behind a tiki hut to hurt me,” I blurt and rest my forehead on my palms. “And it worked. It really fucking hurt. So I left, and he got arrested, and then he came back for me and I didn’t go with him and here we are.”

      My brother taps his fingers on the table top. “And here we are.” But then he stupidly asks, “Who did he fuck?”

      I level him with a glare that I hope physically hurts him. “Does it matter? Some island bitch prostitute.”

      “No, I just wanted to see if you were over it or not. You’re not.”

      If I could throw something at him right now, I would.

      “Want me to kick him in the dick for you?”

      I think on it for a moment. It would be a nice payback but at this point I think he has been hurt enough. “No.”

      He chuckles and his handsome smile so similar to my own shines my way. “You thought about it.”

      “I’m tempted to say yes.”

      We both laugh a little together but not for long because his smile fades to a mask of sincerity. “If he apologised would you forgive him?”

      “Is he speaking to you through a bloody wire?” I ask, looking at his ear for any sign of a bug. “No. He had sex with somebody to purposely hurt me. Not to mention the fact I am carrying precious cargo. What kind of life could I give it on the sea?”

      “I wish I knew what to say, sis.”

      This is exactly why I’m not mentioning the fact he’d been drugging me too, so I can’t be sure any of it was real. My brother would definitely hurt him then.

      “Me too,” I reply, a breathy mutter.

      “But still, don’t think I’m choosing him over you. Just say the word and he’s done.”

      “Don’t touch him, River. Not yet anyway.”

      He smiles that smile I know so well. Then he asks, “You got a plan?”

      I shrug. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

      “Get that brain of yours working, sis. I need all the help I can get.”
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      “You’re hardly speaking to me at the moment,” I say to Niall as he adjusts his clip-on tie.

      “You’re not exactly a beacon of friendliness right now,” Niall replies.

      I roll my eyes and approach his back which is covered by a white and blue pinstriped shirt. A shirt I ironed last night for him. “I’m tired, Niall. This pregnancy is kicking my arse and I’ve had so much to catch up on at work.”

      “Me too, minus the pregnancy.” He turns and gently cups my growing bump with both hands. I’m still tiny but there’s enough there to fondle. “I’m not happy that you were in the same room as that fucking…” He blows out an angry breath, stopping himself in his tracks. “I don’t want you going to see your brother without me anymore.”

      I blink at him. “You know that’s not possible, you know what they’ll do to him if they find out he’s friends with a cop.”

      He grits his teeth but swiftly changes the subject. “I’m going to finish early tonight. I want to take you out. We haven’t been anywhere together in weeks.”

      “Agreed. I don’t think our parents’ houses count,” I mumble, smiling playfully.

      “Exactly. Do you want to?”

      I nod. “It’ll be nice getting dressed up. And I’ve missed you.”

      “Me too.” He pulls my head into his chest, something he often does and I’m wondering if it’s because he just can’t stand to look at me. “You’re my girl, Rain. I’d be fucked without you.”

      “The way it seems right now you’re more fucked with me.”

      He pulls back sharply and his eyes scan my face. “Don’t ever say that again.”

      “I feel bad, Niall. It’s not like things are rosy, let’s be real. Look at me.”

      “I am looking at you and I still love you and I’m still here.”

      I tuck my hair behind my ear and then run my fingers down his tie. “What if you end up resenting us both?”

      “That’ll never happen.”

      I see a flicker in his eye and wonder if he’s feeling it already, or perhaps I’m imagining it to relieve my own guilt. I almost want him to resent me, I feel like I’m worthy of nothing else. “Well, I’m looking forward to our date tonight.”

      “It’s time to start moving on together, we’ve been holding back because of everything and it’s not working. I feel like I’m constantly living under the dark cloud of another man.” His honesty startles me. He’s not one to particularly withhold how he feels but he’s also not one to lay them out so openly without me having to ask first.

      “I hear you,” I whisper and try to smile. “I love you. It’ll be okay.”

      “Can you promise that?”

      “I can’t promise that any more than you can.”

      We kiss, his soft lips against mine and I relax into it for a moment. He’s such a wonderful kisser. He always was.

      I remember our first kiss. Our first date. The first time we slept together. I remember when we met. He was a character witness for another trial that was going on at the same time as mine. I had thought what with him being a cop he’d immediately hate me but he said my honesty was compelling.

      I didn’t deny my part in the events that transpired so many years ago. My brother and I were guilty.

      Niall sat with me and had coffee while we waited and just made me feel better about the whole process.

      My hearing never happened because my brother took a plea deal, bargaining for my freedom in return for information he had on what happened. We were lucky the guy we swindled turned out to be a crook himself or there’d have been no plea deal. My brother got the maximum sentence for the fraud we committed and I got a strike on my permanent record and six months’ probation.

      I started dating Niall as soon as that probationary period ended and we’ve been together ever since. I fell in love with him the moment he crouched down to tie my shoe in the middle of the street and fake proposed to me with a bloody Haribo ring to make light of what he’d subconsciously done.

      It was his automatic response to my shoelace that had him opening up about his sick grandmother and how he took care of her until the very end. Doing everything for her until she took her last breath only a few months before we met.

      I knew then he was a keeper.

      Especially when I said no to his proposal and he ate the Haribo ring while fake sobbing.

      The words, “I love you,” slipped so easily from my tongue later that night and I meant them with my whole heart.

      I never thought I’d stop feeling for him the way I did but now that love just feels poisoned by the events and I wonder if he feels it too. Well I guess his admission means he’s definitely feeling it on some wavelength.

      “I want to stop seeing my therapist.”

      “We’ve talked about this.”

      I nod because we have, ever since it was demanded of me to go to one. Not only that but my therapist thinks I should take a break from Niall, to see how I really feel about things. It’s confusing me. Though he didn’t say it outright, he certainly evinced to it.  “I know but…”

      “Can we just enjoy today and talk about this tomorrow?”

      “Of course!” I kiss him again. “I’m sorry I brought it up.”

      “One step at a time,” he breathes against my lips and then nuzzles my neck. “You smell so good. Like almonds, or vanilla… something warm and sweet.”

      “It’s honey and almond lotion,” I reply, rolling my hands down his arms as he tastes my neck with his tongue.

      He makes a funny noise and cringes. “Doesn’t taste like honey and almonds.”

      Laughing, I shove him away and watch him readjust his tie in the mirror with the first genuine smile I’ve seen from him in weeks. It really shows just how forced all of his others were and that is heart-breaking. I’ve been putting too much pressure on him to keep normality and really that’s selfish. He’s no more to blame than I am for everything that’s transpired.

      “You know that I don’t blame you, right?” I breathe before he leaves the room, ready for a long day of work. He stops in the doorway, his hand on the glossy white frame. “I don’t blame you for any of it, not even a little bit.”

      He looks at me over his shoulder and smiles sadly. “I know you don’t but I can’t stop blaming myself.”

      Fuck. That stings.

      I watch him go and look at myself in the mirror. Staring into my own reflection, the dark rings under my eyes from stress and exhaustion, the lack of colour in my irises, once a vibrant blue now a dull grey. My cheeks aren’t pink with colour like they were on the ship, kissed by the sun. They’re creamy and as dull as my eyes. I cast them down, unable to look at myself any longer.

      We’ll talk soon, both of us, clear the air and make way for a brighter future together. That’s if he wants one after everything he’s about to hear.

      

      I finish after a long day in the office, clocking people’s timesheets and ensuring they get the correct pay. It’s not a hard job, it’s just repetitive. It almost makes me long for those free days on the ocean where I could flit from job to job, learning new skills at a pace that suited me.

      I push that from my mind and head home to get ready for my date. Niall texted me letting me know he’d be an hour which gives me just enough time.

      I don my favourite black, form-fitting dress and roll my hand over my slight bump. I’m getting more used to it now. I’m seventeen weeks as of tomorrow and the prospect of being a mother doesn’t terrify me like it probably should.

      After applying some light makeup, perfect wings of eyeliner, and a few plucks of my brows, I head downstairs as the front door opens.

      “Niall,” I greet with a beaming grin and he returns it despite his exhaustion. “Are we still going?”

      With how tired he looks I wouldn’t hate him if he said no but to his credit he swoops in for a kiss and murmurs, “Let me change.”

      I wait for him for around forty-five minutes, sitting on the bed watching him dry his body after a quick shower, and watching as he dons his clothes. He’s so handsome. His body is so smooth and tanned, his butt so perfectly round. I love gripping it like a fleshy handle as he powers into me, driving between my thighs, manipulating my body in ways he knows drive me wild.

      We’re ready to go, the sky is starting to get darker but not so dark that it’s too late to do anything. The days are getting longer now that summer is near.

      I undo the few buttons of my light blue cardigan as I pass him in the doorway and he kisses my cheekbone as we go.

      “To date night,” I cry, my hand in the air like a superhero would.

      “To date night,” he confirms, cupping my rear with one hand and squeezing.

      I giggle and race ahead.
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      My phone rings like a siren of guilty promises in the silence. My exhaustion untangles with the arms wrapped around me.

      “It is as I said,” my brother says, disturbing my slumber and jolting me to a more alert state.

      I wipe the drool from the corner of my mouth and glance at Niall who is sleeping beside me.

      “Huh?”

      “The pirate wants to see you.”

      Fuck.

      I roll out of bed as quiet as a mouse and tiptoe across the room, avoiding every creaking step.

      “I’ll visit and we’ll talk about this. Get off the phone before you get caught.”

      “Not getting caught,” he whispers and chuckles. “Trust me.”

      “The last time you said that you ended up behind bars.”

      “Fuck, sis, you gotta throw that at me now?”

      I cringe. “Sorry, I’m tired and grumpy.”

      “Yeah,” he agrees. “Just a bit.”

      “It’s four in the morning.”

      “I’ve been negotiating with the pirate, sleep hasn’t greeted us yet.”

      Of course he has.

      I roll my eyes and open my mouth, ready to answer when Niall calls my name, sounding panicked.

      I hang up the phone and flush the toilet while calling back, “In here.”

      “Everything okay?” he asks, calmer now that he knows I haven’t disappeared in the night.

      I wash my hands quickly and open the door as water drips from between my fingers. “Baby is weighing on my bladder.”

      “I thought we had time before the sleepless nights kicked in,” he mutters, sounding amused.

      I wrap my arms around his neck and he walks me back towards the bed. “I had such a great night last night.”

      “Me too,” he breathes against my lips and then tastes them briefly.

      I stiffen, not because of him but because of my own issues. This moment in time is just disturbing some of the sweeter memories of Captain Calder that I’ve been trying to bury. It doesn’t matter what Niall does or says, Calder will always be that ghost between us and his lips I’ll always crave. He’s a drug to me, despite all he did. The thought of seeing him again on my own terms terrifies me and titillates me all at the same time.
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      I’m back again, it’s nothing new being here but this time it brings with it so many emotions. The last I saw of Calder was in my bedroom, being verbally destroyed by Niall. Or that’s how it felt.

      I’m patted down, my things are placed in a locker and I’m given a ticket for the key. Except this time when I’m led into the visiting quarters I’m led in a new direction and taken through a heavy metal gate.

      The prison guard doesn’t explain where we’re going and I don’t expect him to. Nor do I ask. I’m terrified he’ll go running to Niall. What if they know each other? Niall will never understand why I’m doing this because to be honest I don’t know why I am.

      I need to see him, to look into his eyes and ask him what it all meant, why he kept me, protected me, drugged me.

      My heart starts its rapid pace as my heels click on the cold, sterile prison floor. The cream is flecked with blue shards of colour, like that of our local hospital. My mind will wander anywhere right now to stay off the topic of the man my brother has asked me to see on his behalf.

      The guard turns to the left and the door opens, it has a flap on the door which likely opens to give them a view of the inside without having to open the door fully.

      I clear my throat and shift nervously when he opens the door, motions for me to enter and waits for me patiently to take that first step.

      “Don’t tell Niall,” I plead quietly, like a coward.

      He doesn’t respond and I finally enter.

      The room is small with only a table in the centre. A table in which Calder is chained to. This is like something out of the movies. He has a lot of range but not so much that he can stand. He can scratch his nose if he wants to but that’s about it.

      “No funny business,” the guard barks and slams the door behind me, making me leap forward a step.

      “Rain,” Calder mutters, his tone dark, deep, and deadly. I look up, dragging my eyes from the shackles on his wrists to the tattoo on his neck that creeps above the collar of his beige jumpsuit. His hair skims along the edge of his collar. Hair I want to tug on as he bites the delicate flesh of my skin.

      Our eyes meet and this time I’m ready for it.

      They still wind me, the depth of their colour and emotion, the ferocity of their glare.

      “Captain,” I reply, standing with my hands clenched into fists by my side.

      “No kiss?” His lips twitch with a smirk when I scowl at him and fold my arms over my front protectively. “Come on, Rain, don’t be like that. I’m kidding.”

      When I don’t budge he sighs heavily and nods for me to sit opposite but his eyes drag down my form as I go. I’m wearing a loose-fitting long, black top and waist-high jeans to conceal my small bump. “You look… incredible.”

      I hear the intensity in his words as heavily as I feel it from his eyes. “Don’t.”

      “You do.”

      “I know I do,” I reply harshly and his smirk becomes a toothy smile. The kind that narrows his eyes and forms lines around his mouth that I want to trace with my tongue. This man and his power over me…

      Just a look can slay me and make me want to drop my knickers and bend over the table in his face. He makes me shameless and I don’t even like him anymore.

      “Why didn’t you run?” I ask because it’s the question that has played on my mind since that night.

      “I was betrayed, I thought I had more time.” His smile slowly slips away and a scowl takes its place making the green of his eyes flare with bitterness.

      “What?”

      “Millie and another, they were supposed to tell me when Niall started to make his journey home. It’s my own stupidity that landed me in here.” He calms his features and breathes through his nose. “I’m dealing with it.”

      “From in here?”

      He smiles like before but this time it’s crooked and it has me squirming in my seat.

      “You terrify me.”

      “Not as much as you terrify me, Rain.” He turns over his shackled hand so his knuckles rest against the surface of the desk. His palm beckons me to touch it, to trace the lines and tiny white scarring with my fingers. “I crave the feel of your skin against mine.”

      “Stop it,” I order firmly while glaring at him. “Don’t do that.”

      He leans forward and lowers his voice. “I know I hurt you. I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness…”

      “You drugged me.” I rip my hand through my hair and feel it fall in waves around my face. “You then tried to kidnap me again.”

      “One, you weren’t calming down, I just wanted to help you relax. Two… I was desperate. I needed more time, I never intended to keep you if you didn’t want to stay.” His tone is sincere but I don’t believe a word he says. Do I?

      “It’s unforgivable.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      We stare at each other for the longest time, until I find myself blinking and shying away. “You fucked another woman, Calder.”

      The room stills as his regret pours between us like acid into an empty cavity. “I wanted to hurt you.”

      “Exactly. You wanted to hurt me.”

      “And I did and I hate myself for that but at least I know where we stand,” he reaches for my hand and for a moment I let him take it. “You love me. You want to be with me. You were born for that life. You fit in with everyone.”

      “That life is gone, Calder. It literally sailed away.”

      He cups my hand between his. “It didn’t. As soon as I return…”

      “How?” I pull free and motion to the room. “How will you get out of here and return to your ship?”

      He puts his finger to his lips and then holds out his hand to me. “Come here, Rain.”

      “You’re kidding right?”

      “Come here,” he commands and I almost move but quickly keep my wits about me.

      “I should go.”

      He begs, “Wait. Don’t go. Not yet.”

      “We have nothing left to say to each other. It’s over, Captain. Just leave me alone.”

      “Rain,” he pleads when I move to the heavy metal door and raise a hand to bang on it. “Please.”

      I punish myself and look at him over my shoulder, his sad eyes reach mine and his lips mime the word “please.”

      “I can’t be with a man who hurts me to prove a point. It’s toxic.” I swallow. “But you’re right, I did love you, I do love you, but it’s not enough.”

      He doesn’t reply and I wish I’d never come.

      I bang on the door and as soon as it opens and closes behind me, I feel like my world got locked in there with it.

      There’s a loud crashing noise but the guard doesn’t seem perturbed. He guides me out as I wipe away my silent tears and head home to do the one thing I should have done the moment I got back.

      I haven’t been fair to Niall. The truth is, the girl that was in love with him doesn’t exist anymore. The woman I am now needs to figure things out on her own.

      Calder’s anguished eyes will haunt me forever, but Niall’s I can live with. I feel guilty of course, but they don’t eat at my happiness and innocence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I look around my old bedroom, I’ve been here a few days now. My toes sink into the plush pink rug and my hands grip the satin throw that my mother washed the day I arrived. It smells of fresh linen in a way that only your mother’s house can smell.

      I equal parts love and hate being here. Love it because it’s home but hate it because it shows my failure.

      My phone rings—it’s either Niall or my brother. I don’t check. They’ve both been ringing me non-stop since I left a week ago. Something I should have done the first time I flinched when Niall kissed me.

      I feel awful, of course I do, but there’s little I can do about it. I’ve changed and there’s no changing back.

      “Tea?” Mum calls up the stairs. Tea is her cure for everything. She says if you can smile, even a fraction during your darkest day then the day isn’t wasted. That’s why when I hear her voice, my lips twitch with a smile and I know I’m going to be okay.

      “No, thanks, Mum. I’m good.”

      She walks away, humming.

      My hand goes to my stomach. I can do this alone. Mum raised twins alone, she can help me with one.

      Though will she be as infuriatingly protective with this one as she was with me?

      When my phone rings again I sigh heavily and look at the flash of the words “private number” on the screen.

      I gingerly bring it to my ear after sliding the green call icon to the right with my thumb.

      “You just couldn’t play nice, could you?” My brother’s tone is clipped in a way I know I do not deserve. “I asked you to keep him sweet.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “He’s my ticket to freedom, sister of mine. I thought you wanted me out of here?”

      My heart stops briefly as a wave of guilt strikes me. “I do want you out! Why does the captain have to be a part of that?”

      “Captain has a ship, Rain. Did you put any thought into where I go when I escape?”

      “Of course I have,” I hiss, kicking my door shut and pacing my room to the window. “It’s all I’ve thought about since you were incarcerated.”

      He growls and I hear him kick something, a metal bucket perhaps. “Well they’re talking about transferring your fucking boyfriend.”

      “What?” I grip the windowsill with my free hand. “Why?”

      “He kicked off after your visit and put two guards and three inmates in med. He fucked them up something bad. Never seen a man so enraged. The fuck you say to him?”

      “N… nothing I just ended things.”

      “You didn’t think to wait until after I got out?”

      I close my eyes, thoughts of my injured brother playing out in my mind. It hurts too much to bear. “Will he get you?”

      “No, he won’t touch me, he needs me right now.”

      Biting my lip I look over the quiet cul-de-sac where I grew up and wonder why life can’t be stable and steady for longer than a week at a time. “Is he okay?”

      “No idea, I doubt it. Guards are fucking animals. Should be in here with us, not dictating to us. He fucked up two of them bad, they’ll return the favour.”

      “River, is this my fault? Did I do this?”

      “No, Rain, it’s your man’s fault for making that choice.” His voice is gruff and sincere. I almost believe him.

      “What can I do?”

      “Don’t know, Rain. Genuinely don’t have a fucking clue. Talk him down. Try to visit. Who cares, just do something.”

      “If he’s in isolation how am I supposed to do any of that?”

      “You’re good at manipulating people, figure it out.”

      I am reeling at his comment but also secretly agreeing because I am. I’ve always been good at wrapping people around my fingers, even inadvertently. There’s just something about innocent eyes and a cry for help that can’t be ignored.

      “This is the last time I help him, River.”

      “You’re not helping him, you’re helping me. Talk him down, get him into main with the rest of us.”

      “You think they’re keeping him in isolation because of his behaviour or because they want to fuck with him?”

      “Doesn’t matter, if they think he’s got somebody on the outside who cares about him enough to cause a stir they’ll put him back in main. I’ve got a plan, sis. A good one. But it’s time-sensitive. I need him here.”

      “It just had to be him,” I mutter. “I’ll do what I can. Might take me a couple of days.”

      Sometimes in life we have to do bad things to good people. It’s just the way shit goes. I don’t like it but I only see one way forward.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Something really fucking stupid probably.”
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      “Where are you going?” Mum asks, looking concerned as I hitch my bag over my shoulder and check my lipstick in the mirror on the wall.

      “To see River,” I reply.

      “Please tell him to allow me the same honour.”

      “Mum.” I take her soft, wrinkled hand in mine. “You can’t un-see him like that.”

      “So you both tell me.” She moves to the kettle and turns it on. “At least hug him for me.”

      “Of course!” I give her a hug too from behind and inhale her peppermint scent. “I’ll be back soon.”

      “Keep my grandchild safe.”

      “Always,” I reply gently and roll a hand over my stomach. “Love you.”

      “Love you more, poppet.”

      Smiling, I leave and head to the train station. I could take the car but ever since I spoke to River I’ve been paranoid about being followed. What I’m essentially doing is aiding a criminal to escape. If I help River, I help Calder. I don’t know what they’ve been talking about or what plan they have in place. What I do know is that what I’m about to do could get me thrown in a completely different jail cell.

      I can do this, it will go smoothly.

      

      I check my phone as we travel along the smooth tracks underground. Flashes of dark and light pass through the windows, casting ominous shadows within the dark train. I picked the carriage with the broken light because I have a migraine brewing and there’s just something peaceful about the dark today.

      When I see Niall’s name beside the little text message icon my heart flutters and my eyes water. My feelings for Niall are beyond comprehension at this point. I love him too much to saddle him with the child of another because of the guilt he feels. I love him too much to leave him in the shadow of another man I shouldn’t love but do.

      

      
        
        Niall: The pram you wanted just arrived. What do you want me to do with it?

      

      

      

      I had completely forgotten about that.

      

      The sound of a baby crying from somewhere else on the train makes me shiver. I have to focus. I can’t deal with this today.

      

      
        
        Rain: Whatever you want. Send it back. You paid for it.

      

      

      

      By the time I make it to the prison he hasn’t replied so I tuck my phone away and approach the dark blue Saab parked at the edge of the carpark. A man exits the vehicle, the same man who represented my brother in his trial.

      He looks around me as though waiting for his assassination and then curtly informs me, “This is the last favour I do for your family, Ms Hyde.”

      He checks his short brown hair in the window of his car, licks his fingers and slicks back the flick of hair tickling his thick brow.

      “Come along,” he instructs, sounding impatient.

      “Why must you come this time? You didn’t last time.”

      “The prison is under a new administration. Ever since the person you’re visiting put two of their guards in hospital, they’re being a bit stricter with who comes and goes.”

      Of course they are. Fucking Calder.

      I follow closely on his heels to an entrance different to last time. He speaks to a guard which leads to demanding for whoever is in charge, and finally, after some shouting about seeing his client, we are taken to a room by two guards and essentially left to our own devices once the door is open.

      The second I step inside bile rises in my throat and my hand flies to my mouth.

      Calder smiles, stretching a split in his lip, causing it to bleed. His eye is dark red and so swollen it is open little more than a slit. His beautiful dark curls are no more, instead his hair has been cut so violently he has healing scabs on his head in the centre of patches.

      He sits in a cushioned chair, one arm and hand holding his ribs and abdomen.

      “What have they done to you?” I demand, approaching Calder without apology. Tears fill my eyes when he inhales a rattling breath so sharp it’s a wonder he’s still breathing at all. “This… it can’t be allowed.”

      “It isn’t,” the solicitor, Ian, barks. “But it’s what he gets for what he did. Don’t you have anything to say?”

      Calder sneers at the suited man beside me but stays silent.

      “Why am I not surprised?” Ian snarls. “I’ve demanded they remove you from ISO.”

      “He needs medical attention.” I gently touch Calder’s swollen cheek. “Can you talk? Can you move?”

      “I’m fine,” he rumbles, sitting more upright. “They haven’t killed me.”

      “Yet,” I snap, reaching for the hem of his shirt when I notice him wince and tighten his arm that bands around him. He stops my hand with his and ducks his head to meet my eyes.

      I can’t look at him. It hurts to look at him. I’ve never seen him weak and I don’t like it.

      “I’m okay, Rain,” he whispers. Raising his hand to catch the tear sliding down my cheek. “I’ll be okay.”

      “What were you thinking? Beating on the guards like that?”

      “I wasn’t thinking,” he replies and coughs into his fist, crying out when the force of it hurts his body. “I don’t think when it comes to you.”

      “Co-dependency,” Ian singsongs but shuts up when I glare at him over my shoulder.

      “I’m going to get you help…”

      “I don’t need help, I need my freedom,” Calder replies, shifting again as I kneel before him. He looks at Ian. “Can you leave us?”

      “I cannot, she can only stay while I stay.”

      Calder nods and reaches for me, touching my cheek in the same way I just caressed his. “It is good to see you without that look of hatred in your eyes.”

      “You’ve suffered enough without my ire to jab you,” I reply, turning into his hand.

      “You look good, Rain,” he whispers, scanning me up and down slowly. “Different somehow. Frightened perhaps. Nervous definitely.”

      My lips part and I pull back slightly but his hand locks me in place. “I don’t know how to help you, Captain. Tell me who to call, what to do…”

      “Kiss me and I will,” he replies, his uninjured eye alight with that mischievous gaze I know and adore. “Kiss me and I’ll tell you anything.”

      “Captain…”

      “I might die,” he threatens though his lips are still smiling and his eye is sparkling even more than before. “And you might never get the chance again.”

      I place my hands on the arms of his chair and hoist myself to standing. “I’m not kissing you, Captain.” As tempting as it is.

      “You want to.”

      “Don’t.”

      “Do.”

      I narrow my eyes and he stands unsteadily, now towering over me. “Do not.”

      “So why are you looking at my lips?”

      “If you weren’t so injured already I’d hit you.”

      “Kiss me and I’ll tell you a spot that’s not hurting already.”

      “Really?” Ian sighs. “I was forced here for this shit?”

      I straighten and step back, ignoring the flicker of disappointment in Calder’s dimming eyes. “We should leave. I’ve done what I can, Captain. I’m out of ideas now.”

      “You’re too smart to have no ideas, Rain,” he replies, raising his brow at me, the one that isn’t a swollen mess. His blood looks ready to burst from under his skin it’s so shiny and tight. I’ll never get this visual out of my head.

      My eyes blur with tears as I reach up and caress his soft, fuzzy head. “Your curls…”

      “Just hair, Rain, I’m still me.” He strokes my side with the tips of my fingers. “When I’m free, I’ll come for you again.”

      “And if I refuse to leave with you?”

      He brings my hand to his lips. “If you wanted to stay without me, you’d have said when, not if.”

      My breath catches and seconds later, as I lose myself in Calder’s determined eyes as I so often do, Ian’s hand wraps around my bicep.

      “Let’s go, Ms Hyde.”

      “Take your fucking hand off her or lose it,” Calder warns, and Ian’s hand leaves me immediately.

      “It’s fine,” I quickly interject, looking at the man who ensnared me beyond my will. “He meant no harm.”

      I follow Ian to the door, twisting my hands before me.

      “Rain?”

      “Yes, Calder?”

      “Do you still love me?”

      I stop in the doorway and search his green eyes, or what I can see of them. That vulnerability that he only ever shows to me shines from each and I find it impossible to lie.

      So instead, from the bottom of my depraved soul and directly to his longing eyes, I respond, “You’re everything.”

      “Time to go,” Ian mutters as the door is pushed open.

      “Stay alive, Captain.”

      

      It’s not until we’re outside that Ian stammers a step and asks, “Can I offer you a ride home?”

      I accept graciously, feeling a weight lifted that I won’t have to travel so far alone while feeling so emotional.
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      Something smells so good, I can’t help but follow my nose down the stairs and into the dining room. Mum has set the table and in the centre are two ceramic dishes full of what looks to be curry. The table is set for three.

      I look around and also listen but hear nobody.

      She’s been acting odd all day. Who could she be inviting?

      It feels a bit too early to be having curry. It’s only eleven forty.

      “Mum?” I call and as if the devil himself spawned her with a click of his fingers, she appears with a plate full of naan bread and a ceramic bowl full of rice. My mum is all for her fancy presentation and loves to get the fine dishes out for when company comes. “Loving the setup, but what’s the occasion?”

      She hums, ignoring my question and I know with one hundred percent certainty that she is up to something.

      But what?

      “Mum,” I repeat, my tone warning.

      “Your hair looks so unpresentable,” she mumbles as she fluffs up my dark waves, soon after placing the dishes on the table with my help.

      “I look just fine,” I grumble, batting away her hands. “Now… tell me… who’s joining us for lunch? That’s assuming I’m invited to this fancy-schmants curry do?”

      “Of course you’re invited, silly.”

      Again she fails to answer my question and it is so infuriating. “Muuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuummmmmmmm.”

      “Don’t, Rain, you know I dislike it when you do that.”

      Before I can shake an answer out of her there’s a knock on the door.

      She smooths her hands down her apron and announces with glee, “Right on time, as always.”

      “Who is?” I follow her into the hall, eager to see the guest and why we’re so happy to see them.

      “Oh you didn’t,” I mutter when Niall greets her with a smile but then greets me with a look as shocked as mine. “Muuuuuuum.” The drawn-out word is hissed through the corner of my mouth this time.

      “Niall! It’s so good to see you.”

      She says this like she didn’t know he was coming.

      He looks at me and we both cringe. A pang of guilt hits me. This is so hard. Too hard. His handsome face is set with such an uncomfortable smile.

      “I just came to bring the pram,” he explains to me, tucking his hands into his pockets. “I didn’t think you’d be here.”

      “It’s okay,” I lie. “It’s good to see you.” Double lie. “How have you been?”

      “Okay, I guess.” He scratches the scruff of his beard. A sight that used to make me bite my lip as I fought for control. He turns and spins the grey pram so as to push it through the open door. “I put it together, it works great but any issues just let me know.”

      We share a look, his nostalgic, mine one of tremendous shame. “Thank you, Niall.”

      Seeing the pram in person makes me want the baby now. All cute and pink little cheeks, chubby little legs and flailing arms.

      “Come on through, I made lunch,” Mum declares, taking Niall’s arm who looks to me for help.

      “I shouldn’t, Marnie, but thank you.”

      “Nonsense, I already got you a plate ready.”

      “Mum,” I caution as she drags him further into the house, giving him no chance to say no. “He might already have plans.”

      “I don’t.” Niall steps towards me. “I’ll stay, as long as you’re okay with it?”

      How can I say no to that?

      “Of course you can stay, Niall, you’re always welcome,” I reply softly.

      “Then it’s settled,” Mum announces, smiling like the cat that got the cream. It only just covers up Niall’s muttered words, “I’m not though, am I? Not really?”

      As she leads him into the dining room I touch the handle of the pram, gripping it with my fingers to feel its softness. I push it backwards and forwards, testing the smooth glide of the wheels, two of which swivel for easy turning. It’s exactly the pram I wanted and seeing it makes me happy, yet my future feels even less certain than before.

      If Calder gets out early and seeks me out, he’ll see I’m pregnant and see I lied to him. What if he takes my baby as revenge? What if he takes me again?

      “What’s wrong?” Niall asks, I feel his heat against my back the closer he gets. “You look lost, Rain.”

      “I’m terrified.”

      “Of becoming a mother? You’ll be amazing.”

      “No.” I shake my head and allow his comforting arm to pull my body into his.

      “What then?” he whispers, and his warm breath tickles my ear.

      “I feel constantly on edge and on guard. Like any moment my world is going to collapse. How do I cope with this? How do I get through each day feeling this way? It’s torture.”

      “I know, baby. I wish I could reassure you.” His arm tightens around my waist. “Come home. Let me protect you. We’ll move away…”

      “Lunch is getting cold,” Mum calls, not knowing about our intimate moment. A moment I was hoping to avoid ever since I ran from him a week ago.

      “I can’t, Niall.”

      “Why?”

      “You deserve better.”

      “You are better than I deserve.” He turns me in his arms. “Why can’t you see that?”

      My lower lip trembles so I wet it with my tongue. He glances at it and I know what he wants but I also know I can’t give it to him.

      “Let’s eat.” I move out of reach before he can stop me, leaving him dejected in the hallway, with the pram that will be for the baby that will never be his. A baby that might never be mine.

      We sit and serve the food resting in fancy dishes. It’s awkward, tense, but it’s also nice being around him again. Outside of River and my friends who I abandoned, Niall is all I really know. He’s the only other person I could ever rely on and I know that I’m likely crazy for giving that up.

      “The food is lovely, Marnie.” Niall, lovely and polite as ever.

      “As is your company. I’m so glad you could join us.”

      “Me too, how lucky that you had a third place all set up.” His raised brows and smirking lips have me snorting into my drink.

      My mother flippantly waves a hand at him, her eyes round with innocence but her devious little brain is working on the next round of awkward greetings.

      As I’m dipping my naan into the curry sauce my phone rings. Normally I’d ignore it but looking at the screen brings my eyes to a text message that shouts the word “EMERGENCY!”

      Caps lock and everything.

      “Excuse me,” I murmur, standing quickly and exiting the room with my phone to my ear. “Hello?”

      “Rain.” His voice. My name. Just one word.

      I panic and flood all at the same time. “Captain.”

      “You haven’t forgotten my voice.”

      I look behind me, checking the empty hall for any sign of him. “Now’s not a good time.”

      “I want to see you again.”

      Sneaking into the kitchen, I keep my eyes on the door as I whisper, “That’s not possible.”

      “But you want it to be?”

      “You’re making friends with River? You must be if he’s letting you use his phone.”

      He chuckles deep, throaty. It’s sexy. It calls to my soul and all of the dark, sordid, secret holes I keep trying to bury him in. Literally and figuratively. “You don’t approve?”

      “I don’t know how I feel about anything right now.” I pace to the hallway and back, I can hear Mum and Niall talking about work, I can see the pram by the door, resting slightly against the long beige curtains that cover the window by the door. “I’m terrified, Calder.”

      “Of me?”

      “Yes…” I smile to myself and rest my hand against my stomach. “No.” I laugh once, quietly, breathily. “Both, I guess.”

      “Talk to me.”

      “I don’t know that I can. I don’t know where we stand.”

      His breath hitches, I hear it and my heart gives a jolt in response. “That means you’re considering an us?”

      Niall’s laugh comes loudly from the other room. I almost hang up the phone but I need to say goodbye first. “Calder… you’re going to be in there for a really long time and if you fail doing what you and my brother are planning, you’ll be somewhere else behind bars for an even longer time.”

      “I love it when you call me Calder.”

      I growl but my smile won’t dissipate. “Captain…”

      “Love it when you call me that too.”

      “I have to go.”

      “Visit me.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Why?”

      “I… it’s complicated. I have to go.”

      “Because of the pig?”

      My lips thin to a white line, my earlier fuzzy feelings are vanishing in the place of a building rage. “Don’t call him that.”

      He lets out a long breath but otherwise says nothing.

      “Bye, Captain.”

      “Bye, Rain.”

      

      I return to the room and receive smiles from both. Loving smiles I know I’m unworthy of.

      Then I see Niall out and turn my head when he leans in for that kiss his eyes promised me of earlier.

      “You’re not coming back to me, are you, Rain?”

      When I shake my head, his eyes close on me, hiding his soul away forever. I just broke his heart all over again.

      “Mum,” I snap the second the door closes behind him. “Do not invite Niall over like that again.”

      Her hand goes to her chest. “I just wanted to help you move on. You’re pregnant. Your child deserves a happy home. Both Mum and Dad.”

      “You mean like River and I had?”

      Her lips part. “That’s unfair. You don’t know anything about that.”

      “Because you never told us.” I rub my face with my hands, cursing when I remember my eyeliner which is now smudged along my palm. “People in glass houses, Mum.”

      “What happened? Did he hurt you?”

      “Niall would never hurt me.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Did he cheat on you?”

      “Mum,” I whine, moving to the pram.

      “Then why aren’t you together anymore? Not even for the baby? You won’t even try?”

      “What about me and River? Was it right for us? Bringing two babies into a world without a daddy?”

      Her eyes swim with tears, glistening like crystals of mourning that balance precariously on her lower lids. “I think we’re done with this conversation.”

      “Nothing new there.” I walk away, it’s the best thing for us both right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you again,” Adan, my therapist, says after I place my cup of tea on a shiny silver coaster.

      “Are you guilting me?”

      “Not at all, I’m interested in what changed your mind.” He leans back as I bounce on one of those inflatable gym balls. His room really has it all.

      “I don’t know. I guess I’m just a little lost?”

      “Why do you think that?”

      I tap my fingers on the ball and stare at his certificates on the wall. He’ll know what to do. Right?

      “I’m supposed to be at my twenty-week scan in fifteen minutes.”

      He stares at me blankly for a moment. “And you’ve chosen to come here instead because?”

      “Mum’s mad at me. Niall’s not mine anymore and Calder lost all of his hair.”

      Before I can stop it, the flood gates open and I start sobbing into my hands. I can’t control myself and he can do little more than watch and hand me tissues.

      I almost feel bad for the guy.

      Especially when he accompanies me to the appointment because I didn’t want to go alone.

      I doubt I’ll ever go back to therapy again.

      Also, I’m having a boy.

      I picked up a little pair of tiny blue booties on the way home which are now sitting on the top of my chest of drawers in my room.

      My eyes are drawn to them and what will fill them in just twenty more weeks and one day if my due date is correct.

      “I can’t wait to meet you,” I whisper to my growing bump.

      I wonder if he’ll love me? Despite the fact I’ve given him a father who will likely spend his entire existence in prison.

      I don’t know what to do but what I do know is this can’t continue. This life, my choices, my moping. I need to be new, not just for the baby but for my own mental health too.

      That wasn’t meant to rhyme but I might take up a poetry class while I’m at it. Clearly I’m a natural.

      Do those exist?

      “MUUUUM?”

      “Rain, you are not a teenager anymore! You do not have to whine my name like that.”

      “Sorry,” I yell back, giggling and feeling happier than I did this morning. “Do you want to do a poetry class with me?”

      “Not really, love, no.”

      “Oh.” I roll my eyes while still laughing. “Okay.”
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      “Breathe in, breathe out…” I listen intently, and do as I’m told, mimicking the women around me who are in pairs, back to back due to us all being single mothers with bumps so we can’t do the whole back to chest thing.

      I never thought there would be groups like this and I’m so glad there are. I feel a little less lonely in this existence and over the past six weeks I have really flourished in my fight for independence.

      I’m working hard at work, taking classes in my free time and looking at houses and flats on the other side of the country.

      So in essence, I’m preparing to be a hermit.

      I’ve been avoiding my brother. I haven’t visited since before that call from Captain. Some might say I’m being childish, but I feel like I’m being strong. I’m ridding myself of everybody who has the ability to disrupt the peaceful life I’m building for my child.

      His child.

      Every day I’m wracked with the guilt of not telling him but I don’t know how he’ll react. I don’t know him well enough. He’s impulsive, irrational, he comes from a different way of life to me.

      But then…

      I think about the times he climbed into bed with me and rested his head on my abdomen. He loved sleeping like that. I used to stroke his soft hair. Hair that he no longer has.

      I wonder if it’s grown, wishing I had a picture or a lock of it to immortalise it.

      So yes, my guilt on leaving him is doubling and I’ve convinced myself the further I live from him the less I have to feel guilty about.

      “You’re not breathing,” Melissa whispers, the woman whose back is against mine. “Are you okay?”

      “Sorry, I’m getting a numb bum.”

      Her laughter is quiet. “Me too. Shall we go for a walk after this?”

      It’s not the first time we have gotten together after class and I am hoping it won’t be the last.

      Melissa is a single mum, this is her first baby and she’s four weeks further along than I am which means I direct most of my questions to her. She’s amazing. She’s got a bigger network of support than I have but like me, there’s no father.

      Her baby daddy knows but isn’t interested. Probably for the best as he’s an arsehole from what she has told me.

      I wonder how she’d feel about my story. I’ve not told her. I’ve let her assume. It’s too complicated to get into and it wasn’t until our last meeting that she confessed her own story.

      

      Class ends and we do as she suggested. We go for a long walk, her bump a lot bigger than mine but mine is now visible under my clothing. It’s warm and wearing any more than a baggy vest makes me sweat in a very unattractive way.

      It reminds me of the time Larry was teaching me how to drop and raise the anchor on the Sea Whore battleship. There’s an electronic way and a manual way. It took me ten minutes to move it six inches the manual way and I was dripping with sweat and entirely pissed off afterwards.

      Captain came, swung me into his arms, carried me back to his quarters and fucked me in the shower so hard I felt him between my thighs for days.

      He was so sweet, so attentive, so caring. So sexy.

      “You’re frowning.”

      I look at my new friend and take a big lick of my chocolate ice cream. “I’m just thinking about his dad.”

      “I was wondering when you’d bring him up.”

      We sit cross-legged on the grass beneath a huge, old tree in the middle of Hyde Park. Fitting considering my surname is the same.

      Melissa pulls on her dark ponytail to tighten it and licks creamy ice cream from her thick, dark lips.

      “He doesn’t know I’m pregnant.”

      She raises her brows. “Seriously?”

      I nod and shrug my shoulders. “He’s in prison.”

      “Oh… shit. What did he do?”

      I laugh humourlessly and look her dead in the eye, despite the sun near forcing me to close them. “He’s a pirate.”

      “You’re pulling my chain?”

      “I wish I was.”

      “Wow.” She looks gobsmacked. “How’d you meet him?”

      I laugh for real this time. “Oh that’s a story you don’t want to know.”

      Her brows come together, and she seems to forget about the cone in her hand until a drip of ice cream rolls over her thumb. “Why not?”

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Try me.” But then after a pause, she looks horrified as she asks, “Did he attack you or something?”

      “No! Nothing like that. I promise. He was always very sweet to me… well mostly.” After a pause equal to hers before, I add, “Maybe next time I’ll tell you. It’s hard to talk about.”

      She nods, understanding of this at least. “How do you think he’ll react if he finds out?”

      “I don’t know. And I’m terrified more about that part than I am the birth.”

      “Shit, honey…”

      “It’s messed up.”

      “It sounds it.”

      We both turn our heads when we hear a baby crying in the distance. As if to torment us the baby is in the care of a man who is likely its father. He shushes the infant in its pram gently, his lips smiling with so much tenderness.

      “You should probably tell him though because I bet he’d be angrier to find out from others.”

      “I know. I was kind of hoping to run away before the baby arrives but it’s a silly dream really.”

      “Whatever happens, I hope he steps up, when he’s out at least.”

      I look at my new friend with sad eyes and a firm set mouth. “It sounds awful, but I really hope he doesn’t. He couldn’t give either of us the life we need and deserve. Stability, a home, income.”

      “Should have thought about that before you bedded a pirate without contraception,” she jokes and that heavy feeling in my heart lifts a little. “Let’s be the fathers to each other’s children instead.”

      “Now that’s an idea I wholly support.”

      We raise our melting ice creams and cheer playfully.

      

      When I arrive at my house, I’m surprised to find my mother pruning a large bunch of lilies in a fancy, dark purple, glass vase.

      “Secret admirer?” I ask, reaching for the card only to find it unopened and addressed to me. “When did these get here?”

      “An hour ago, but the florist doesn’t know what she’s doing. They were a mess. As though she’d tossed them into the vase from a distance.”

      I peel open the glued flap of the white envelope and slide the small, red love-heart-patterned card from its confines.

      It simply says, “Rain, call me.” Followed by a new number I don’t recognise and a simple “C.”

      He’s tenacious, I’ll give him that. He and my brother have called and texted. Mum has spoken to my brother. I’ve been avoiding them all.

      She keeps telling me to speak to River. I think this might be the longest I’ve gone without even a text but I don’t know what to say.

      I’m terrified that if I keep involving myself with my own brother and Captain Calder that I’ll be forced to change the life I’m trying to create. It’ll tear down the foundations for the picket fencing I’m already building in my mind.

      “Who are they from?”

      “Just someone,” I murmur.

      She snatches the card from my hand, making the bangle on her wrist that has the peace symbol etched into the smooth surface clank against the other one further down. Mum as fancy as she is now with her wedding suits as everyday wear and her prim and proper hair that she sets in curlers nightly, was in fact a hippie back in the day. I suppose personality-wise she always will be. She’s all for peace, love, equality, and everything else. She’s just always been terrified of the world and I can’t help but wonder if that has anything to do with my biological father.

      Looking at pictures of her before us she had long, wavy, wild hair, much like my own is now when I let it dry naturally. She had a nose piercing and dark red lipstick. She was so free and feral, covered in mud, eating barbecued sweetcorn with dirty hands…

      What happened to her?

      What made her so fearful for us? She never let us hang around with people after school. She never let us build relationships with children she didn’t approve of. We were always too clean, too warm, too protected.

      How does hippie mum go from that to this?

      “Who is C?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” I snatch the card back.

      “Are you seeing another man?” Her lips part and her eyes widen with disbelief. “You’re pregnant with Niall’s baby!”

      “One, drop the judgy bullshit.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Language.”

      “Two, it’s none of your business.”

      “If you’re living in my house, it is my business.”

      “That’s a bullshit response.”

      “LANGUAGE!”

      “ENGLISH!” I scream back.

      “Niall is a good man… how can you do this to him? He doesn’t deserve it.”

      She doesn’t know anything. I don’t deserve it either. I’m a good woman too. I’m just doing the best I can.

      “Seeing another man while you’re pregnant…”

      “Niall isn’t the fucking father, Mum!” I’m shaking with anger. Mum and I never did get on. She pushes all of my buttons. I wave the card in her surprised face. “This guy is.”

      “What?”

      “Yep, Niall and I got separated and I shagged somebody else. Okay? Yes, Niall knows. Our relationship is over. Okay? Done. Stop trying to save it.” I run my fingers through the top of my hair as my eyes blur with tears. “I don’t want to talk about Niall, or this guy, or anybody again. Not unless you’re willing to open up about my dad.”

      “Your dad is a complicated topic.”

      “My dad has never been a topic at all.” I brush past her. “So stop judging me. I seriously messed up and I’m paying for it every day. I don’t need you to make it any harder.”

      “I just want what’s best for you.”

      My shoulders sag. “I know. Trust me. I know you do. But what you’re doing right now isn’t what’s best for me or this baby. I’m stressed enough. I came home because I thought I’d feel better but ever since I did all you’ve done is guilt me.”

      “That’s not fair.” She follows me to the stairs, caressing the handle of the pram as we pass, I see her do it in my peripheral vision. “I didn’t know and more than anything I want my grandchild, my first grandchild to grow up in a happy and healthy environment.”

      “Me too.”

      We arrive at the door of my bedroom and stop to look at each other. “Will I be meeting him?”

      “No, Mum, he’s in prison.”

      “Oh sweet Jesus,” she mutters so I throw her a look and she throws her hands up defensively. “Not judging.”

      “He also doesn’t know, so don’t go hunting him down. Okay?”

      “Okay,” she assures me and places a hand on my stomach. “We’ll figure this out together.”

      “Thanks, Mum.” I place my hand over hers. “I hope so.”

      “How is he sending flowers from inside prison though?”

      I purse my lips and ponder that for a moment. “I don’t know. PayPal maybe?”

      “Right.” Her look mirrors my own. “So, how did you meet if he’s incarcerated?”

      “He obviously wasn’t at the time.” I point my thumb to my room. “I’m having a nap. Too much excitement for one day.”

      “I love you, love.”

      I pull her into me for a rose-scented hug. “I love you more.”

      “Very unlikely.”
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      Three more days, three more gifts. Chocolates, flowers, and a necklace with an anchor on it.

      I’ve eaten the chocolates, let Mum improve the flowers and then hidden the beautiful necklace in the middle of my jewellery box. So it’s not so far in that I have to dig it out, but it’s close enough to the top that I see it whenever I go for my favourite cherry earrings.

      My silence is only fuelling his need. He’s captured, he’s probably bored, they’re likely mistreating him which tugs at my heartstrings, and here I am, ignoring his every advance.

      I genuinely do not know what to do. I’m stuck between my feelings for him and my need to give my child a decent future.

      It’s so back and forth in my head.

      Mum is being attentive, extremely so. She’s being lovely. I almost never want to leave. My every wish is her command and hers is mine.

      She even opened up to me about my dad and admitted the awful truth that he didn’t want to know. Then she admitted that he was married already, and she never tried to reach out again after she fled.

      It was an emotional tale shared over wine for her and lemonade for me.

      He paid her to abort us and instead she used the money to flee. He never came after her but she was terrified of what he would do if he found out. The man loved his wife, she was a one-night mistake. He would have done anything to keep his wife. When she told him she was pregnant he strangled her, she thought she was going to die.

      Mum’s tears from the night of her confession are still fresh in my memory as I recall that part of the story. She’s still so plagued by it, even now after all these years. I will relay the information to River but I’ll not bring it up with her again. Though even now I still want to know who it is.

      We were a one-night mistake to him with the potential to destroy his happiness.

      Now I don’t blame her for not telling me and River, growing up. I don’t think we’d have been able to handle it. It also makes sense as to why she was so protective. If she constantly worried about him discovering us. Really, it’s irrational on the outside but on the inside it’s terrifying. I know because I’m there.

      Except he does want me, and he might even want this baby.

      Why couldn’t the baby have been Niall’s? It would have made everything so much easier.

      I need to call my brother and find out what’s going on. My silence and inability to communicate based on my own fears is tearing my world apart and triggering the boiling point of my stress levels. I will end up like my mother if I don’t start facing it all.

      So I do what I didn’t have the courage to do a few weeks ago. I pick up my phone and ready to ring my brother.

      But then I hear a thud, followed by a smash and calling my brother is the least of my worries.

      “Mum?” I call, racing towards the noise and I find her, lying on the tiled kitchen floor, eyes closed, chest unmoving. “MUM!”

      I press against her chest with both hands. I breathe into her mouth. I sob and beg into my phone which I carelessly tossed onto the tiled ground, straight into the pool of orange juice and broken glass by her body after dialling emergency services.

      She was gone before she hit the ground.

      

      It isn’t until they’ve gone and taken her body with them… her body… her body… that I fully understand what just happened and finally make the call that needs to be made.

      The call I was already going to make to my brother but for different reasons.

      A call that should be handled face-to-face.

      Everything is about to change.

      “River…”

      “Sis? What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t…” Choke. “I can’t… I don’t… It’s Mum, River. Mum’s dead.”

      “No.”

      “She had a heart attack… she’s been complaining of indigestion. I tried to make her go to the doctor.”

      I’ve never heard my brother wail before, never heard him cry… I’ve never felt him break like he is now.

      Our mum is gone and if my future was uncertain before, it’s completely gone now. I don’t know how I’m ever going to get through this.
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      My brother was almost late to the funeral this morning thanks to his guards for the day. He has three of them and has to remain cuffed for the entire day because he’s considered a flight risk, yet he still got compassionate leave which is more than most in his position would have gotten.

      We see each other, and I race towards him. He lifts his arms and loops them over my head so he can hug me as tight as his cuffs will allow. It’s awkward and he more just squeezes me with his massive biceps.

      “I’m so sorry, River,” I sob. “I wanted to come and see you but I just… I couldn’t. I haven’t left the house.”

      “It’s okay. It’s okay,” he soothes. “It’s not your fault.”

      I bury my face into his chest and cry but we’re ushered on to join family and friends we’ve not seen in a while. They don’t bother with the convict twins, why would they? We’re an embarrassment to them. Though today they’ve been nice enough. I suppose it takes a really shit person to be bad to another on the day their mother is being buried.

      “You’re getting big,” he whispers, bringing his arms back over my head so he can touch my belly. “It’s noticeable.”

      “I’m having a boy,” I reply and tears stream down my cheeks again. “Mum wanted me to call him Lake.”

      We both share a laugh but it’s he who says gruffly, “That woman and her obsession with water.”

      “Yet she never taught us to swim.” Captain Calder taught me that. He held me in the sea as I kicked and splashed, making a fool of myself. He didn’t stop until I was confident enough to travel twenty metres and back alone. Though most of that fear was because of the sharks and other nasties in the water.

      “I miss her, Riv. So much.” I hug him around his arms and back before we’re escorted to where we need to be. Sent to listen to words from a preacher and then watch her body be taken. She set up her funeral and will years ago when she learned her body could essentially be turned into a tree.

      She’s actually doing it. She’s getting what she wanted in death.

      But she’ll never get to meet her grandchild.

      I sob into my brother’s shoulder as his tears fall onto my hair.

      It isn’t until the wake that we speak again.

      “What are you going to do?” he asks. “Can you afford the upkeep on the house?”

      I shake my head. “You know I can’t. Even working.”

      “Mum’s life insurance will pay out soon.”

      “It’s forty grand, River. It’s nothing really. I’m not getting more than half pay for my maternity leave. I can’t even afford the house on full pay. I’m in the most expensive city in the bloody world.”

      “Move then. Buy a house in a smaller town.”

      “And then what? Who’s going to employ me in my condition?”

      He blows out a frustrated breath. “I don’t know. I wish I could help you.”

      “I’ll be okay. I’ll figure it out.”

      “What about Niall?”

      More tears fall. “We broke up.”

      “I thought as much when I didn’t see him here today.” His eyes sharpen with anger. “He should have been here for you.”

      I shake my head. “He’s not in the country, River. He’s chasing down some leader of a child trafficking ring. He wouldn’t have made it whether we were together or not. Living kidnapped children are more important than this. Mum would agree.”

      “Maybe he can help when he’s back?”

      I look away, staring at the faces of his guards who wait in the distance, alert and stern looking. “I don’t want or need his help.”

      “Then Calder… it’s his kid. He can probably help out financially.”

      “No!” I blurt, startling the people around us. I pull him away to a more private spot. “I’m not ready to tell him yet.”

      “Why?” He dips his head to catch my eyes. “He deserves to know. That’s his kid too.”

      “What if he takes him from me?”

      River presses his hand to my stomach again with so much tenderness. “I won’t let him. Besides, way this is going we’re not going to be out for another year minimum. He can’t take him from you behind bars.”

      “Promise?”

      “On my life and honour.”

      “Do you think he’ll care?”

      “That man loves you. He loves you so much he tried to make me swear not to tell you about how he’s being treated.” He holds my hands in his. “He doesn’t want you to worry.”

      My entire body tenses. “How is he being treated?”

      “Not great, Rain. I’m doing what I can to protect him but he sealed his fate with the guards the moment he took two of them out. They’re recovering but that’s not the point.”

      Calder… what have you done?

      “Can you get me another private meeting with him?”

      “It’s not a drop-in hotel, Rain. You’ll have to come during visiting hours like everybody else.”

      I nod sadly.

      After another moment of looking around at the solemn people I rub my eyes with my hands. The weight of my grief and everything else is killing me. It’s twisting and turning inside, filling me with rage and confusion. I want to blame somebody, I want to scream, but instead I just calmly breathe and let it go. For now. Until a better time.

      “I don’t know how to do this without Mum, River. She’s just… I miss her.”

      “We’re never going to stop missing her. She’s all we had outside of the fake cunts around us.”

      Sniffling like a child I cry, “I never told her the truth about what we did. She still thinks it was all you.”

      “She never thought it was all me.” He’s smiling again, it’s not happy, but more longing. Like looking back on a fond memory. “Besides. She forgave me, she’ll forgive you too.”

      “You should have let her visit.”

      His shoulders sag, my words have hurt him and now I feel bad. “I know. That’ll be my biggest regret. Not getting to see her one more time before she died.”

      “We have each other, and you have a nephew to care for so you need to concentrate on getting out.”

      “I’m working on it; time and patience is key.”

      I shake my head and grip the front of his borrowed suit. “No, I mean it, I can’t. I know I can’t do this without you.”

      “Rain.”

      “I’m scared, River. Terrified. I need you.”

      His eyes glisten with unshed tears. “You can. You’re so strong, and brave…”

      “I don’t feel it.” I rest my forehead against his shoulder.

      His frustration gets the better of him and he bellows over to his guards, “Undo these fucking cuffs so I can hug my sister!”

      They look at each other, decide something non-verbally and shake their head at him.

      He mutters under his breath a lot of curse words aimed at them. Then, after a long sigh he promises, “It’s going to be hard but I know I can get out. I’ll need your help. I loathe to ask you in your condition but…”

      “You have me.”

      He smiles sadly. “And it’s all well and good escaping but if I have nowhere to go when I do, I’m just going to double my sentence.”

      “Maybe mum will guide us now, to ensure your victory?” We both look up at the sky with tears in our eyes. “Do us a solid, Mum. Help us just one last time.”

      A rain drop hits my cheek. Just one. It rolls to my lip and I taste it with my tongue.

      That was a sign. I don’t care what anybody says. That was a sign.

      “Okay, River. What’s the plan?”

      He blows out a breath. “Well there would need to be a riot…”

      “What? Why?”

      “That’s where you come in.”

      His gentle, imploring smile has me shrinking back. “What do you need from me?”

      “How’s your knowledge on anatomy?”

      Oh boy…
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      It’s a free for all. I watch as strangers tear through my mother’s belongings. Lifting things and haggling with Melissa. She’s being amazing, my rock. Heavily pregnant though she is, she’s not taking any shit from anybody.

      “Have some compassion, her mother just died,” I’ve heard her bark twice already.

      Compassion… what’s that? Does it exist in this crowd of vultures? Doubtful.

      We labelled everything with a price, we expected some haggling but there are people who are so fucking rude.

      If it says twenty-five quid, do not then offer seven, you ignorant fucktard.

      Melissa stretches her back after taking money from more people. Then she takes a tentative step in my direction. “How are you doing, supermum?”

      “I’d be lost without you today,” I admit and I mean it one hundred percent.

      She squeezes my shoulder and I place my hand over hers, until somebody else speaks with an attitude I don’t appreciate.

      “Who sells a second-hand lamp for fifty quid.”

      “It’s a Tiffany lamp with receipt of authentication, it’s worth a lot more,” I respond, scowling at the woman who is now scowling at me.

      “Fine. I’ll have it, it’ll look amazing in that alcove, won’t it, Robert?” she insists, pulling on her husband’s, partner’s, whatever he is to her, arm.

      “Nice,” he adds, looking as dead on the outside as I feel inside.

      I walk away, needing a moment to breathe so I can cry. The house is empty, even with all these people and all the leftover furniture. My body trembles as I fight to stay composed. The walls once full of images are now blank spaces with tiny nails sticking out. I packed the pictures away and tossed the frames into a box by the door.

      This hurts. It hurts too much.

      I don’t have a home anymore.

      I’ll have a bit of cash from her things, more cash from her life insurance, her car, and a house that I can’t afford to keep. I have nowhere to go once this place is empty.

      How can life keep throwing me these wicked things to overcome? It’s cruel.

      “Rain?” Niall’s deep voice calls from the front door. “Rain…” He sees me and we stare at each other. “Rain, I’m so sorry, I came as soon as I heard.”

      My lip starts to tremble and my knees buckle. He catches me before I hit the floor.

      “I’ve got you,” he whispers, stroking my hair and holding me tightly as I sob into his chest. “I’ve got you. It’s okay.”

      He kisses the top of my hair and leads me into the kitchen where he closes the door behind us. “Everything is falling apart, Niall.”

      “Shh,” he whispers, holding me as tight as physically possible. “I’m here now.”
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        * * *

      

      Melissa helps us pack away the remaining furniture and belongings. A lot has gone but a lot is still left. None of it I want.

      I can’t look at her cream couch without seeing her sitting there drinking her miracle cure commonly known as tea. I can’t feel the fuzzy rug beneath my feet without remembering her beating it like a boxer outside every couple of weeks.

      I just can’t. All of this is too much.

      “You’re staying at mine tonight,” he insists.

      “Niall-—”

      “No, I’ll not hear of it. Not tonight. You’re coming with me. We’ll figure the rest out tomorrow.”

      I don’t want to hurt him but I also don’t want to be anywhere else tonight. Niall was my comfort for so long and I need him. I need his arms. Though I need somebody else’s even more.

      “Okay.” I sniffle, wiping my nose on a tissue.

      Three hours later I’m in his bed, in his blanket, with him curled around me keeping me warm and safe. Niall saved the day, yet again. Despite the fact I’ve made him no promises.

      He’s the nicest guy I know.

      But he’s not the guy I want and long for.

      So, before the sun rises, I slip out of bed, get dressed, and abandon him again.

      I’m the worst person he knows, and this is the last time I leave him.

      Poor, sweet, loving Niall.
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      My hips hurt, my belly is massive, my back is constantly aching. I’m living in a tiny one-bedroom apartment. The bath is next to my bed that’s how small this place is, but it’ll do for now.

      I’m working as much as I can but it’s hard with the aches I have and I can see my co-workers tiring of me, wishing I’d take my maternity leave already. I can’t afford to. I need the money.

      It has been such a long, tiring, draining day. Work never used to be this hard but I’m finding it so hard to focus on anything these days.

      I change the channel on my old, second-hand TV and my heart stops.

      My finger taps angrily on the volume up button on the chunky black remote and my lips part. I can’t breathe. There’s a pain in my chest as my heart fights for life.

      “What is the plan of action to secure the criminals that are running rampant through the prison?” a presenter asks a reporter who is currently standing outside of Belmore prison where my brother and lover reside.

      The handsome reporter holds the mic to his mouth and yells over the sound of the crowds forming along barriers outside of the prison gates, “So far we haven’t received word. What we do know is that it is under control. As I said before a few inmates have been rushed to Queen Mary hospital for stab wounds…” I reach for my phone and curse when I see three missed calls.

      I was working so it was on silent. My brother said it wouldn’t be until next week!

      I’m not ready. The car’s not ready. The plan isn’t ready.

      I breathe softly and reassure myself that it’s okay. That I can do this. We’ve run through it every night over the phone. Why today? Maybe it happened out of his control and he had to take his chance while it presented itself?

      I call back the number on my screen, but I already know what they’re going to say.

      I have my bag over my shoulder and I’m out of the door before they answer.

      My brother has been stabbed and is currently in surgery. They’ll know more soon.

      Their confirmation isn’t enough. I want all of the details but they don’t have them. This is frustrating. I can feel my terror clawing through my body.

      “Please,” I whisper. “Please.” Let him be okay. I can’t lose him too.

      I’m a part of this. I told him where to get stabbed. I made him do it.

      What if I was wrong? I didn’t think he’d go through with it. But if he did… did Calder?

      My fingers wrap around the steering wheel and squeeze until pained. He asked me to figure out where they could be stabbed and survive. To be stabbed severely would mean a hospital outside of prison, the only place either of them could escape from. They needed a diversion, a massive fallout in the prison would work, or so he told me. Because two stabbed inmates would be too inconspicuous, it would raise too many questions, but two stabbed inmates in a riot is considered just something that happens. Not to mention the local authority will be too busy to spare extra guys to guard both my brother and Calder in hospital full time. The plan is great. It’s perfect. It will work.

      Calder needs my brother to help him get to his ship, my brother has that information and the clout to do that. My brother needs Calder to get to freedom and then I’m to join my brother wherever he lands in a few months, when he’s situated.

      I must get to that hospital right away. I need to know what’s going on. This panic isn’t doing me or the baby any good at all.

      

      The hospital is all hustle and bustle which makes it easy enough to blend in. I’m constantly paranoid that I’m being followed. Especially now I’m genuinely doing something illegal.

      I head to the main desk and ask them for my brother, but they won’t tell me anything. One, he’s a criminal, two, they must think I’m a reporter.

      I greet a police officer instead but get nowhere with him either. Growling loudly, which startles a small child in a pram nearby, I stomp through the hall moving out of the way for people on crutches and in wheelchairs. Everybody here has their own issues right now, but they have family and they have each other.

      I’m alone. All alone. Without my brother I only have judging family members and friends I can’t guarantee will stick around.

      Life was so much easier on the sea. I’ll admit it, it really was. I didn’t worry about any of this. I didn’t have to. I’m not sure if it was the security of knowing I wasn’t there by choice that didn’t have me constantly panicking about my life’s directions and which paths I directed myself down. Not having a choice took away the guilt.

      Now… now I can’t fucking focus. My brother could be dying for all I know.

      I sit and bury my face in my hands, ready to cry. The person who called me before isn’t answering and when he finally does he won’t let me see my brother. All I know is he’s in surgery. Which means ICU after, right?

      Gah.

      I ask around until a nice older lady with swollen red eyes points the way and I follow the signs from there.

      The sterile halls all look the same. The people all look the same.

      But then I find it and I hear his voice. Not my brother’s, but the other man. The man I really need to see. The man who my brother promised me I wouldn’t have to see. He’ll have information. He’ll know where my brother is.

      He’s angry. Or it sounds that way until the door shuts leaving me on the wrong side of the noise insulation.

      I move to the door and push it open. Doctors bustle around, nurses covered in blood remain calm as they grab equipment and tend to screaming patients.

      “Calder?” I shout over the loud volume of everything going on. It’s too much for my senses. It makes me almost long to be in that roaring ocean. When I was under the surface there was no sound, just cold and peace.

      “Rain?” he yells back and I sidestep a nurse pushing a trolley towards a gurney where a man has been impaled by some kind of wood. “RAIN?”

      “CALDER!” I call again, rushing to the curtained section now.

      “Stay down, sir!” a woman shrieks at him as I pull the curtain back with a loud rip.

      I don’t think, I don’t breathe, I just move to his side and he sits up to meet me.

      My hand tangles in the back of his growing hair and I yank him hard against me as my lips meet his. I taste him for the first time in months, forgetting about the drama around us and the situation that brought us together. I’m just so relieved he’s alive after being so terrified he was dead. He moans into my mouth and I moan into his.

      He tastes just like I remember, his lips are softer even, his skin smoother, his hair definitely shorter than the last time we kissed. I grip him fiercely, never wanting to let him go. He’s here, he’s alive.

      “We have to get you to surgery,” the nurse barks and I’m yanked away by a police officer as he crashes back onto the mattress. His hands are secured to the bars on the sides but he doesn’t seem bothered.

      His hand clings to my wrist and mine grasp his hair. “I didn’t do it, Rain.”

      My nerves skyrocket, frantically trying to escape the shell of my body from the worry that my brother is still in that prison and that’s what he’s referring too.

      “Where’s my brother?” I ask parting from him just enough to get my mouth to move without his pressed to it. “Where is he?”

      “He’s here, we came together.”

      Oh thank God.

      His hand squeezes my wrist and he tugs on his restraints, desperate to free himself. “The island. I couldn’t tell you because you wouldn’t believe me.” His eyes close with pain but he clings tighter and so do I. His hair is ready to fall from his scalp but he doesn’t care. Hands grab my arms and try to pull me away, their fingers bite into my muscles and skin but I still cling tight. Right now the rest of the world doesn’t exist. I need to hear him. “You’d think it was a ploy and it wasn’t. It isn’t. I didn’t. Rain. I didn’t. That woman…”

      His voice is weak, his words rushed but I know what he means. I want to believe him but he’s right, it probably is just a ploy to keep me. But then… what if it’s not? It doesn’t matter either way. The intent was to hurt me, and it did.

      But it’s not what’s important now. It’s not what any of us need to be thinking about. I want to give him the strength he needs to pull through this and get my brother out too. Whether or not he was lying then, whether or not he’s lying now, it’s not important.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I reply on a whisper as the nurses try to yank me away. I’m stronger than I look. “We’ll talk. Just get better.”

      “You’ll come back?”

      I press my lips to his once more, so briefly, but I’m pulled away in a second as they finally pry my hands from him. I feel lost the second we part.

      He smiles at me despite the growing blood spot on his stomach and at exactly the same time my eyes travel to his navel to assess his injury, his travel to mine and his smile fades.

      “Rain?” he questions, green eyes blazing with surprise and confusion, but he’s taken out of sight before I get the chance to say another word.

      His reaction has me holding my breath. I never even thought about any of that. I panicked.

      “What happened to him?” I beg the officer who is still holding me, now dragging me to the exit.

      “Stabbed, wound reopened.” He glares at me. “Aren’t you the detective’s woman?”

      “No…” I’m led back into the hall by him, or more dragged beside him. “I’m…” He’s gone without another word, leaving me to my own mind so I finish my sentence alone, to a gathering of busy strangers in a panicked hall. “Not. Not anymore.” Where the fuck is my brother?

      I touch my lips, still warm from Calder’s kiss. My body is a torrent of emotions.

      What do I do now?

      I claim a new seat and bury my face in my hands.

      Three hours pass before I get another call and the man on the line says softly, “Your brother is out of surgery.”

      Screaming a happy cry is what I want to do, but sobbing with relief is what I actually do. He’s okay too. He’s okay.

      My heart gives a heavy beat, my stomach a twinge of hunger, and my eyes sting from all of the crying.

      I stand on shaky legs and escort myself to where I hope my brother is. If they don’t let me see him it’ll be at their peril.
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      The clock has stricken midnight when I’m finally allowed to see my brother and I sob at the sight of him. His stomach is heavily bandaged, he has a drip coming from his arm, his eyes are hazy and exhausted and his wrists are strapped to the bed just like Calder’s.

      “Is that necessary?” I snarl, rubbing my brother’s wrist beneath the cuff. “Look at him, he’s broken.”

      “He’ll be less broken when he’s awake. Wound’s superficial,” the guard replies. “Lucky him.”

      I ignore him and take some Vaseline out of my bag to rub on his dry lips. He groans in his sleep, from the pain or the nightmare of it all I don’t know. I’ve never seen my brother so vulnerable.

      “You can’t stay.”

      I look at the large man standing by the door and fix him with a gaze set to kill. “I’ll go when I’m ready.”

      “I’ve done you a favour letting you in here at all.”

      I go back to ignoring him and rest my forehead on his shoulder. He doesn’t stir which is heart-breaking. I need to speak to him before I’m made to leave. They won’t let me leave a note and even if they did, what could I say that won’t implicate me?

      I kiss his forehead and sigh heavily.

      An hour passes before I’m forced to leave and for the most part the guard has the gall to look saddened by it. Yeah, right. It’ll make him feel guilty for all of five minutes and then he’ll get distracted by an article on Facebook and forget all about the fact I’ll be at home, panicked and wondering how the hell I’m going to get these men out of here while they’re like this.

      I just need to wait for their word. That’s what my brother told me. “Don’t fret, sis, just wait for my word and then it’s go time.”

      I head home, what else can I do?

      It’s cold, dark, and unsafe so I use what little money I have to get a taxi and then sit in the back making no conversation. The man driving thinks I’m rude but he doesn’t know what I’m dealing with right now.

      I make a point to thank him softly but my heart isn’t in it. My heart hasn’t been in a lot of things for a long time. Thoughts of my mother come to the forefront of my mind making my lower lip tremble. I want to walk into her warm house and hug her so hard just one last time.

      I can’t do this without her. What do I have here without her to keep me grounded?

      A familiar form is sitting on the steps leading up to the entrance of my block of flats.

      I had thought he’d call, I didn’t think he’d just show up. I’m not in the mood or the right frame of mind to deal with him.

      “I came to check that you’re okay. You weren’t answering your phone.”

      I wet my lips and sit next to him, leaving a few inches of space between us. “My brother has been stabbed.”

      “I just found out. I’m not very good at being there for you, am I?” His voice is so soft and solemn. It’s heart-breaking. The last thing I want is him feeling guilty because of my choices.

      “I’m not your problem anymore, Niall.”

      He engulfs my hand in his, it’s so large and warm. “You’re not a problem, Rain. You’re somebody I love and your shit is my shit.” I smile sadly at that while removing my hand from his. The guilt of accepting his comfort is too much. “How is he?”

      “He’s out of surgery but still sleeping.”

      “I’ll see what I can do about getting you in to see him tomorrow,” he assures me but I shake my head. The less he does for me now the better.

      “No need.” I look over my shoulder at the door as it opens and one of my new neighbours exits in a high-vis work uniform. He smiles at us and heads east. I wait for his boots to clomp far enough away before I stand, though Niall forever the gentleman jumps up to help me. “Thanks for coming, Niall.”

      I search in my pocket for my keys.

      “Anything you need.” He hesitates, letting his words linger between us and I mentally beg that he doesn’t ask me to invite him up. “Can I come up? See your new place?”

      Damn it.

      “I…” I wet my lips. “I’ve only been here three days. It’s a mess.”

      “Maybe I can help you unpack?”

      I’m about to protest but I just can’t say no. He’s done nothing wrong. I feel like I’m kicking a puppy.

      Turning, I unlock the main entrance and lead him up a flight of stairs. It’s not the nicest place but it’s also not the worst. It will do in a pinch.

      “It’s damp,” he comments, touching a spot on the wall as we ascend together.

      “Don’t be so sure that’s not pee,” I mutter and laugh under my breath when he immediately wipes his hand on his black shirt. “You look good. Have you been at work today?”

      “I’m always at work at the moment.”

      We arrive on my floor and I take him to my door which is directly opposite my neighbour’s. Pushing the key into the lock, I wait for it to click into place and wriggle it a little before twisting it. It clicks open and I just know I’m going to regret this.

      He confirms that the moment he steps inside and gasps softly. “Oh, Rain.”

      “It’s temporary.”

      “Is it?”

      I look around my sparse surroundings and shrug. “It’ll do.”

      He drags his hands through his hair and grips it tight. “It’ll do? You can’t be serious? Why are you doing this?”

      “Doing what?”

      “You can stay with me… it doesn’t have to be like this.” He circles my bicep with his hand. “Come home with me. We can do this together; my mind hasn’t changed.”

      This is why I didn’t want to do this. “You’re a great guy, Niall, but I’m not the same girl I was.”

      “Are you worried for my safety? Is that it?”

      “No.” I place my hand flat on his chest. “I mean, yes, of course I worried about that but truthfully, I just… I’m not in love with you anymore. Not like I once was.”

      With thinning lips, he blows a sharp breath through his nose and then pushes my hand away. His eyes cast around the apartment. “You’re choosing this… over me?”

      “Niall—”

      “This?” He turns away from me and releases a really long breath. “Love could come back with time.”

      He’s right. Maybe it could. But is his the kind of love I want anymore? “I’m sorry. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Yes, you do,” he replies harshly, finally looking at me with beautiful brown eyes. “It’s all you’ve done since I brought you back. Hurt me, and yourself.”

      “I know.”

      “You know?” He takes a step back towards me, it’s tense. “Just, you know?”

      “I don’t know what else to say. I’m sorry, I don’t want to hurt anybody. I’m doing my best, here, Niall. My mum just died!” My tears start to flow freely so I wipe at them with my sleeve. “My brother has been stabbed. I’m constantly looking over my shoulder. I’m due in ten weeks. That’s it, ten weeks and look at where I’m living! I’ve lost you…”

      “You haven’t lost me.”

      “I have! Because I’m not selfish enough to keep you when I know I don’t deserve you!”

      He mutters a curse under his breath and looks around my tiny flat again. “You can’t raise a baby here, Rain. Look at it. Where would you even put a cot? How can you get a pram up and down those stairs?”

      “I don’t know,” I whisper. “Things aren’t exactly as I planned.”

      “Then let me help you.”

      I’m almost tempted to say yes but I can’t do that to him. I have a plan. In a few weeks my brother will be free and I’ll be going with him as soon as he has something sorted.

      It’s a fantasy but it’s a good one. My brother has money, he has friends.

      He has Calder.

      But I have Niall. I could stay here with him and raise this baby.

      I almost laugh at the thought. Captain knows I’m pregnant now and I’m glad he knows. I wanted him to know. It’s a relief, a massive weight off my shoulders. I want to know everything now. I need to know.

      How does he feel about it? Does he know it’s his?

      Is he panicking thinking I’m going to take his child from him like I was when I first found out I was pregnant?

      I look around the room once more and realise that right now I’m not exactly promising this child a better life than what Calder can. But Niall is.

      Niall is promising stability, marriage, love, a legal and good job.

      So why am I so reluctant?

      I bite my bottom lip.

      I’m reluctant because I’m in love with the captain and I want him to come back for me.

      The baby is a complication, a good one, but until I’ve spoken to him I’m not casting him away. He deserves a chance to redeem himself and be a father. It’s never been so clear to me before now.

      “You should go,” I say firmly, knowing I need to put my foot down. I’ve made my choice. It’s not fair to keep stringing Niall along.

      “But—”

      “Niall.” I gently guide him to the door. “I’m okay.”

      “You’re not. You’re spiralling.”

      I blink at that because for all my faults I am certainly not spiralling. “What?” The spoken word is a growl more than anything.

      “You’re not fine. You’re traumatised.”

      “Whoa, okay.” I give him a harder push to the door. “I’m not traumatised. I’m grieving.”

      “You have been through a lot and now.” He motions to the room, his face openly showing his disbelief. “This?”

      My hands ball into fists at my sides as I contemplate throttling him. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. He doesn’t know how I’m dealing with any of this. He’s not here. He is not me. “You need to go.”

      “I’ve upset you.” His remorse is evident, but I give no fucks about that. My patience is wearing thin.

      “Yes. Now go.” I raise my hand when he tries to step towards me. “Don’t push it, Niall. Go on with your life and leave me to mine.”

      “You don’t have a single thing for the baby, Rain,” he snaps, moving to the door.

      “It’s in storage.”

      “Right.” Rolling his eyes, he yanks on the door but it gets stuck.

      “Let me, it’s a bit…” I reach around him and wriggle the latch as he tugs on it.

      As my breasts brush against his arm, he turns his head and I feel warmth against my lips.

      I jolt back from the surprise it incites and place my hand on his shoulder as his brown eyes seek mine. They’re hopeful but wary and now I’m just annoyed.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper-hiss. “Is this why you came?”

      “No, of course not…”

      I step back. “You need to go. We’re done, Niall. It’s finished.”

      “You’re not thinking straight.”

      “Because I don’t want to be with you?”

      “Exactly, what we had was perfect!” He steps back inside and grips my arms with his hands. “We got on well, the sex was great, we have similar interests—”

      “No,” I state firmly when he leans in to kiss me again.

      “Rain,” he barks, more frustrated now. “Everybody thinks this baby is mine. They don’t know we’ve separated. We could just fall back into what we were.”

      He’s unhinged and desperate, which is funny because he accused me of the same.

      “Please,” I beg, pushing on his chest as he holds me closer still. “This isn’t what I want or need.”

      “You don’t know what you want or need anymore. If you did you’d be home with me and not here.”

      “Oh my God.”

      “I’ve tried giving you space, I’ve tried leaving you to it, hoping you’d come back. Your mum told me it would work, that it’s what you needed! But look at where you are!”

      “Niall!” I yell. “Let me go!”

      His hands leave my arms but I have a feeling I’ll find bruises there tomorrow in the shape of his fingers. There’s a lingering ache that I do not like at all.

      “Go,” I command, putting another metre of distance between us. “And don’t come back. I’m done.”

      “You’re not as smart as I thought you were,” he snarls before finally exiting, slamming the door behind him as he goes.

      Never once in my entire relationship did I ever feel scared of him until just then. But he’s right, I never needed to. I never questioned him or argued with him. I’ve never made him mad in the four years we were together.

      We were happy. Happy enough that I never had to see a darker side of him. I never challenged him, never defied him, never stepped out of line in order to be told off.

      Or I’m being silly. He’s upset and reacted badly. I can’t hold that against him. We all have our moments.

      Moving to my bed, I crawl into the middle and hug my pillow tightly. My room is cold suddenly, and a lot drearier than it was the day I moved in.

      I sure hope I’m deciding right on something.
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      “We’ve had some complaints today about your tone.” My boss sighs after pulling me into the office right as I’m about to leave work to meet up with Sadie. A welcome break that I need. I haven’t seen her in a while.

      “My tone? With whom?”

      “To our clients.”

      I frown because I’ve been nothing but polite all day as always. “Which clients?”

      “I can’t discuss that… is everything okay? Are you feeling hormonal?”

      I look into her blue eyes for a moment as I gather my thoughts. “I swear I haven’t had a tone. It must be a misunderstanding.”

      “It’s okay, you’ve been through so much lately. Maybe you should take some time…”

      I shake my head. “I can’t afford to take any time off. I need to be busy.”

      “I understand that. Losing your mum…”

      “Don’t,” I plead, gripping tight to my bag handle so I don’t start fidgeting. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Sighing again, she looks at her phone and then back up at me. “I’m here if you need to talk. We’re friends. But I have to be your boss first.”

      “I appreciate that,” I mutter. “I’ll be more careful in future.”

      “Thank you.”

      She follows me to the door and closes it behind me. I feel a bit ambushed to be perfectly honest. I know it was just a quiet word but I genuinely haven’t been any kind of negative to anybody today and as far as I can remember the clients I have spoken to have all been just as nice. Who would complain about me? Nobody has ever complained about me before?

      I’m forever the sweet and calm Rain.

      I take the punches, I rise above it. In fact, the only person in my entire life that has forced me to react in a hysterical manner is Calder. And he brought that out of me numerous times.

      This is too much. Maybe I should leave work.

      

      I head to meet Sadie on the corner and the second I see her I hug her. I need the comfort and she’s happy to give it.

      “What’s happened?” she asks, rocking us both. “Talk to me.”

      “Shit morning at work, nothing I can’t handle.”

      “Isn’t it time you left work? You’ve got what? Four weeks left?”

      “Ten,” I correct and caress my bump. “I’m just massive.”

      “You can say that again,” Sadie mutters and pats the top of my swollen tum. “You’ve really expanded since we last saw each other.”

      “I know, Baywatch called and asked for their beach ball back.”

      We laugh. For the first time since before my mum died, I laugh.

      She tightens her dark ponytail. “Are you doing okay? You look like you’ve lost weight everywhere else. Your face, your arms, your legs?”

      “I could be eating better,” I comment truthfully. “Though I’ve not been neglecting myself.”

      “Good.” She pushes open the door to the coffee shop that does the best soup in London in my opinion.

      We head to the counter, order our drinks and cake and then sit at a small table by the window. It’s not until we’ve stirred our drinks that we start talking again, breaking the awkward silence.

      I can see in the creases of her deeply set eyes that she wants to say something but is struggling to find the courage.

      “What is it?” I ask, putting her on the spot.

      She’s about to make an excuse, I see it in her eyes, but I stare her down and she relents. “I’m sorry I wasn’t much help with the funeral. I didn’t want to bring it up but…”

      I shake my head. “You were better than most people. I needed space. Thank you for giving that to me.”

      “Your mum was an amazing lady.”

      “She was a massive freak,” I reply with a twisted smile. “I miss her.”

      We sip our drinks in silence and my thoughts go back to wonderful memories of my mother who would want so much more for me out of life than what I’m permitting myself.

      “Are you excited for the baby?”

      “Extremely,” I admit and a genuine smile takes over from where my forlorn smile left off. “He’s moving so much and I can see it when I’m lying down. It’s weird.”

      “Pregnancy is weird. Beautiful, but weird.”

      I nod and hum and then I look at my phone as it vibrates on the table. My heart flutters when I see the withheld number on the screen.

      “Sorry,” I murmur and then bring it to my ear. “Hello?”

      An unrecognised male voice speaks, “Good afternoon, is this Ms Hyde?”

      “It is.”

      “My name is Edward Lakey. I’m calling on behalf of your brother, Mr River Hyde, whose case I now represent.”

      “Oh my God, is he okay?” Sadie’s eyes cast to me, concern evident in them as I wait for his response. This is the first call I’ve had from somebody with my brother’s best interests in mind, so I’m extremely nervous about what’s to follow.

      “He’s fine, he’d like to see you. I’ve managed to get him an hour of visitation this afternoon, three until four. Is that convenient for you?”

      “Of course, I’ll be there!”

      “Excellent. I shall let him know.”

      “Three o’clock?” I ask quickly to confirm.

      “That’s correct. B-Ward.”

      “Thank you so much, Mr Lakey.”

      “My pleasure,” he replies. “Have a nice day, Ms Hyde.”

      “Ditto.” I hang up the phone and smile at Sadie. “I get to see my brother today.”

      Her smile mirrors mine. “That’s excellent news.”

      “This day is going to drag,” I add and she slaps my arm playfully. “Kidding, I’m so glad you’re here.”
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      Of course the day drags, even with the help of Sadie, but my time came to see him and here I am. At the foot of his hospital bed, just staring at him as he opens his arms for me to hug him.

      My emotions overwhelm me as I take in his gaunt appearance and his pasty skin. He doesn’t look great.

      “Are you going to hug me or what?” he asks, smiling happily despite how weak he looks.

      I glance at the guard in the corner who nods once and I immediately move around the bed to hug my brother. His strength is good, I notice in his squeeze. He’s not cuffed to the bed either so he has more movement.

      Enough movement to slip his hand into my hair and remove the two bobby pins I hid there. That makes my life a bit easier. I was worried about how I’d transport them to him without the guard noticing. Although my heart is still racing from the fear of getting caught and him losing his chance to get out of here.

      I’m so relieved it worked.

      “How are you?” I ask, sitting on the side of the bed by his feet.

      “Suffering from the side effects of the medication I’m on to control a raging infection in my abdomen.” Why does he look so amused by this? How is this amusing?

      “Are you serious? Nobody told me!” I shoot an accusatory look at his guard who is playing on his phone, completely distracted. This is good. I hope he’s always distracted and I hope he’s always the guard on duty.

      “I’ll be fine, this is good.”

      My brow furrows. “How is this good?”

      “Let’s talk about something else,” he replies quietly, smiling softly at me. “How’s the baby cooking?”

      “I told you it’s a boy didn’t I?”

      His nods and his eyes light up. “Any names yet? I like River.”

      I laugh at that and squeeze his knee. “You would. I like Rain.”

      “That’s a girl’s name.”

      “Not true! It’s unisex.”

      “You can’t name a baby after yourself. Only dads can do that, and uncles.”

      Rolling my eyes, I touch my belly affectionately and my mind drifts to other topics. “Niall accused me of being unhinged.”

      “What?”

      “He thinks I’ve lost my mind after everything that happened.”

      “Have you?”

      I smack his leg and growl at him.

      Once he’s stopped laughing, he shrugs his shoulders and purses his lips for a moment. I was always envious of my brother’s lips. They’re so full, with a softly curved cupid’s bow. It’s one of our few differences. Even though we are obviously not identical twins, we are very similar. Save for our lips and my eyes are slightly darker than his. His are an electric-blue, so vibrant and pulsing with his energy. Mine are a stormier blue with flecks of dark grey.

      I remember when I was lying in bed with Calder once and he was stroking my cheek with his fingers as his gaze penetrated mine. He loved holding my eye contact, I’m not sure what he thought he’d find there.

      He said to me, so softly, “Looking into your eyes is like looking into the ocean.”

      “You’re so weird.”

      His smile stretched his face, slightly shifting his scar to one side, a scar I touched so many times as though wanting to erase it. “It’s my favourite thing in the world.”

      “The ocean?”

      “Hmm. That too.”

      I kissed him and wondered how I’d ever leave. My conflicted spirit was starting to lose its balance and I was becoming more in favour of staying forever.

      I wonder if I would have left him had he not fucked that woman on the island, something he now claims he didn’t do.

      I don’t care if he did or didn’t do it, what matters to me is the reason behind it. He wanted to hurt me and he succeeded.

      Could I forgive him for that?

      “How long until my nephew makes an appearance?”

      “Ten weeks if he sticks to the schedule.”

      “Shit, not much left then. Do you have everything you need?”

      I shake my head. “No. I don’t have anything, River. I need you. I need somebody.”

      He squeezes my hand and determination flickers in his gaze. We hug again and he whispers directly into my ear, “I’ll be there. I promise. I won’t let you down.”

      Pulling back, I pat his chest gently and look around the empty, white room, so void of life.

      “Reckon your solicitor can get me in to see Calder? He knows I’m pregnant, I have to talk to him.”

      This time the guard does look up, but only for a moment.

      “I’ll see what I can do, just ask on the way out, maybe they’ll take pity on you?”

      “I’m not sure that it works that way.”

      His eyes soften when he looks at my stomach again. “Have you heard from Selina?”

      I blink, surprised he asked, he never does. Selina is a tough subject for him, for both of us. She was his best friend growing up, and mine. They fell in love too young and she got pregnant. It ended in tragedy and they couldn’t recover, none of us could.

      “I heard that she moved to Sheffield from Mum, but I don’t know how true that is.”

      “You should call her.”

      I shake my head. “You should.”

      He looks away. “You know she’ll never talk to me now. I’m everything she said I was.”

      “She was hurt.”

      “It’s better left alone,” he grumbles and perhaps he’s right. “What life can I give her now? I have nothing for her.”

      I place my hand over his and smile as brightly as I can muster. “You’ll be free before you know it, thick muscles and banging tats that no woman can resist.”

      “Here’s hoping.”

      We fall into a comfortable silence for a while but then I lean over and kiss his forehead when his eyes start to droop. He needs rest, he’s been battling sleep since I arrived. I have a feeling it has a lot to do with the pain medication he is on.

      “I’m going to get something from the vending machine,” I say quietly, because even though he’s sleeping. I’m not leaving. Who knows when I’ll see him next?

      I look at the guard. “Am I allowed to bring him something back?”

      The guard chews on his lip for a moment before replying, “I don’t see the harm. So long as I can inspect it.”

      “Deal.” I’ll have nothing to hide. “Do you want a coffee?”

      “Just had one, but thanks.”

      I exit the room, into the busy hall and smile at nurses and doctors as I pass. I check all of the door signs, looking for Calder but then I realise if he is here, he’ll be under a surname and I don’t know what that is.

      But then, miraculously, at the end of the hall, by the vending machines there’s another police officer perched outside of one of the doors. My heart starts hammering with excitement as I near and try to get a sneaky glimpse of the door sign.

      It reads, “Patient – C.”

      That’s got to be him! Perhaps he doesn’t have a surname? I know so little about the man whose seed I now carry in the form of a tiny human.

      I race to the vending machine, buy a few bars of chocolates and some crisps, and then rush them back to my brother’s room.

      “I think I know where Calder is staying,” I whisper to his sleepy form. “Last room on the right at the end of the hall.”

      “Good to know,” he responds tiredly and yawns massively, showing all of his teeth.

      The guard checks over the chocolate and nods when he’s satisfied they’re not hidden blades or drugs.

      I leave them on the bedside table because my brother, as happy as he is to see the chocolate, isn’t able to eat them at this point in time.

      I’m not upset, he’ll get to them when he can.

      Wetting my lips, I look at the guard and round my eyes as best I can.

      He looks startled and I wonder if I’m putting too much effort into the puppy dog look.

      “Is it possible for me to visit another injured inmate? Calder he’s called? He’s on this floor.”

      He’s about to open his mouth, to deny me access, I can tell by the look in his eye. So I quickly roll my hand over my large, round stomach and add, “He’s not seen me for some time and with the state of the prison at the moment, I worry I won’t get to see him again before the birth of our child.”

      Groaning under his breath, he pulls out his radio and calls for somebody called Ed.

      When Ed crackles a quick reply, the guard asks, “You got the pirate?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Got a visitor for him.”

      “Whatever.”

      He smiles at me and points to the door. “Go, now, before I change my mind.”

      I kiss my brother’s head again and waddle quickly back out to the hall. My eyes set on the guard outside who seems to be waiting for me. He opens the door the moment I’m close enough and pulls it shut behind me.

      The room is much like my brother’s, but this obviously has different people inside and a slightly different layout of machinery. A different guard sitting by the door to my right, and a different man, sitting almost upright in bed.

      He looks up, his hair neater than it was the last time I saw him, but only slightly. His eyes, so green, seem to come back to life as though he was dormant until I got here. The colour filters in as his look of disbelief transforms into a smile.

      “Rain,” he breathes, sitting more upright. His hands are free which pleases me. He’s clearly too weak to do any damage to anybody but himself right now. “You came.”

      I approach the bed slowly with a Dairy Milk bar in my shaking hand. “I don’t know what your favourite is. I took a guess.”

      Placing it on the bedside table, I stand awkwardly to the side and ask softly, “How are you feeling?”

      He completely ignores my question as he drags himself up and to the side of the bed so his legs hang. It looks to give him no small amount of pain, but he powers on anyway.

      “Don’t,” I command, placing my hand on his shoulder. “You’ll open your stitches.”

      “He’s already done that twice,” the guard grumbles but I don’t look his way.

      “Calder,” I admonish.

      “Were you ever going to tell me?” His hand suddenly reaches for my stomach, but I step back, surprised at his sudden movement. He drops his hand to his thigh and lets his head hang for a moment.

      “Do you want me to lie and give you the answer you want to hear?” I look down as he looks up, our eyes connecting. His wary and full of betrayal, mine likely full of the shame spiralling around my body right now, twisting my limbs and organs to mush.

      “How far along?”

      “I’m thirty weeks.”

      He does the math, working that one out in seconds and his eyes that were hooded and cautious are now wide and excited. “It’s mine?”

      “Yes,” I mutter then glance at the guard who has his eyes down.

      Calder blows out a breath, its note happy. “Is it a boy or a girl?”

      “Boy.”

      This time when he reaches out, I let his palm connect with the swell of my stomach. He touches me tentatively, his eyes on nothing else. “I never thought I’d be a father.”

      “Well, I mean, we didn’t exactly practise safe sex, Calder. What did you think would happen?”

      “I didn’t think.”

      My breath falters, much like his did, though mine is a note of fear. “Are you unhappy?”

      “Not about this.” His other hand goes to my stomach and holds it gently. I will the baby to move and kick his hands but there’s no luck. “But about the fact you were never going to tell me, like this means nothing to me.”

      “Yes, because my immediate thought was to run to the man who kidnapped me, drugged me daily, and then fucked somebody else to hurt me.”

      His brows pull together. “I told you that didn’t happen. I didn’t fuck her.”

      “And I’m inclined to not believe a word you say.” I step away from him, folding my arms across my chest. “You don’t deserve my unwavering trust. You’ve done nothing to earn it.”

      He doesn’t argue and for that I’m grateful because it at least means he knows that what he did was wrong.

      After a pause, he asks bitterly, “What are you going to do? How does your pet pig fit into all of this?”

      “Don’t call him that.”

      He stares blankly at the wall behind me, carefully masking the hurt I can see in his eyes.

      I falter, as pain slices through me at the memory of my last love. “Niall isn’t in the picture anymore.”

      “No?” He looks at my stomach again. “Did he leave you because of this?”

      “No, I left him,” I admit sadly. “My heart wasn’t in it anymore. I couldn’t string him along.”

      Cautiously, he swallows. “Your heart wasn’t in it?”

      I shake my head. “I think I left it on the sea, way back before the island.” My lip trembles as I battle with my emotions. “I don’t feel like myself anymore. I haven’t for so long.”

      “I’m sorry I ever did this to you,” he breathes, reaching for me. My hand goes to his but there’s still a space between us. “I want to promise you that I’ll care for you, care for the baby, but…” He looks around us, his eyes glistening with tears. “Would you even accept me? If I were free? Would you come back to me? After everything I’ve done to you? Could you forgive me eventually?”

      I stroke his stubble with my free hand and step closer, putting his head at the same height as my throat. He tips back slightly, to see me properly, and groans when I kiss his lips tenderly. Not like before. This time it’s sweet, soft, and warm.

      His hands span my waist and his body straightens as he tries to climb higher, finally placing his feet on the floor with a grimace I feel against my tingling lips.

      We pull away after a moment, breathing softly but quickly and our foreheads connect.

      I wrap my arms around his neck and move my forehead to the skin below his ear. “I couldn’t imagine being anywhere else… than with you.”

      Choking out a noise, he holds me so tightly in his arms I imagine it brings him no small amount of pain. His lips touch my ear, his breath laboured now and slow. “I’ll get out of here, I swear it. I’ll get out of here and I’ll come for you.”

      “Okay,” I murmur, feeling hopeful for the first time in weeks.

      “I love you,” he insists and this time I do believe him. “And our son. You’ll want for nothing. You’ll have everything.”

      “That’s enough,” the guard barks, and we separate but not before joining lips one more time.

      “I’ll be waiting,” I mouth and he smiles back at me.

      “Time for you to leave.” The guard, aka Ed, stands and motions for me to follow.

      “Wait.” I go back in for another kiss, making Calder grin handsomely, before he collapses on the bed and groans in pain. Then I leave, doing as I’m told. It wouldn’t be wise at this juncture to make an enemy of the guard.

      Now all I can do is wait. The most torturous part of all.
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        River: Is the car ready?

      

        

      
        Rain: Yes.

      

        

      
        River: Not long now.

      

        

      
        Rain: As in hours, or days?

      

        

      
        River: No way to know. Stay patient.

      

      

      I’ve had a bag packed for myself for days now, waiting by the door for me to grab. It’s an overnight bag. Full of just enough things to keep me and the baby going. I know it’s crazy. I don’t even know where we’re headed. River assures me that our destination is set and safe for all of us, baby included. The journey, however, could be rockier than anticipated.

      That’s all the information he’s been able to sneak my way, until he managed to get his hands on a phone yesterday. Though even those messages are lacking information.

      It’s to guard our backs, it’s smart. It’s frustrating for me because I don’t know what’s going to happen. I’m trusting my life and the life of my child to my brother and my… captain.

      Niall has been in touch but I’ve been avoiding him. I’ve got to continue avoiding him until I’m gone. If he finds out what I’m doing, he’ll set a trap for my brother and Calder. I can’t risk that. I am so close to freedom, so close to being in the arms of the man I love, being beside my twin brother again, the other man I love.

      My future is getting clearer the closer I get to victory. Though it also gets far more terrifying.

      My due date is a little under nine weeks again but I’m not thinking about that.

      I stroke my stomach and smile when my little boy kicks. “Not long now, sweet one. Stay warm and safe.”

      I handed in my notice for maternity leave yesterday, much to the delight of my co-workers. There was no small amount of eye rolling from my part as their smiling faces bid me goodbye and good luck. They don’t know that I’m never going back.

      I’ll not tell them either. If I suddenly pack up and leave my job, it could hint to something coming, or someone.

      So far I’ve done a great job of keeping my private life private and I intend it to stay that way.

      I’m going to miss Sadie and definitely Melissa who is due to have her baby in the next two weeks. I might never get to meet the little one.

      There’s something unsettling about leaving people behind without an explanation but I know it’s for the best. My life is elsewhere now. I can’t drag them down with me, and who knows, maybe one day I’ll be able to return. Maybe one day this will all blow over.

      It’s unlikely, but one can dream.

      Panic grips me in a tight fist, not for myself but for my child. It feels as though no matter what I choose, his future will always be uncertain. I don’t care about myself, only him. He deserves the world. Can Calder give that to him?

      

      My phone lights up with a text.

      My thumb swipes the screen as my tongue teases my lower lip.

      

      
        
        Niall: You’re just going to ignore me? I’m sorry about what happened. I didn’t mean what I said.

      

      

      I type my reply out a hundred times before closing the message and tucking my phone under my pillow. My eyes cast a look to the bags by the door.

      I need to go and withdraw my money tomorrow, I don’t know when they’re coming but I guarantee wherever we’re going I won’t be able to access my bank for a while.

      This is exhilarating. Where to put it all though.
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      Today I met up with Melissa for ice cream, she looked so radiant and ready to burst her baby right out of her stomach. We had an hour together before I headed to Sadie’s. I think Melissa knew my goodbye would be my last for a while because she got teary and so did I. I didn’t tell her anything, I’m not dragging her into my mess.

      Sadie sadly wasn’t home, so I made my way to the bank and then stopped in the doorway, making the man behind me walk right into my back. He apologised but I was too dazed to reply.

      If I suddenly withdrew the fifty thousand in my bank account, would that raise alarms?

      Cursing under my breath, I left and made my way home.

      That’s where I am now, pacing my tiny apartment, wondering what it is I need to do. I’m blindly trusting two men who have no way to contact me and let me know things. Apart from the occasional discreet text.

      As I’m looking at other solutions online, there’s a knock at my door and I know who it is before I open it. There’s only one person who is available and knows that I live here.

      Niall.

      I consider ignoring him but he knows I’m here. I’ve only been inside for ten minutes. I guarantee he waited for me to arrive home but left it a short while so I wouldn’t feel backed into a corner.

      Will he ever stop?

      Instead of buzzing him in, I head down to greet him at the entrance. He smiles softly but confusion furrows his brows.

      “I can’t come up?”

      I hesitate, not wanting to be a bitch but also after the other day, being around him is making me uneasy. “What’s wrong?”

      “You’ve been ignoring me, I got worried.”

      I look away for a moment. “I just need space to be by myself, Niall. It’s not personal. Or maybe it is…”

      Blowing out a breath, he smiles sweetly at me, that smile I was once so in love with. “Maybe we can go for coffee?”

      “That’s not a good idea. I think I said all that needed to be said.”

      His gaze is blank but his hands fist by his sides. My body immediately becomes alert and I have the strangest instinct niggling at me to protect my stomach.

      His tone is carefully calm but I can hear the bitterness. I know him too well. “You said everything you needed to say. I didn’t get the chance.”

      “Oh, actually I think you did.” I close the door behind me, checking that my keys are in my back pocket first. “I don’t know why we have to keep rehashing it.”

      Pushing his hands through his hair he looks around him and then zones in on my stomach. “I don’t get why you’re leaving me for this. It just doesn’t make sense.”

      “I never had you down as an arrogant man, Niall.”

      Part of me wishes I could just tell him I’m in love with Calder but I don’t want to hurt him like that and I also don’t want to risk screwing up our plans.

      “But look at where you’re living and what you’re giving up!” He points to his chest with his thumb, his eyes wild like they were the last time we got into an argument about this. “I miss you. I can’t eat, I can’t sleep.” There’s a pause and then he finally admits, “I’m worried about your mental state.”

      “Oh no, we are not going there again.”

      His eyes are round with disbelief, his body solid like stone. “Look at this though. Why would you give what we had up for this?” He steps towards me, I step back, hoping he doesn’t come any closer. We’re in the street, not inside. Did I know this man at all? “We were amazing together. Just come back to me and we can keep trying. Okay?”

      “Niall. No.” I raise my hand firmly, keeping my palm directed at his chest. He’s so close I can feel his heat on the pads of my fingers. “I don’t even know why you’re still interested. I’m pregnant with another man’s baby.”

      “Nobody else knows that so it doesn’t matter.”

      I shake my head. I can’t believe this is happening. “You’re joking, right?”

      “Why would I joke about that?”

      “Tell them then, it’s not my fault that they don’t know.”

      He grits his teeth. “Please, Rain, just come for coffee with me. Spend some time with me. We might be able to reignite what we had.”

      I press my lips together and count to ten in my mind. “Niall, I’m already seeing somebody.” A lie, but hopefully an effective one.

      “No, you’re not,” he replies, his lips twitching with a type of maddening humour.

      “You don’t know that.” I fold my arms across my chest. I don’t feel comfortable anymore.

      “Yes, I do, apart from visiting your brother in hospital two weeks ago, Sadie, and that pregnant girl, you’ve not been with any other men.” He’s smiling as if it’s all totally normal that he knows this. Meanwhile my blood is turning cold.

      “Have you been following me?”

      He hesitates and smiles gently, like he always does when I need appeasing. This time it only causes me unease. “I’ve been worried, so I’ve been checking in.”

      “I’m fine, Niall. I don’t need you to check in on me.”

      “Of course I do, until that fucker is behind bars, he knows you’re my weakness. I can’t risk him taking you again.”

      I blink slowly. “Niall, I’m in no danger from the captain. My brother has him handled.”

      “I don’t believe that for a second.”

      I shrug. “I don’t care what you believe, I care about myself and my baby. What I need for you to do is to leave me alone.”

      “You know the reason he kidnapped you was for a piece of jewellery, right?”

      That stops me. I’ve never known the reason why he kidnapped me.

      “Well, the location of a man who was in possession of a ring that the captain wanted.”

      I was kidnapped for a bloody ring? “Are you kidding me right now?”

      “No. That’s how he values life, by objects. Your life was worth less than this ring to him.”

      Of course, that’s heart-breaking, knowing that my life was upended, and I was nearly killed because of a bloody ring. But I’m still curious as to why he needed it and why it was so important.

      “Did he get the ring?”

      Niall nods. “It was confiscated when he was arrested in our bedroom.”

      “Your bedroom,” I correct and twiddle my braid around my finger. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

      “You never asked and I wasn’t sure. I thought it was the man he wanted, until they found that man beaten to near death the night the pirate escaped. It was me that noticed the missing ring from his finger and me that noticed it in Calder’s possessions.” He looks so proud of this and months ago I’d have been proud of him too. Niall is incredible at figuring out small details, it’s what makes him so good at his job. He sees things that others don’t. “Though in all honesty, it’s a massive, hideous ring. I might not have noticed otherwise.”

      “Well done, you,” I reply tiredly as my brain filters through this new information. “I have to go, Niall, please stop calling. Stop trying to contact me.”

      “It’s just coffee, Rain, give me that at least.”

      This time I’m the one who grits my teeth. “Maybe next week. I’ll call you.”

      “Next week?”

      “Maybe you’ll have gotten over this by then.” I turn and quickly unlock the door before slamming it shut behind me. When will this drama end?

      I can’t believe Calder kidnapped me in exchange for a fucking ring. He’s got some explaining to do. If he were here, I’d be throwing things.

      Rubbing my belly, I ascend the stairs up to my grotty little flat, and lock the door behind me once inside. My boy gives me a kick under the ribs to remind me to stay calm and patient. So, I push all thoughts of Niall and Calder out of my brain and sit on my bed with a book.
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      It’s midnight, only just, when I hear banging at my door.

      It startles me but then it registers. Could it be them? Could it be now?

      I race to it and flip the latch before pulling down the handle.

      Before it is even fully open I’m pulled into somebody’s arms and lips are connected to mine. I moan happily, relishing the sweet, minty taste of his tongue and lips as he devours me.

      A hand cradles the back of my head and the other grips my rear, pulling my body flush into his as much as my bump will allow.

      “We don’t have time for this,” my brother barks, yanking the captain away from me, pulling us both back into the now. “Let’s go.”

      “Wait,” I look down at my plaid pyjamas but I don’t have time to dress. He grabs my bags that are by the door and Calder helps me slip my shoes on my feet after dropping to one knee. Kissing my stomach, he rises slowly, smiles devilishly at me, and nods for me to follow.

      “Let’s go,” he says, taking my hand.

      “Hello to you, sis,” River chuckles as we pass him.

      “Hi,” I reply but my eyes are on the stairs I’m being pulled down. Every step is painful on my bladder and hips and my feet are aching already, but I don’t care. It’s time to go. We’re about to taste freedom again.

      “This is how I imagined it to be the last time I broke into your bedroom,” Calder tells me, and for a moment I feel guilty, until he looks at me and I see nothing but love and amusement in the creases of his eyes.

      His hand yanks the door open and we step into the warm night air. A car waits with the engine running at the bottom of the few steps, blocking the entrance to the carpark. It’s the very car I “borrowed” and paid a homeless guy to drive and leave in the hospital carpark. Not one of my finer moments but it needed to be done. The person I stole it from wouldn’t be using it any time soon anyway, they were in hospital with broken hips.

      I’m guided into the back seat and then Calder races around the other side to climb in beside me that way. I could have shuffled up but I don’t say that. I’m too gobsmacked that this is actually happening. Both my brother and the captain are here, in blue jeans and different coloured T-shirts.

      My brother is in front of me in the passenger seat, he twists around to smile at me and to say I return it would be an understatement.

      “Drive,” Calder barks at the man in the front seat who I immediately recognise when he pulls the bandana from over his mouth.

      “Larry!” I reach forward and squeeze his arm. “It’s good to see you.”

      “Aye, you too, lass.”

      Larry used to teach me how to do things on the ship, he was good to me, kind and gentle. Most of the men were once they got to know me.

      “Where are we going?” I ask Calder and my brother as Calder caresses my stomach. He seems so in awe of my predicament, often times I am too.

      “It’s better you not know, just in case we get caught on the way.”

      “Not a chance is that happening,” Larry mumbles and I’m surprised when he doesn’t put his foot down. I half expected there to be some kind of mad dash through red lights and around waiting cars but he sticks to the speed limit and is mindful of the road ahead. I suppose it makes sense to not draw attention to ourselves.

      “I’ve missed you,” Calder admits, nudging our noses together. “This will all be over soon.”

      “I still can’t believe we pulled it off,” River announces loudly, beaming from ear to ear.

      He’s turned in his seat again, looking at the man to my right.

      “How did you pull it off?” I ask, raising a brow.

      “One of my men lit a small fire in the floor above,” Calder explains and quickly continues when my face drops. “Nothing major, just enough for them to evacuate.”

      “What about your guards?” I ask, hoping they’re okay too. They’re just trying to pay the bills after all.

      “I knocked mine out and put him in my bed,” River looks so proud. “Then, with some dweeby scientist’s help, we did the same to his guard too. They’ll wake up with a headache, nothing major.”

      “You mean Geoffrey?”

      Calder nods, his eyes smiling. “He wanted to come and get you himself but I worried our plan would fail.”

      His fingers gently push my hair behind my ear, I clasp my hand around his wrist and kiss him again. “I’m sorry I didn’t come with you last time.”

      “I’m not,” River puts in. “Or I’d still be in there.”

      “Fair point.”

      “Reckon they know you’ve escaped yet?” I look around the quiet streets, half expecting a police car to come speeding around the corner, sirens blaring.

      “No,” Larry replies and taps a small black device slotted into his ear. “I’d have heard it on the police scanner.”

      “You’re so prepared… I thought you were all with Clunk now?” After everything that happened with Millie and what she said.

      Larry lets out a bark of laughter. “Please, as soon as we realised what he’d done, we had him thrown overboard.”

      “Seriously?” I think of the man’s wife and kid but I can’t find it in me to forgive him for what he did. I’d like to think he let me go out of the goodness of his heart, but we both know it was purely to trap Calder.

      “We’d have gotten the captain sooner but he insisted on staying behind.” Larry’s eyes meet mine in the mirror. “Seems he didn’t want to leave without you.”

      “That’s enough, Larry.” Calder sits closer to me, likely to help relax me because I just feel awful now.

      We turn another corner and I snuggle into Calder’s side for warmth and security. “How long are we going to be driving for?”

      Kissing my head, he places his hand on my thigh and pushes his fingers between them, just above my knees. “Three hours, hopefully less.”

      “Yikes, that’s a long journey.” I hope my bladder can hold out.

      “Tell me about him,” he whispers, turning towards me and placing his hand on my bump.

      “Not much to tell, he’s male, he loves to kick me under my ribs, they think he’ll have a full head of hair.” I smile and brush my fingers through what’s left of Calder’s. “I hope it’s just like yours.” So thick and curly.

      “You’re going to call him River, right?” my brother interjects, making Larry chuckle and Calder roll his eyes.

      “Have you thought of any names you like?” Calder asks, his eyes genuinely curious.

      I shy away from his gaze. He’s so handsome, the green in his eyes so vivid. “I thought we could do that together?”

      “I like Larry,” Larry puts in and both he and River laugh together as Calder and I roll our eyes in our happy little bubble. In this moment I feel so happy and safe, I almost don’t want to leave. Whatever waits for us at the end of this journey is terrifying.

      “Did you get sickness?”

      I nod and shudder at the memory. “That part wasn’t so fun. It’s easier now, heavier, and achier, but I’m not as tired as I have been. Though according to baby books, that’ll change soon.”

      “When we get to where we are going you’ll know comfort like nobody else.” He pulls me in for another kiss. “I’ll take care of you, both of you.”

      “Does this car hold anything sentimental? It’s going to be burned later,” Larry says, smiling at me in the mirror. “You did a great job getting it.”

      “Please, my sister could steal the watch from your wrist and you wouldn’t notice. This was easy for her.” River has always boasted about my abilities, only because he taught me as a teen and then I outshone him.

      “Nothing sentimental. Must you burn it though?”

      “It’s for the best,” Calder whispers, kissing my jaw. “Try not to let it get to you.”

      “I feel guilty.”

      “Guilt is for pussies.” River reaches behind his seat and pinches my shin making me squeal, laugh, and move my legs out of the way. “Grow a pair of balls, sis. Your conscience will only hold you back.”

      I don’t reply, what do I even say to that?

      “Did you really throw Clunk overboard?”

      “Too fucking right we did.”

      I give Calder the side eye. “But Millie said that he had the ship that first day I saw you in prison.”

      “We didn’t put the pieces together until then. Clunk insisted Captain had given the orders. We had to get in touch with Captain to see what was true. That fucker was tricky, he brought us back under the ruse we’d be helping Captain escape, it wasn’t until after that that we realised he was fucking our captain over.” Larry shrugs his shoulders. “We tossed him overboard a few hours later, Smeg took over Captain duties as best he could, I focused on bringing our captain home.”

      “Thank goodness for you guys,” I mutter, thinking of how it could have gone so much worse. “Did you throw Millie overboard too?”

      “Near the coastline, she can swim fine.”

      I laugh once and immediately feel guilty for it. It’s no less than she deserved. Stupid cow.

      “You smell so good,” Calder whispers, nuzzling my neck which makes me shiver and instantly wet between my thighs. I bite my lip and turn my head to give him more access to my sensitive skin. He obliges, nipping and kissing in gentle trails. His hand slides between my thighs, dragging the fabric of my pyjama bottoms up as he gets closer to my aching core.

      I shift, forgetting where I am and who I’m with as he moulds his lips to my own, plundering my mouth with his tongue. A fire lights inside of me, burning through my veins. Especially when his hand finally connects with my core. I try not to gasp, try not to moan, because then he’ll have to stop. I don’t ever want to stop.

      The thought of tugging down his trousers, just enough to free him for me to sink on top of him is indescribable. I’m so needy for him, so desperate for us to connect like we once did.

      The heel of his palm presses against my swollen clit. Just this touch, over my clothing, is doing more to me than I’ve been able to do to myself since I left that ship.

      “No,” River snaps, turning so suddenly we both separate. He points his finger at us, his eyes narrowed and flickering between us. He repeats a firm, “No.”

      Then slowly turns back to face the front.

      Calder and I burst into a fit of quiet laughter, kiss once more, and then relax the best we can with our uncomfortable arousal for each other so prominent.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are we?” I question quietly as I climb from the car with the help of my brother.

      Calder looks around, his eyes alert as River takes my bags from Larry. “Shhh. We’ll talk when we’re free.”

      My heart races as we walk along a rickety-looking dock. There’s a single boat at the end, it’s some kind of small yacht.

      “I’ll do the car,” Larry announces, spinning the keys around his finger. “You do the Nostalgia.”

      “Nostalgia?” I ask as we near the glittering surface of the sea.

      There are nothing but hills and trees around from where we’re standing. It’s too dark to see beyond the boat.

      “That’s her name,” Calder replies, taking my hand and leading me straight to her. “She’s small but she’s powerful. She’ll take us to where we’ve got to go.”

      Suddenly I’m terrified. I don’t know how long I’m going to be on this thing and turning back feels like a better option. Calder squeezes my hand as though sensing my fears, and helps me step off the dock and onto the wooden deck of the yacht. She sways a little and I’m suddenly reminded that I get extremely seasick.

      This is going to be the worst.

      “Come,” Calder tells me, helping me through what can only be described as a square hole with a step at the bottom. I have to sit in it first and then put my feet down. Calder reaches in and switches on a light. “It’s no palace but it has everything.” We both look at the cushioned bench on our right and then the one on our left. They’re a yellow plaid design, not the most attractive but I don’t care about that. It’s an observation more than anything.

      The one on the left extends below and to the right of the hole I just carefully climbed through.

      “We’ll make do,” I reply softly and watch as Calder extends the other bench to make a small double, leaving about two feet of space or less for people to walk through to get to what looks like the kitchen facilities and a door which I can only assume is the toilet.

      There are cubby spaces above our head with sliding doors. Everything is nailed down and covered.

      “I need to prepare, you settle in. There are blankets in the spaces below the benches.” He looks nervous, as though I’ll bolt any minute so I do what I can to placate him. I kiss his jaw and smile genuinely. He returns it and deepens it before my brother chucks one of my bags at his back through the hole, making him grunt.

      “How are your injuries anyway?” I ask. I asked earlier and River said they were fine but I don’t believe them. Enough time hasn’t passed for them to be fine.

      “Nothing unmanageable,” Calder replies which is not an okay answer.

      I reach for his top to take a look for myself but he stops my hands and brings them to his mouth to kiss them. When he turns, I watch him until he sits on the hole and pulls himself backwards and out, leaving me in the small cabin alone.

      “It’s fine,” I whisper to myself, pulling the benches up to find the blankets.

      When I find them I’m relieved to smell how clean they are. Their blue sheets clash with the cushions but I’m just happy to have clean bedding.

      I cover the cushions and lay out the blankets, commandeering the double for Captain and me. That’s assuming we’re sleeping together. I place the other two on the long bench, long enough for two, and then head to the tiny bathroom to see how everything works. It’s a tiny toilet crushed between a tiny sink and a narrow shower. I won’t be able to turn in it being the size I am but I’ll figure it out.

      I relieve myself, wash my hands, and then head to the kitchen which is thankfully fully stocked with mostly tinned foods and snacks, such as crisps and chocolate bars. All hail chocolate.

      I find a narrow cupboard with a vacuum, cleaning products, and two fishing poles.

      I wonder if we’ll catch and eat fish like they did sometimes on the ship. Though they cheated and used nets, some used fishing rods from the lower level of the deck but I never saw if they caught anything.

      I’ll never forget the smell of the fish they dropped from the nets. It makes me cringe. I remember Calder laughing when I got really upset because I thought they’d caught a dolphin. It was a type of shark and they threw it straight back in unharmed.

      He always laughed when I got upset.

      Until he got me extremely upset and I left him. He didn’t laugh then. I’ll never forget his face when he realised how badly he’d hurt me.

      That’s going to be something we discuss when we are settled. Now is not the time or place.

      I grab my Kindle out of my bag. I want to go up top to see what they’re doing but with all of the noise and banging I figure I’d mostly just get in the way.

      Twenty minutes or so later, River knocks on the top of the roof, drawing my eyes to the hole that he’s crouched down to peer through at me. “We’re leaving in a few. You okay?”

      I nod and place my Kindle beside me after he throws a life jacket through.

      It’s different to the last one I wore, a bit rattier, but I know it’ll do the job. Calder wouldn’t give me one that wouldn’t. I dread to think of what would have happened if I didn’t don the last one I wore. I’d have drowned. There’s not a doubt in my mind that I would have drowned.

      I decide to stuff my bags into a compartment after River throws a rucksack into the hole. I’m guessing it’s theirs.

      “Have they noticed you all missing yet?” I ask him when he climbs in and moves to the kitchen.

      “They noticed a couple of hours ago,” he replies, smiling, but his smile fades when he sees the bucket by my hip. “What’s that for? Are you okay?”

      “I get seasick.”

      “Huh.” He wets his lips. “Well here’s hoping that’s not a genetic thing.”

      I try to smile but my anxiety is raging. “They noticed hours ago?”

      “Don’t worry, they just put the call out for our descriptions, nothing major.”

      “Fucking hell, River.” I consider how lucky we are that we made it this far without detection.

      The boat gives a jolt and River falls sideways and onto the bench. I laugh and watch his face pale.

      “TIME TO SAIL!” Captain shouts and Larry cheers.

      The boat jolts again and then I feel it, that strange fluttering flying feeling as we turn and breech the calm waters.

      River snatches the bucket from me, and before he can say a word, he vomits.

      Calder peeks into the cabin with a smile but that soon vanishes when he sees my brother. “Ah shit.” He looks at me again as my brother heaves into the bucket. “How about you? Are you okay?”

      “So far so good,” I reply, wondering if my extended time on the ship has healed me of my seasickness. One can dream. “A bit nauseous but otherwise okay.”

      “Good.”

      “How long will we be travelling for?”

      “Twelve hours, maybe more. The winds aren’t too strong but we have plenty of fuel for now.”

      I cringe when my brother heaves again, then I stand and move to the man crouching at the entrance. “Permission to come aboard, Captain?”

      He grins and helps me turn and climb out of the space. “Permission granted.”

      “Watch your step, lass, it’s a bit rocky and there’s a rope on the deck.” Larry rushes to move it, dipping his head at me. Then he turns to the captain as I look at the dark vast sea, and then back to the land where I can see the orange glow of the car now burned. It’s away from where we cast off. It’s hauntingly beautiful, the colours of the aggressive flames such a contrast to the peaceful darkness.

      “Who’s taking first steer?” Larry asks politely as Captain sets me on a low seat to the right. My back is against white plastic and the metal railing is just behind my shoulders. It’s so dark out here but now we are further out I can see the lights of a town in the distance.

      “I will,” Captain replies. “Just until we’re out of the danger zone.”

      “Danger zone?” I ask quietly looking around once more. I suddenly feel a lot more nauseous than before.

      “We could still be pulled up by coastguards or the navy,” Larry replies and I see Calder shoot him a look.

      His eyes are catching the moonlight just enough that I can see them. They aren’t turning on any lights on the outside of the boat and now I know why. We’re trying to sneak out of British waters undetected.

      “We’ll be fine,” Calder assures me and presses something by the large wheel he’s sitting behind. The engine roars to life, a cacophony of spluttering gears and grinding metal. It lets out a few pathetic sounding clunks before dimming to a settled hum. I release the breath I was holding and grip the rail behind my shoulders to steady myself as the boat starts cutting through the calm waters. “We just need to reach the English Channel.”

      I look to Larry for explanation. He delivers. “International waters. They can’t touch us there.”

      I nod, kind of understanding. “How long will that take?”

      “At this speed, and distance…” Calder suddenly smiles at me. “Do you remember how to test the knots?”

      I frown at him. “Don’t you have a speedometer or something?”

      “I do, but where’s the fun in that?”

      I stand and waddle to him when he opens his arms to me. My back rests against his chest and both of our hands go to the wheel as we hold it steady and guide it across this vast body of water. “How long until we reach the channel?”

      “Nine hours. Less if the winds pick up but going any faster than twelve knots on choppy waters will make us quite unsteady. Not recommended for your condition.”

      I nod, that’s not as bad as I thought but it’s going to be a torturous journey. “Just get us there, Captain. In one piece. Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine.”

      We both tense when my brother hurls loudly from within the cabin.

      “Do you have anything for that?”

      “Larry does, but it’ll give your brother a boner.”

      I glare at Captain over my shoulder. “You mean the same stuff you drugged me with?” He opens his mouth to argue but I quickly add, “No, don’t defend yourself. Now isn’t the time anyway.”

      “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. If I’d known you were pregnant…”

      “Don’t.” I remove my hands from the wheel and turn in his arms. “Not now. One day. Not today.”

      “Okay.” He holds me with one arm as the other grips the wheel. “Thank you for coming back to me.”

      I kiss his stubbled chin and duck back under his arm. “Are you hungry? Maybe I can make myself useful and provide food.”

      “URRRP!” my brother groans and heaves again.

      “Larry, can you give him something to fix that?” I ask, squeezing Calder’s bicep as I make my way back to the hole. “I’ll make some tea or something.”

      “Tinned peaches,” Calder calls after me. “If you can find some, I’ll have those.”

      I won’t stop until I’ve checked every tin in storage.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask my brother as he holds his head in his hands. The stench in the cabin is brutal so I grab him under the arm and heave him out. “Go wash that in the sea and stay out there until you’re feeling better.”

      He grumbles but does as he’s told and I set about opening the flaps which serve as windows. I spray some vanilla body spray into the air, one of the few indulgences I allowed myself to bring, and then I head to the kitchen to serve whatever I can.

      Two hours later, after sharing a tin of peaches with Calder and drinking tea from a flask, I head to my designated sleeping space for some much-needed rest.

      It’s as I’m balancing on the thread of light sleep that I feel Calder sit beside me and place his hand on my stomach. He holds me like this for a while and I let him have his moment. When he moves away, I turn and reach out to him in the dark.

      He kisses my wrist, pulls down his jeans, and climbs under the covers with me. His face immediately goes to my neck and his lips touch my skin once before his body relaxes, curled around mine.

      “I’ve been lost without you, Rain,” he whispers so quietly I know only I heard.

      “Me too,” I reply and grip his arm so he doesn’t roll away.

      Despite where we are, despite the dangers we face, I’ve never felt more at home than I do now.
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        * * *

      

      I wake when the sun has risen, but I’m alone in the cabin. The sound of my brother laughing alongside Calder can be heard. So can the smell of eggs cooking.

      I climb out of bed and follow my nose to the small kitchen where Larry is scraping a fried egg from a small pan onto a plate.

      “Morning, love,” he says, smiling kindly at me. “Hungry?”

      My stomach growls and we both grin. “I’m always hungry.”

      “Well breakfast will be served in a few.”

      “I’ll just go do my thing.” I point my thumb at the bathroom and hastily do my business, wash my hands, and comb my hair using the small mirror above the sink as a guide.

      When I exit again Larry is nowhere to be found. I make a drink using the same flask as yesterday once thoroughly washed, then I make my way to the small deck that hardly looks big enough for all of us.

      My brother helps me out, bidding me a good morning. Calder immediately wraps me in a fleece blanket and sets me to the side. Larry hands me a plate that holds two sausages and one egg, and I smile at all of them, feeling like a queen. Albeit a queen of a very small boat.

      “Thanks, guys.”

      “No problem,” Larry responds, his mouth full of sausage.

      Calder retakes the wheel and I notice that the sail is up and catching the wind. The air smells saltier now and land looks so very far away. In fact I can hardly see it at all.

      “Are we going to your ship?” I ask Calder and he nods once. “How do you know where they are?”

      “We have their coordinates.” He winks at me. “Don’t worry, we’ll be seeing them soon.”

      I look at my brother. “And how are you feeling today?”

      “A lot better than I was,” he replies, stretching so tall his shirt comes up showing a bandage beneath.

      “And your wound?”

      “It’s little more than a scab,” he assures me, his electric-blue eyes dancing with humour.

      I look at Calder. “And yours?”

      “Same.”

      I really hope they’re not lying to me. Surely they wouldn’t be so stupid as to leave before their bodies are ready.

      I almost snort. Of course, they are that stupid. I don’t push the subject though, not yet. Instead I eat my breakfast, drink my drink, and remain curled up on the bench with my Kindle in hand.

      Calder locks the wheel and comes to sit beside me. He pulls my leg over his and trails a lazy pattern along my thigh. I smile at him, seeing him properly in the sunshine which is warmer than I thought it would be, despite the wind.

      He takes a bottle of sun lotion from an alcove under the bench and squirts a small amount onto the tips of his fingers, then taps a small cool blob onto my nose tip. I go cross-eyed looking at it while he spreads the rest along my cheekbones and forehead.

      “It might be cooler but that sun is strong,” he informs me and then places a gentle kiss on my lips.

      Larry, who had climbed around the cabin top and had taken perch on the point of the hull to tie the jib in place after part of it had come loose, suddenly shouts, “Rig on the horizon, Captain.”

      Calder jumps up, leaving me alone on the bench. He unlocks the wheel, and in true pirate fashion, pulls a telescope from under it and puts it to one eye. This would be comical if it weren’t so terrifying.

      “Strap in,” he barks at me. “River, get your sister her life jacket!”

      River, sensing the panic, joined us moments ago but quickly ducks back into the cabin for my life jacket which he helps me click into place. He dons his own too because he’s not the best swimmer either. Though he has more experience than I do.

      “What is it?” I ask as Captain moves from the wheel and does something to the mast. It catches the wind again, sending us in a slightly different direction.

      He turns on the engine and I fall to the side slightly when our speed doubles in the beat of a second.

      “Friendly or not?” I ask, now seeing the three white boats on the horizon. They look to be heading this way. They’re bigger than we are by far. Perhaps even double in size.

      “Not,” Calder replies through gritted teeth.

      I see something else in the far distance too, in the direction we’re now aiming for. It’s a tiny spec, hardly anything. Could it be the Sea Whore?

      “Is that them?”

      “Slightly off coordinates, Captain, but I’d say it is our ship.” Larry is grinning now, no longer looking worried.

      “Problem is, can we make it there before they make it here?” River mutters, standing to the side looking as useless as I feel.

      “We just have to cross into international waters,” Calder calls over the roar of the engine and the waves. The water is choppier now, but the wind is on our side.

      Being on the water can be disorientating when it comes to distance too. Something that looks a mile away can be a lot further, and something that looks five miles away can be a lot closer. It depends on how choppy the waters are, how windy it is, how warm it is. There are so many elements of kinetic science that come into sailing too.

      The next thirty minutes of fast sailing are tense.

      It’s a race we’re not prepared for.

      Calder bites on his tongue hard as he navigates our little vessel to the east. Those boats that are coming for us are gaining on us far faster than we’re moving.

      “Can’t the ship come closer?” River asks, referring to the ship.

      Calder raises a brow at him, reminding me of how handsome he is. He’s got one of those faces that looks amazing no matter the emotion displayed, no matter how he sets his features, which right now are hardened from the determination. “That’s not how ships work. They’ve dropped anchor. If they move, they keep moving. They can’t risk passing into territorial waters.” Calder looks at Larry and something passes between them. “Call them.”

      Larry nods.

      “Hold tight,” Calder tells me and pushes a handle that makes us go even faster.

      I’ve already asked him why we don’t just pick up speed and he said it’s because we’re low on fuel and that’s one way to run out faster, leaving us stranded with nothing but the wind to pull us. I guess he hoped if we kept a steady pace, the wind would boost us while pushing against them. So far, no such luck, or if that has happened, it hasn’t happened enough for us to escape.

      “What happens if they get to us?”

      “Then we all go back to prison,” River replies, and Calder shoots him an annoyed glare.

      He barks at my brother, “We’re going to be fine.” Then looks at me with gentle eyes. “I promise.”

      Larry is speaking in code to somebody using a chunky-looking radio. I know it’s code because I’ve heard it before, back when I was on the ship. It’s a mixture of languages, some words backwards. Keywords. Calder said it’d take hours or longer to unscramble a single sentence of their code. But they’re all trained to know most of it by heart. So if the ships catching us do hear their conversation, they won’t have a clue what is being said until it is too late.

      “It’s done,” Larry announces, ducking into the cabin. “River, get your shit and your sister’s.”

      “Why?”

      “We’re going overboard.”

      “What?” both River and I choke together, looking at each other in horror and shock.

      “I can’t swim like this,” I snap, pointing to my own anchor, aka the baby in my stomach. “What about sharks? What about the cold? Oh my God, I’m going to die.”

      “Captain,” Larry calls from in the cabin. “We’ve got to decide now.”

      Calder kneels in front of me and cups my face in his hands. “Do you trust me?”

      I look at the water, then to his green eyes, then to the water again. I can’t see a thing below the surface. I’m going to hyperventilate. It’s reminding me too much of that sick fuck and when he pulled me into the sea with him.

      “Captain,” Larry shouts, grabbing River. “Get your shit now.”

      Larry inflates something, a small round raft. Not big enough to hold more than one person.

      “Do you trust me?”

      I nod, because I do trust him. I have to. This is why I made this choice, because I trust him.

      “Yes. I trust you.”

      “Good.” He kisses me briefly and helps River with our things. Our bags go into the middle of the small inflatable raft and then Larry covers it with the dark fleece blanket.

      Captain pulls on the cord by my chest and I exhale sharply when the vest inflates.

      Larry pulls on River’s and then pushes my brother off the back of the boat before jumping in after him. They both hold onto the raft tightly.

      “What if they don’t come for us,” I whimper, trembling with fear as Calder guides me to the place my brother is loudly cursing at Larry from.

      “They will. I swear.”

      “What if we get eaten by a shark.”

      “We won’t,” he implores, kissing me again. “Please, Rain. Get in the water.”

      “Come on, lass,” Larry tells me and I sit on the dropped rear of the boat before sliding in. The water is cold but not freezing. Luckily my head doesn’t go under, the life jacket is too powerful. Larry grabs me and drags me toward the raft which I cling onto for dear life.

      My heart hammers rapidly as I panic about what’s below so I keep my eyes on Calder as he locks the wheel and the sails. He’s quick, tying it down and pointing it directly at the boats in the distance. I can’t see them because of the sailboat obscuring my view, which means they can’t see us. Not yet anyway.

      Calder raises a flag, a white one, one of surrender and pins it to the mast. He waves his arms, honks his horn three times and puts the telescope back to his eye. Meanwhile he drifts further and further away from us.

      “Calder,” I cry, trying to hurry him.

      This plan is pure madness, yet bloody brilliant too. Though not so brilliant if the sailboat takes him too far for us to reach.

      Finally he turns, and with a move so graceful and remarkably sexy, he swan dives into the water and swims for us, battling the choppy waves that we’re bobbing up and down on. His powerful arms and legs break through the surface with little to no splashing.

      “Why the fleece?” River asks, his lip trembling.

      “Camouflage.” I rest my head on the slowly soddening blanket and smile at Calder as he joins me and kisses my cheek. “They won’t notice a dark spot on the water.”

      “They’d notice a bright orange one though.” Calder grins, wrapping his arm around my waist and pulling my body to his. “I’m sorry it had to come to this, it’s the only way.”

      “How long will we be in the water for?”

      “Not long,” he promises. “It’ll take our men less than half an hour to reach us and the tide is pulling us that way so maybe even sooner.”

      We watch our little vessel float further and further away.

      “I can’t believe this is happening,” I whisper through chattering teeth.

      “By the time those fuckers chasing us know what we’ve done, it’ll be too late.” Larry looks at my brother. “Staying warm is key right now, as impossible as that seems. Get close to your sister, keep her warm.”

      My brother shifts closer and hugs me from behind. “I’ve got you, sis. It’s all good.”

      “I’m okay, just panicking.”

      Calder directs my eyes to his by dipping his head. “Why don’t we talk about something else. Names. What do you want to call him?”

      “What do you want to call him?” I retort and he smiles and looks up at the sky for a moment in thought.

      “Ocean,” he replies, grinning mischievously.

      “Mum would have approved,” my brother mutters and we both laugh at that because it’s true.

      Calder looks saddened for a moment. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you when your mum passed. I should have been.”

      We share a sad smile until Larry puts in, “Ocean is decent though. I like that name.”

      “I was just being funny.”

      I smile at the man I chose and then frown when I notice his lack of life jacket. I know him well enough now though to know he can handle the sea for the most part, so I don’t comment on it, I just hold him a little tighter.

      “River, Rain, Calder, and Ocean.” I giggle to myself. “They all mean water in some way. Maybe we should name our baby after fire, even things out a bit.”

      “Call him tree,” River jokes, making me laugh harder.

      “I still like Larry.”

      I look at Larry and flick water at him, for a moment then I almost forgot about the thousands of fish beneath my feet. I wrap my legs around Calder’s waist who nods for me to look towards our ship. Sure enough, in the distance I can see something speeding towards us at a much faster speed than the three ships heading towards our vessel of surrender.

      We’re going to make it.

      Less than twenty minutes later, Calder is pulling me up onto a powerful-looking speedboat that is being controlled by a man I’ve seen but don’t remember the name of.

      The man immediately wraps me in a foil blanket and hands over the reins to Calder who takes point, waits for us all to sit, and shoots off towards the ship.

      We’re going home.

      River holds me and we tremble together. Larry doesn’t seem bothered by any of it at all. I wonder if you get used to it eventually. I bet they’ve swam in colder oceans.

      “That was fucking insane,” River mumbles and kisses my temple. “Let’s not do that again for a while.”

      “Or never. I’m good with never,” I reply and then look at the man who Larry introduced as Hunter. He’s handsome, much like Calder but not as handsome as Calder. He has a thick beard that’s at least three inches long, shadowing full lips and perfect teeth which are holding onto his bottom lip. His eyes are golden almost, like caramel in the light. He has a scar on his neck, from his ear to his collarbone and I wonder what the story behind that is.

      There’s a ghost in his eyes that speaks of so many stories, likely tragedies.

      “Thank you for coming for us,” I say to Hunter.

      He smiles but doesn’t speak. He just looks down at his feet, a forlorn expression on his face.

      Calder smiles at me again as though he can’t believe I’m here and I return the sentiment when I blow him a kiss from my lips.

      “I love you,” he mouths, and I return it.
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        * * *

      

      Entering the ship this time is a lot like the last, except this time I’m not a kidnapped victim and won’t be ever again. To say there is an uproar of cheers upon our return would be an understatement. My ears are ringing.

      Calder smiles down at me and wraps his arm around my shoulders.

      “Kidnapped again, aye, Rain?” somebody calls from the crowds, there are too many people to look at, I can’t find the source of the voice.

      “Not this time,” Calder answers for me, smiling from ear to ear.

      He opens the foil blanket and shows them all my stomach and dripping wet pyjama-clad body.

      “Seriously?” I hiss, yanking it closed again.

      “Nah, he trapped her with his seed instead,” a gorgeous man with sable skin yells and they all laugh. We’re patted and squeezed as we move through the crowd towards the bridge which luckily isn’t too far. My pyjamas are starting to chafe my skin.

      “Larry,” Calder calls. “The newbie is on you.”

      “River.” I turn, looking for my brother but he gives me a reassuring smile.

      “I’ll be fine. Need to nap, I’m exhausted.”

      I hug him, just because, and then return to Calder who guides me through the crowd under his arm and we are greeted with so much enthusiasm as we pass everyone, my entire body is shaking with the noise. I can only imagine how the baby is feeling. All this racket.

      Larry takes my brother to the birthing quarters to get dried and rested, and I follow Calder of course, who leads me to the bridge so he can become reacquainted with his ship and call out his arrival on the speaker before yelling, “ANCHORS AWAY!”

      I snuggle into his side, still trembling with cold.

      “This won’t take long,” he promises quietly. “I just need to get us moving again.”

      I look at Smeg whose pretty face doesn’t suit his unfortunate name. “Hey.”

      He grins wryly. “Hey, pretty lady, it’s good to see your face again.”

      “First Mate,” Calder calls and for a moment Smeg doesn’t realise he’s talking to him.

      “Me?” Smeg looks astonished.

      “You,” Calder replies and they shake hands. “Didn’t know you had it in you to command a ship like you have. Tis all in one piece anyway from what I can see.”

      “Aye, Captain. I did my best.”

      “Don’t let me down like my last.”

      They hug briefly and Calder looks at me as Smeg beams with so much pride. “Keep us on route to the set coordinates, I’m going to get the pretty lady to our quarters for some much-needed sleep.”

      “Amongst other things,” Smeg comments under his breath making those around us laugh.

      I glare at them, ready to give them a piece of my mind but what’s the point? They’re probably right.

      Calder takes my hand and we head down the stairs and straight to his quarters. It’s odd being back here. So odd.

      He seems nervous as I move around the room, touching the furniture as I go before coming to a stop at the dining table.

      “I’m here again,” I mumble, more to myself than to him. “And I just realised I don’t know a thing about your world. How do you pay for things, where do you get fuel, food, clothes?”

      He doesn’t approach me, simply lets me explore at my own pace while watching from across the room. I push open the bedroom door and look at the bed. It’s an insane thought but my stomach roils with jealousy at the thought of him with other women here. An impossible thing because this is his first time back since we both left that day. Since I left him.

      The bed has been made, the bedding is clean. The room smells fresh and wonderful.

      I wrap my arms around myself and sit on the side of the bed. This was my choice, this life. I hadn’t put much thought into how much I’d be giving up. I hadn’t put much thought into the baby.

      What if there’s another typhoon and he’s flung from his cot?

      I stare ahead, suddenly feeling nauseous and unsure on everything. My mind was made up, it was set. So why do I suddenly feel so dreadfully aware of my own choices. Are they regrets or just anxiety’s burden on my soul?

      He finally approaches slowly and then crouches in front of me. Reaching up, he catches a teardrop with his thumb and presses it to his lips.

      “Shower or bath?” he asks me softly.

      I hesitate, staring at the doorway to the wet room that links to his quarters over his shoulder. “Bath.” When he stands and turns, I blurt, “No! Shower. I want a shower.”

      I’ve spent enough time submerged in water.

      Dipping his head, he enters the bathroom, turning on the light as he goes and I wait until he turns it on before I pull my pyjama top off. My breasts, which are larger now I’m pregnant, ache with relief after I remove the binding sports bra. I drop the plaid bottoms next, no underwear beneath, and pull the braid free from my hair.

      I’m not shy, not completely. My body is a lot different to how it was. I have half a beachball on my stomach, but I still love it.

      “You’ve never looked more beautiful,” he tells me soothingly.

      “You haven’t seen the front yet.”

      He laughs under his breath and pads towards me. When I turn, my eyes drift down his naked body to his hard, impressive erection, and then back up and over all of his tattoos. My heart falters when I see my name below the diamond on his left pec.

      “That’s new.”

      “Got it on the inside,” he mutters as my fingers trail over the letters of my name. A beautiful scrawl. “You’re all I’ve thought about.” His hands cup my stomach and we both smile when our son wriggles inside, pushing his tiny limbs out towards his father’s hands. “Are you having second thoughts about me?”

      His eyes, still on my stomach, are so vulnerable. I can see straight into his soul when they finally meet mine and tears form in my cloudy blues. “I’m scared.”

      “I’ll not hurt you again—”

      “Not because of that, but… well… I’m not smart when it comes to you,” I admit. “My love for you is so intense and I feel it so deep that it clouds my judgment and that terrifies me.” Before he can say anything, I motion to the room. “I’m not sure how I’m going to raise a baby here, Calder. Who will teach him new things, what children will he have to play with? What if there’s another typhoon?”

      “We’ll figure it out, our engineers will build him a secure crib. We’ll buy him anything else he needs… I was raised on the sea too, remember?”

      I place my fingers over the wound on his side, a place free of tattoos fortunately. It still looks painful but doesn’t look as though it could possibly threaten his life. Then I touch the scar on his face, the one leading from the corner of his eye. “How could I forget?”

      “We’ll figure it out. We could bring more women aboard… or… I don’t know. We’ll take it one day at a time. Okay?”

      I lace my fingers around the back of his neck. “Okay. One day at a time.”

      “Can I kiss you now?”

      I smile brightly, feeling a little bit lighter about it all. “You can kiss me now.”

      He obliges, crushing his lips to mine as our naked bodies come together, but then he pulls away abruptly and drags me into the shower.

      “What’s your deal?” I ask, annoyed that he stopped our kissing. “I was enjoying that.”

      “Shower first, you’ve had a rough night. You need to relax.”

      “Is that your way of telling me I smell?”

      This time he laughs. “You don’t smell. I just don’t want you to exert yourself. This pregnancy thing is new to me. Most of what I’ve learned is from leaflets that the nurses gave me in hospital.”

      “Oh. Well… it’s nice that you tried.”

      Smiling, he guides me under the hot spray of the shower, and I moan my appreciation. “That feels so nice. It’s been so long since I got to shower.”

      “Stop making those moaning noises or we’ll never get out of here.”

      I giggle and fill my hands with shampoo before lathering up my hair. He takes over after a moment, while gently rubbing his hot length against my ass. After rinsing off the suds, he works in the conditioner, giving me a head massage that has me almost sleeping. I’m more tired than I thought.

      He helps me wash my body, taking too long on my stomach. I think he likes touching it and feeling him kick. Our son obliges, rolling his limbs across my skin, making me look more alien than human.

      “He’ll be here soon,” Calder whispers, smiling. “We have so much to get ready.”

      “Can it be done?”

      “Most definitely.” He lathers up what’s left of his hair as I soap up his muscles. My hands lather the wonderfully scented suds across the contours of his stomach. I count eight abs, solid as rock when he tenses, clearly showing off. They’re still visible when he relaxes.

      “Will those ships keep following us?” I ask tiredly as I rub his back, digging my fingers in to all the right places. He moans, accepting my attention. It makes me smile knowing I can make him feel good like this.

      “No, they can’t. They’d be stupid to try.”

      I yawn loudly and hug him from behind, pressing my cheek against his back as the water washes over us both. “We actually made it.”

      “I told you we would.” Turning, he checks me over for any more soap and then steps out of the shower, leaving me alone for a minute. I wash myself again, just to be thorough, and then step out into an extra-large, soft and fluffy towel that he wraps around me tightly.

      “Come on,” he murmurs, leading me into the bedroom. He sets me at his desk and starts combing my hair while nude and still damp himself. This guy really doesn’t feel the cold like normal people.

      He snags a tangled lump in my hair and apologises quietly. It feels nice to be taken care of, so I allow it until he pulls out a hairdryer and starts blasting my hair, and then my face, making me giggle and hold it away at arm’s length.

      Ten minutes later, when we’re both dry for the most part, we climb into bed together and it feels like heaven. I forgot how comfortable his mattress is.

      He pulls me onto his chest and his fingers start trailing down my side. My stomach presses against his waist and my leg hangs lazily over one of his thighs.

      “You have no idea how this feels, Rain, having you here with me.”

      I don’t open my eyes, I’m too tired and relaxed. Instead I kiss the space above his heart and sink into a soft and deep sleep.
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      He left me yesterday, just as the sun was setting. He had to, it’s his job and responsibility. I didn’t mind. I appreciated the room to stretch out and fell back to sleep anyway. He joined me again but did little more than hold me and touch my bump.

      Now the sun is rising, and I can hear clattering coming from the dining room area.

      I sit up with a groan and stretch my cramped muscles that have been over rested. I should have gotten up hours ago but I felt nauseous, so I forced myself back to sleep. I’m feeling a bit better, just hungry and definitely thirsty.

      After grabbing a bottle of water from the cupboard by the bed, I drink it as fast as I can and then quietly pad into the bathroom. I wash my face and brush my teeth vigorously. As I’m doing so, Captain strolls in and my heart stops.

      He’s wearing a black bandana and has neatened the stubble on his chin to form a striking shape under his cheekbones and along his jaw. The toothbrush hangs from my mouth as I look him up and down. From the bottom of his black cargo pants, to the thick straps of his vest that hides his incredible muscles, along the curve of his thick neck, to his plump lips, so shapely and perfect, before finally settling on his eyes.

      Eyes so green and vivid, like freshly grown leaves.

      I quickly rinse out my mouth as he watches me, not saying a word. His intense gaze has me smiling secretly as it makes me feel so wanted and sexy.

      “Morning,” I breathe, moving towards him. He wraps me in his thick arms and kisses my hair. “You smell so good.”

      “You feel so good,” he murmurs and pushes his hard bulge into my hip. “I should have woken you and fucked you, now I’m not going to be able to concentrate.”

      I laugh. “Me neither.”

      My lips touch his and he backs me into the wall which makes me squeal because it’s so cold. Chuckling, he lifts my leg and grinds against me, which proves difficult because of the boulder between us.

      “I’m sorry I’ve had to keep leaving you,” he whispers, and I open my mouth to interject but he gives me a shake to keep me quiet. “We’ll have more time soon, I just have to navigate us to safety and reinstate my hold on my crew.”

      “I understand,” I reply. “I didn’t come back here thinking we’d suddenly be together twenty-four-seven.”

      Sighing when a knock sounds on the door leading to the dining space, he steps back, kisses my nose, and whispers for me to get dressed.

      I do so, taking a pair of his boxers and a large T-shirt which doesn’t cover much anymore thanks to my stomach. Wearing this reminds me of when I first boarded the ship so long ago. It was such a terrifying time like it is now, but for so many different reasons.

      “I’m going to stretch your tops if I keep wearing them,” I tell him when I enter the dining area, spotting what can only be described as a breakfast feast. “And I only brought a couple of outfits for myself.”

      My brother is already sitting and piling food onto his plate. I roll my eyes at him and move to the seat Calder has pulled out for me.

      “We’ll get you some clothes soon,” he promises, kissing my head before taking the seat beside me. “We’ll get everything soon.”

      “What about when she has the kid?” my brother asks, his mouth full of potatoes.

      “That was my next question,” I mutter, piling food on my plate. “I mean, women have been having babies since the beginning of time but that doesn’t mean there aren’t complications to worry about.”

      Calder places his hand on my knee under the table. “Trust me, Rain, it’ll all be taken care of.”

      “I know. I’m being silly.”

      “Not at all. Eat. Before it gets cold.”

      I do eat and it is incredible. I was hungrier than I thought and I put away more than I thought possible. Calder and my brother talk about my brother’s role on the ship, of course he has to chip in and River is more than happy to. I’ll just float around as always, learning how to do things for now. There isn’t anything I can do excessively at this stage of pregnancy. I’ll just keep the bedroom clean and make drinks or something.

      I feel useless.

      “Do you have to go back up to the bridge?” I ask Calder after we say goodbye to my brother.

      He nods and helps me clear the table.

      “I thought maybe we could talk?”

      Calder hesitates. “What about?”

      “There are things that need clearing up, I guess.”

      Blowing out a breath, he looks at his watch and then at me. “Should I be worried?”

      “I don’t know, I guess I’m just having a bit of a crisis.”

      “About us?”

      “No… maybe. I’m confused about a lot of things.”

      We stay apart but he twitches and I know he wants to touch me but isn’t to give me space, or that’s what I assume. Who knows what’s going through his head when he’s so carefully guarded. “Give me a clue.”

      “A clue? This isn’t a game.”

      “I just want to be prepared.”

      Prepared for what? Prepared to lie?

      My irritation shows as I snap, “Like I was the night you kidnapped me for a piece of fucking jewellery.”

      His eyes close, hiding away those vivid greens. “Niall told you. Of course he did.” Looking at me again, he smiles but it’s forced. “And rightfully so. But… can you give me an hour? Just to sort out some things?”

      I can give him that. It’ll give me time to calm down. The last thing I want right now is to start screaming at him when I’ve only been on the ship for twenty-two hours. There are better ways of handling this.

      “Sure. You go do you, boo.”

      He laughs and cups my face with his hands. “You did not just say that.”

      

      After he leaves, I head for the lab and squeal with glee when Geoffrey the mad scientist greets me with a hug. We step back, beaming at each other as we take each other in.

      His black hair is longer, and he has a beard now too. He looks less dorky than he did in a really good way.

      “Look at you killing it,” I comment, and he jokingly turns, with his hands above his head like a ballerina, to show me all of him. “You’ve been working out.”

      “Got sick of being the butt of every nerd joke.” He flexes his arms but his biceps are hidden under the white lab coat.

      “You’re always going to be a nerd, Geoffrey,” I jest and look over at Chatterbox who is cleaning out test tubes in the sink. He jerks his chin my way and continues on doing what he’s doing. “Yes, but now I’m a nerd that can punch a man in the face and do damage.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “What are you doing?”

      “Not much actually, Captain stopped all production of illegal substances as of last night.” He places a large hand on my stomach. “I’m guessing this has something to do with that.”

      “He did?” I breathe, smiling now more than ever. “So how will you guys get money?”

      “We still have our ways.” Geoffrey taps his nose and then flips my hand over. He presses the centre of my palm. “You’re anaemic.”

      “Probably.”

      “That’s dangerous in pregnancy, it can’t go untreated.”

      “For real?”

      He nods and smiles kindly. “Mind if I take some blood? I can give it a thrice-over, prescribe you something to help if that’s the case.”

      I shrug my shoulders. “Do your worst.”

      I sit on a stool and wait for him to poke my arm with a needle held by a steady hand. We both watch as the vile fills with my blood and then another, but we don’t speak a word during. I press a piece of cotton to the tiny prick on the crook of my elbow and wait. He takes the tubes of my life liquid to the side and places them there, before rummaging through the cupboard for something.

      “I knew I had one,” he cries after a moment.

      When he turns back to me it’s with a small metal cone-shaped instrument with a flat end on the narrow side.

      “May I?” he asks and at first I think he’s going to try and put it up my lady garden, but then I realise it’s purely to listen to the baby’s heartbeat. He lifts my shirt without my consent and bends at the waist. The metal digs into my stomach a little, though it’s not uncomfortable, more cold than anything.

      He lets out a happy little sound and grins at me after a minute of timing. “Heartrate sounds wonderful.”

      “You a doctor now?”

      “I’m a genius, I’m many things.”

      I make a face. “You won’t be delivering my baby will you?”

      “Can I?” He looks far too excited.

      I blink at him. “Absolutely not.”

      “Shame,” he murmurs, chuckling under his breath. “I’ll be the backup, in case your captain lover can’t convince a midwife to join us on board.”

      “I’m having the baby on land or how else will he get a citizenship?”

      Geoffrey squeezes my shoulder. “Don’t think about that. We’ll get all of that sorted, don’t you worry. The captain’s circumstances were special and the people around him were too lazy to do shit for him.”

      “I don’t like not being in control.”

      “I know.” He moves to the fridge and pulls out a carton of fresh orange juice. “Just like old times?”

      Smiling, I take the glass he offers. “Just like old times, except I’m here on purpose now.”

      To that we clink our glasses and Chatterbox joins us moments later.
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        * * *

      

      Captain doesn’t come for me when he said he would, so I head up to the deck as Geoffrey works on my blood. I hope he doesn’t try to clone me, though it wouldn’t surprise me if he did.

      I’m greeted with genuine smiles and happy but brief conversations as I wander to the side to look over the vast sea. I don’t know where we are but I know it’s warm and the water, though dark and deep, is bluer than it was yesterday.

      I could go up to the bridge and demand his time but I’m sure he’s not avoiding me on purpose. Why would he?

      When another hour passes and I wander around aimlessly, reacquainting myself with the ship, Larry finds me and tells me the captain is waiting in our room.

      I’ve not waddled so fast since before pregnancy.

      When I open the door Calder yanks me inside and shuts it with both hands. He stays like that, his head hanging between his stretched arms, his fingers splayed on the heavy metal.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, concern vibrating through my body as I tense in preparation for whatever is to come.

      “I’ve changed,” he states, his voice rough and scratchy. “I’ve changed, I’m changing…”

      “I know,” I reply, placing my hand on his shoulder.

      “I’ll never be able to give you the picket fence… can’t recall ever fucking seeing one.” Turning suddenly, he stands straight, looking down at me but not in a way that’s demeaning, more a way that’s guarded. As though bracing himself for impact. “I can’t erase my past and everything I did. I can make promises for a better future, but even then, I can’t always promise to abide by it.”

      “Nobody can, Calder.”

      He tightens his bandana. “I’m a pirate. I was born a pirate. I know the oceans like nobody else. I’ve conquered the length of the globe more times than you’ve left London. I know how to fight, I know how to protect my crew. I know how to fuck…”

      “Calder.”

      He places his hands on my stomach. “I don’t know how to be a father. I never had a real one. I’ve never seen one in action beyond passing families in the streets. I don’t know how to look after a fucking baby, or a woman, because I’ve never had to do either.”

      My eyes fill with tears as I realise just how lonely a life he must have led. But I’m also not sure why he’s saying this and that is torment on its own. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “It has always been me and the crew and nobody else. Women came on the island, fucked us and left. My first time was paid for when I was thirteen. Paid for by the man who raised me.”

      “Christ…”

      He removes his bandana and tosses it onto the table. “I’m not a normal guy, Rain. Nothing I ever do will conform to society’s standards because I’m not ruled by one. I’m illogical, sometimes irrational, I work things out with my fists, my guns, my crew…”

      “What are you saying?”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t know. I guess I’m confirming all of your fears.”

      “You’re self-sabotaging.” My hand goes to my stomach. “Do you not want me here?”

      “I want you here with me forever, but I’m terrified I’ll never make you happy. I’m terrified I’ll screw up our kid.”

      I step into his body and wrap my hands around his waist. “You’re not going to screw up anyone or anything. We will do this together.” When he looks away, I hold his chin with my finger and thumb. “Look at me. It’ll be okay. So long as I get the occasional shopping trip and maybe a games console, we’ll be fine. At most the only thing I dislike about this ship is the lack of things to do, but as I’ve discovered upon exploration, that’s just your quarters and there are lots of entertainment rooms on board.”

      He doesn’t relent, the fear in his eyes is now apparent and I don’t know what to do to help him.

      “What has you so afraid? That I’ll leave?”

      He nods, not hiding it, not withholding it, just simple honesty. It’s so refreshing, to be with somebody who can admit that without feeling weak.

      “I’m not leaving, Captain. But that doesn’t mean we aren’t going to have to work at things for a while.”

      He dips his head for a kiss and deepens it when I hum. “You’re giving up an entire world to be here with me,” he whispers against my lips.

      “Leaving you would be giving up my world, not the other way around. I never felt as free and happy as I did on this ship. I don’t have anything for me back in England.”

      He kisses me harder, pushing his tongue against my own. I moan and accept it, returning it with equal fervour.

      I feel myself walking as his hands grab my rear. We’re closer to the bed, and as soon as my legs touch the side, he rips his vest over his head and then mine.

      We kiss again as he yanks down my boxers and I work on the button of his cargo pants.

      I sit on the bed and pull myself backwards, smiling when he follows. He crawls towards me, prowling like a predator.

      It’s finally going to happen, the moment that has consumed my dreams since we separated.

      He thrusts into me and we both groan with relief and desperation.

      “I’m not made of glass,” I snap when he holds back, fucking me gently when right now I just need to come.

      Chuckling, he lifts, flips me over and pulls my hips up until they’re sticking up in the air. He pushes back inside and tears spring to my eyes when his fingers work my clit.

      I’m going to come, and I know he knows it because his thrusts get more rapid and more desperate. He chokes out a groan and I clamp around him as my orgasm hits and burns through me like none other.

      We both cry out with it and don’t stop until I collapse onto my side and he behind me.

      “That was too quick,” he whispers.

      “We’ve got forever to fuck for longer.” I pat his hand on my belly. “I really needed that.”

      “And in my defence,” he pants, “it has been a while.”

      I smile into his neck after snuggling into his side. “Don’t be frightened, Calder. Just love us. That’s all we need.”

      “That and occasional shopping trips and a gaming console in the bedroom.”

      “Those too.” I giggle and squeeze him tighter. I get serious after a pause. “A ring though, Calder? Was that all my life was worth to you?”

      When he doesn’t reply, I kiss his chest and sigh. What more is there to say at this point? He did what he did for money and hopefully that led him to learning that life is more important that money. That I’m more important than money.

      An hour later he gets up, saying he’s eager to navigate us to where we need to be. I follow him to the bridge once dressed in search of a burner phone and find him at work with his men, barking orders and laughing at something one of them says. I need to call home and let everybody know why I’m not there anymore.

      It’s the moment of truth, will Captain trust me enough?

      I slip onto his lap and we stare ahead, peaceful and still. The ocean looks clear for miles, not a piece of land in sight.

      “What happens if you come across other pirate ships?”

      Smeg and one other laugh boastfully.

      Captain’s lips twitch. “Pirates don’t typically bother other pirates, especially not when they have a ship this size.”

      “That’s good then.”

      “It’s mutiny that you’ve got to worry about but no fear of that, darlin’,” Smeg puts in and I glance at him as my fingers trail over Captain’s bandana. “After the last two times men tried it.” I assume he’s referring to Clunk and Roger. “They ain’t risking that shit, besides—”

      “There’s no need. Everybody here is happy, and if they’re not, their voices get heard,” the other man says.

      “Too fucking right,” Captain growls out through a toothy grin.

      “We could do with a few more pussy stops,” the other man continues and Smeg clips him around the back of the head. They’re both still smiling.

      “What’s your name?” I ask him.

      “Eli,” he replies with a proud smile. “Chief Engineer.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, I’m Rain.” Captain rolls his eyes and smiles with it, amused by my randomness I presume. His smile is bright until I add, “Do you know where the burner phones are?”

      Everybody in the room goes stiff. All of them turning to cement in less than a second. What was a warm bridge, is now extremely cold.

      “Captain?” Eli questions, his eyes flicking to the man whose lap I’m on.

      Captain is also extremely tense. He looks at me cautiously but then relents and says to Eli, “Get her whatever she wants. She’s not a prisoner.”

      My heart soars and my entire being relaxes. I can’t keep the smile off my face and I show my happiness by repeatedly kissing his face over and over until he laughs and pushes me away.

      I take the phone from Eli and head out of the bridge and to our quarters.

      I’m not followed either.

      I sit on the small sofa that rests beside the locked bookcase in the dining area, and stare out of the small window. My thumb holds the power button and I watch the ancient-looking phone screen come to life. The window is a shade of green or grey, and pixilated, like a ninety-two-ten. I wonder if it has the game Snake.

      I press in the numbers and then the green button and bite my lip nervously as I wait for Melissa to answer. I’m calling her first because I know she’ll worry the most out of her and Sadie.

      And out of her and Sadie, she’s the only one that cheers me on. Sadie thinks I’m insane.

      I have a nice chat with both of them in the end though with promises to keep in touch. Perhaps I can get the internet somehow so as to receive photos of Melissa and her baby.

      After ending the call with Sadie I mentally prepare myself for the call with Niall.

      He needs to know I’ve not been kidnapped. I should have called sooner, but truth be told, I’m dreading this call.

      It rings endlessly and I’m almost positive and relieved that he’s not going to answer, but then his voice, scratchy and tired echoes through the speaker and tears spring to my eyes. “Name your terms this time.”

      I hesitate and let out a breath because I don’t even know where to start.

      “Rain?” His voice is less scratchy now, more hopeful.

      “I haven’t been kidnapped,” I say softly, pulling off the plaster.

      “What?”

      I inhale sharply. “I haven’t been kidnapped.” And exhale slowly. “I chose to come back.”

      There’s such a long pause I wonder if I’ve lost him. “You chose?”

      “I don’t want to hurt you, but…”

      “Rain, you need to come home.”

      I blink slowly. “Sorry?”

      “You heard me. You have to come home, clearly you’re not well.”

      My jaw goes slack and I calm myself before I lose my shit.

      He continues, “Are you hearing yourself?”

      “Loud and clear.”

      “He kidnapped you, you were a wreck, and now you’re telling me you’re there willingly?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m telling you and I don’t expect you to fully understand it.”

      He lets out a bark of startled laughter. “What I’m understanding is that you wouldn’t press charges, you changed completely, and now you’re there with him after everything he put us through.”

      I start to pace, it makes me feel a little bit better. “I don’t care what you think. We’re over, I’ve been telling you for weeks…”

      “Is this because of the baby?”

      “No! I mean, of course the baby is part of it…”

      “That baby could still be mine, Rain.”

      At that I roll my eyes. “There’s no way it could be, the timeline…”

      “Can be wrong by a couple of weeks and they add two weeks on. You know this.”

      “If, and that’s a massive, tiny zero percent if, the baby is yours, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      “Stockholm syndrome,” he blurts and I pinch the bridge of my nose.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. This is not Stockholm syndrome—”

      “Just hear me out.”

      “Nope, I heard my therapist out and he even said it definitely wasn’t that. I’m in love with him, Niall, I fell in love with him, hard, and I’m sorry that it hurts you and affects you, I hate that. But I can’t string you along and I want to be here with him. He makes me happy.” I look at the two minutes on my phone screen and curse. “I’m safe, I’m loved, and I miss you, I’ll always miss you, but you deserve so much more than I could ever give you.”

      “Rain…”

      “Take care, Niall. Thank you for everything.”

      I hang up before I lose the courage to do so and sob into my hands. My body heaves with it as I recall the life I left behind, the good man who I always trusted. I don’t want to hurt him, of course I don’t, I’m not a monster. But I really do love Calder, despite the fact I hardly know him and if I don’t give us a chance, I’ll always regret it.

      “Is there really a chance the baby isn’t mine?” Calder asks from out of nowhere.

      I spin to the door where he’s standing, his eyes blazing. “You were listening?”

      “Is there a chance the baby isn’t mine?”

      Wiping away my tears angrily, I reply, “No, there’s no chance it’s his.”

      “So you didn’t fuck him when you went back to him?”

      I blink, surprised by his anger towards me for that. “Of course I did! And you can’t blame me for that. He was the man I thought I loved and you fucked somebody else.”

      He looks ashamed for a moment and his shoulders sag. “I didn’t touch her.”

      “Her lips were swollen, she couldn’t fake that by herself. You were groping her in front of my eyes.”

      “Okay, then, let me rephrase. I didn’t have sex with her.”

      I scoff. “It doesn’t matter if you did or didn’t. What matters is why you did what you did.”

      He pulls the knot of his bandana tighter and kicks at the ground as though trying to scuff the toe of his boot on the glossy wooden floor.

      “Why were you listening to my conversation?”

      “Because I’m an idiot,” he replies and turns and exits without saying another word.

      Because he’s an idiot?

      I follow him, annoyed that he’d just leave it at that. I grab his arm and pull him around to face me.

      “Stop,” I plead. “This isn’t fair on me. I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “I know you haven’t, Rain.” He looks devastated. “This is on me. I can’t… there’s this angry twisted feeling in my gut that’s convincing me to be mad that you fucked him. The thought of you two… it sickens me. And what if the kid isn’t mine?”

      “There’s no way it can be his, Calder,” I snap, shaking him a little. “Please stop this. Just stop. I can’t deal with the stress. I thought I’d be happy here with you but if this is what it’s going to be like then send me back to England.”

      “You’re unhappy?”

      I roll my eyes. “Do I look fucking happy right now, Captain?”

      “No,” he replies simply and pulls me to him for a hug. “We’ll do better. From this moment on, no more talk of Neal…”

      “Niall.”

      He growls and my lips twitch. When they stretch into a smile his follow and we kiss before sighing, both of us feeling stupid for such a silly argument.

      “Go back to our room, I’ll be there in an hour,” he whispers, kissing my neck softly. I shiver and run my fingers up his arms.

      “A whole hour?”

      “It’s important that I go back. I’m trying to find something… something for you.”

      “Oh?” My eyebrows hit my hairline. “What is it?”

      “It’s a surprise, kind of. You’ll see.”

      “Okay.” My mind turns with the idea of what it is he wants to give me or show me. Perhaps another island, this one without the prostitutes, although that wouldn’t be fair on the rest of the crew. Perhaps a gift of some sort?

      Now I’m bursting with excitement, and I also make a note of the fact Calder didn’t take the phone from me. Does that mean it’s mine to use for now?

      I don’t particularly need it but I keep it anyway. I switch it off and leave it in a box on top of the drawers in the bedroom.

      As I’m waiting for Calder to return, there’s a knock on the door and my brother strolls in with a tray of food for us both. There’s a faux daffodil sitting in a narrow glass and a note beneath for my eyes only.

      “He told you to do this?”

      “Duh,” my brother replies, taking a bite of toast as I peel open the note.

      It reads, in a messy scrawl,

      
        
        I’m sorry.

        x C x

      

      

      I tuck it away with a smile and spread my jam and butter over my toast.

      “How are things?” River asks carefully.

      “Rocky, but good.”

      “You’ll get there.”

      I nod my agreement. “We definitely will.” We share a smile and then groan when we bite into our toast. “What does he have you doing?”

      “I’m learning how to work the systems.”

      “You always did have a knack for computers.”

      “I love it,” he replies earnestly. “I think I’m going to really enjoy it on this ship.” He reaches over and pats my hand. “Thank you for shagging a pirate, twinny.”

      I laugh loudly. “You’re welcome.”
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        * * *

      

      “Out,” Captain barks at my brother after entering the dining room. It has been less than an hour like he promised and I am so happy to see him I’m not even mad he spoke to my brother that way.

      I raise a brow at him but my brother simply stands, salutes, and Calder lifts me in a cradle despite my squeals and carries me to our bed.

      “Now I’m going to worship every inch of your delectable body and you’re going to sit there and take it.”

      “Oh no,” I respond with sarcasm. Very weak sarcasm. “Please, no… not the worship.”

      He grins and starts to rid me of my clothes.

      I lie on my back and bite my lips as he starts rubbing my legs with a small amount of oil on his palms. It feels so good. I didn’t realise how achy I was until now.

      “Shouldn’t I be doing this for you? You’ve been working non-stop since we got back.”

      “Shush,” he breathes, kissing my lips.

      I groan as his hands work my thighs, getting close to the apex without touching the spot I’m practically writhing with desperation for him to touch.

      He chuckles and spreads my legs. I’m too worked up to care at this point.

      He kisses around my thighs, sucking my oil-slicked skin, dancing his tongue along the surface of it. But he doesn’t kiss me there where I want him too most. He nuzzles my mound and blows cool air into the wetness but still doesn’t touch me there.

      It tingles and burns. I want to cry.

      “Please, Calder,” I beg, twisting slightly to urge him on.

      He finally presses his thumb against my aching clit and I cry out loudly. Oh my God, that feels amazing. His tongue pushes inside, fucking me as deep as it can reach and I grab his bandana to keep him there.

      “Oh God…” I cry over and over again until finally I come, releasing months of tension in this one orgasm because the quickie we had was good but it was nothing compared to this.

      He raises his head and smiles at me, looking smug.

      I grab his head and force him back down there because, fuck, I’m not done.

      He laughs, that sounds smug too but I don’t care. This man is a fucking mouth guru. He’s amazing.

      When another orgasm hits I roll him over, panting and desperate and I sink onto him without giving either of us a moment. He sits up and we move to the side of the bed, laughing at the awkwardness of it. With my knees bent either side of his hips and my shins digging into the mattress, I wrap my arms around his neck and rotate my hips slowly.

      I don’t bounce or fuck him like I would have before, I take it slow, feeling every inch of him fill me up so perfectly.

      We both groan and breathe heavily as our heartbeats synchronise to a fast rhythm. Tingles crawl up and down my body every time I twist and lift with the help of his hands gripping my rear, spreading each cheek with every pull.

      “So beautiful,” he whispers, looking me in the eyes.

      I let go of everything, every worry, every concern, every moment of my unsure future, I release it in this moment and find my orgasm in his eyes as he finds his. We still together, relishing the feeling as it dwindles to a dull tingle and then collapse side by side, kissing slowly until both of us are too tired to do anything at all.
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      There’s a funny smell on board as the temperature rises and we approach what appears to be an island in the distance.

      All the men are sweating buckets from the exertion of their daily tasks and the August sun that is battering us all something fierce. It’s been a bit up and down the weather, yesterday it was chilly but today nearly every man is topless and to say I’m enjoying the sight would be an understatement. So many buff men aboard this here ship.

      I sip my ice-cold drink that the kitchen staff brought to the deck about twenty minutes ago and lean on the railing port side. There’s an island in the distance, not too far but far enough that it’ll be a bit of a trip by sailboat. The captain just called for the anchor to drop and everyone seems confused as to why we’re here.

      Larry told me that it looks like we’re heading to Madagascar, but this can’t be it. It’s far too small. I can see from one end to the other.

      The captain’s voice, aka Calder’s, sounds over the speakers. It’s crackly but I understand it.

      “Tomorrow we will be heading to south Madagascar as promised, but today I have something I need to do. If it’s okay with you. In return for your patience we will spend an extra few days on land if weather and the people permit it.”

      There’s a loud cry that has me covering my ears, almost spilling my drink down myself.

      I wonder what the captain needs to do on this island.

      I head to the bridge and search the globe but it’s no use, I don’t know where we are or what we’re looking at.

      “You won’t find it,” Calder tells me, coming to stand behind me. “It’s uncharted.”

      “Oh.”

      “Come on,” he replies, flashing hungry eyes at me. “Let’s get you changed and take you sailing.”

      “No chance in hell am I going on that little sailboat being the size I am. Besides, the wind won’t take us towards the island anyway.”

      He laughs as Smeg puts in, “Aye, we’ll make a sailor out of her yet.”

      “We’re taking the rowboat, it’ll be safer.”

      I remember the distance to the island and blink once. “Are you crazy? That’ll take forever.”

      “It won’t be just me rowing.” When he sees my panic he laughs again. “Larry and Hunter are joining us.”

      My mouth forms an O and he kisses it before nodding at Smeg and taking me down to our quarters.

      I’m forced into the only swimsuit I brought with me, a black one piece, a pair of his boxers and a large long-sleeved shirt. He helps me apply sun lotion to every patch of skin showing and even helps me braid my hair.

      To say Calder is attentive would be an understatement. Since we got here a week ago, every moment spent in his presence has been a moment of worship.

      I’m enjoying it immensely.

      Twenty minutes later we’ve been lowered into the calm water and Hunter, Larry, and Calder are all rowing the boat together.

      Captain was right, we get there in no time and I’m terrified of the thick trees ahead. The island suddenly looks so much larger than it did on our massive battleship.

      “Don’t worry, pet,” Calder says, stepping out of the boat with Larry and Hunter. It’s as Hunter is pulling the boat onto the sand that I realise he has a gun holstered. Calder sees where my eyes fall and lifts me out of the boat and onto the sand. “It’s for our protection, just in case. There are no people here, but the wildlife can be territorial.”

      “I’m not worried, if I was, I’d have brought my hunting bow or rifle,” Hunter puts in and it’s the first time I’ve ever heard him speak. His voice is so deep and gruff. Fuck. He’s a wet dream come true. Not my wet dream though, I already have a living one by my side.

      Calder reminds me who owns my heart by crushing his lips to mine and then we set off into the trees with nothing but a compass in his free hand as Larry carries a map. I notice a trowel holstered in Larry’s belt and don’t bother to question it.

      The sun is practically blocked out, only little rays make it through the thick brush overhead. I can’t believe how dark it suddenly feels.

      “Where are we going?” I ask quietly and even such a small sound seems too loud.

      I can hear screeches of birds and animals I don’t recognise. I hear rustling and hissing, and my panic increases ten-fold. I cling to Calder’s arm as Hunter leads us where Larry tells him to.

      “You’ll see,” Calder promises, his voice normal unlike mine.

      We finally make it through the thick trees and I hear the sound of running water. It’s a waterfall.

      When we reach a clearing, like a bowl in the earth, a large bowl in which we stand upon the edge, I’m shocked to see a sandy centre with a pool of water that is catching the water from the waterfall to the west of where we stand. It’s incredible but I don’t know how I’m going to get down there.

      Hunter leads us down the steep incline but it’s not so steep that I can’t manage. I’m more worried about making it back up. He leaves us on the beach in the middle of the island as he scouts the area and Larry makes himself busy in the trees, he’s crouched low and tapping the ground with the trowel I spotted earlier.

      “It’s the large one, just there,” Larry states, pointing across the pool. “Watch your step.”

      Now I’m even more curious.

      “Come with me,” Calder whispers, kissing my temple and leading me around the small pool of water. It’s so clear I can see to the bottom, it looks as though it leads to a cave of sorts below the surface. I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.

      As we step over a fallen tree and make our way to the largest tree on the island the ground once again becomes earth.

      We round the tree just a little when, finally, Captain stops ramrod straight and my eyes shoot to where his are focused.

      In the tree, carved above a large hole big enough to fit two hands into, are words etched into the ageing bark.

      I reach out and touch them with my fingers before whispering, “Adonia, there’s a date, it’s faded.”

      When I look back at Calder his eyes are swimming with tears and now mine are too.

      “Is this where your mother was buried?”

      He nods once and pulls a knife from his pocket.

      “I’m sorry you didn’t get to know her, Calder.” I touch his shoulder and hug his side as he digs his blade into the wood, making her name fresh again and the date beneath it, the date of her death. “She would have loved you so much.”

      He doesn’t stop digging into the wood until he’s satisfied her name will stay there.

      “This is why I wanted the ring,” he admits quietly, letting me remove his tears with my thumb. “It belonged to the man who raised me.”

      “Captain Sullivan?”

      Nodding he continues, his eyes still on the tree, “He kept the coordinates in a ring for me to have when I got old enough to sail there myself.”

      My head lowers as I realise exactly what ring he’s talking about. I don’t speak because my chest is aching so much I’m finding it hard to breathe.

      “It was taken from me that night… the night I got my scar.”

      “I’m so sorry, Calder.”

      “I wanted so desperately to meet her. I always thought that maybe, just maybe she’d be alive when I got here. A childish dream but one I’ve held onto for so long.”

      I sniffle at his words and rest my head on his shoulder. “She’s still alive in you, and now in me too.” I bring his hand to my stomach. “I bet she was beautiful.”

      “Sullivan always said she was the prettiest woman he’d ever met, and it was a sorry shame to see her go.”

      We share a smile and I reach up again to catch the last of his tears. “Why don’t we leave some flowers or something?” I ask, looking around and seeing random bursts of colourful weeds growing in places around us.

      He looks down at the dirt beneath our feet and nods.

      We set off together, hand in hand and carefully pull a few plants up by the roots. I fetch water from the clear pool as he digs into the dirt with his fingers. I tip the water onto the earth to make it easier to move around and go to fetch more.

      “Why did they bury her here?” I ask, looking around the island. “It’s beautiful but it’s a bit out of the way.”

      Calder shrugs. “The island was meant to hold treasure and antiques from the fifteen-hundreds. The treasure of a pirate known as Red Beard.”

      I laugh a little. “What is it with you pirates and naming yourselves after beards?”

      He smiles, showing all of his teeth as I scoop up some more water. “I said that once. But anyway, I digress, it has been searched for by pirates, scavengers, and even governments for a really long time. There were rumours it had gone down with his ship but Sullivan knew better. The ship in question, I think it was called the Queen’s Lover, but in French… I can’t recall the exact name… sank just off the coast of Madagascar. Sullivan plundered it a while ago and amongst the ruins he found a single map that Sullivan spent years trying to restore until, eventually, it led him to this island.”

      I look around in wonder. “So there could be treasure on this island?”

      He shakes his head. “They searched it for days, dug up every diggable spot, tore it to shreds.”

      I crouch down and finger the sand, writing my name as I let my mind wander to ancient times. “They never found it?”

      “Nobody ever did, truth be told there was probably no such treasure.”

      “I feel like I’m in a movie,” I say, giggling at him as I sit on the small beach and rest. He finishes pushing the few wild plants onto the grave and then holds out his hand for me.

      I return to him and hug his waist as we look upon the grave.

      “I hope the flowers thrive,” I whisper.

      He touches the name and whispers something indecipherable under his breath in a language that sounds like Spanish. I wait for him to finish before I ask him what he said.

      He simply looks at me with shining eyes and holds my bump with one hand. “I asked her to keep you safe in childbirth and after.”

      “Between your mother and mine, there’s no way I’m dying, Calder.”

      “I know. But it doesn’t hurt to use manners from time to time.”

      Laughing again, I look at the tree and ask, “Please.”

      He leads me back to the little beach and we both sit with our feet dipped into the cool water.

      “I’ve got bags full,” Larry declares, grinning as he drops three plastic bags onto the sand behind us. I take a nosy inside and raise a brow when I spot mushrooms and wild onions.

      Calder looks happy and is about to reply when the sun seems to shift overhead, pouring its rays onto us just right and his vivid greens flick to the cave in the water. He narrows his eyes and I pull my feet from the water instinctively.

      “Captain?” Larry asks when he stands, spilling sand onto my lap and into my hair.

      “What the hell?” I ask, frowning as he starts stripping off, his eyes on the cave. “What are you doing?”

      He doesn’t answer, simply dives headfirst into the depths and powers on, going deeper and deeper.

      “Calder!” I yell stepping into the pool. “What is he doing?”

      “Not a clue, lass,” Larry replies, chuckling. “He was probably too warm.”

      I watch him reach the mouth of the cave and start pulling at something. Bubbles trail to the surface, making new ripples as he kicks his strong legs.

      Larry follows him in, seeing something I clearly cannot and seconds later Hunter joins them, leaving me on the sand alone with bags of wild onions and a trowel.

      “Freaks,” I mutter and continue drawing in the sand.

      My attention soon diverts when at last Calder resurfaces, and in his hand, which is raised high in the air, is some kind of dirty-looking object the shape of an egg.

      “Catch!”

      He tosses the object my way and I catch it with a bit of fumbling. Brushing off the dirt caked to the surface, I eventually uncover what looks to be brass, or perhaps even gold. I’m not too sure which. I don’t fiddle with it too much because I don’t want to damage whatever it is.

      I’m still picking at the filth in the grooves of the ornament when he dives back under again and all I can do is wait.

      “We are going to be rich,” he exclaims when he resurfaces again with another object.

      “Yay, shopping spree,” I reply jokingly and get ready to catch the next item he throws my way.
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        * * *

      

      Back on the ship there’s dancing, cheering, and a lot of drinking as the men aboard help lift the rowing boat out of the water. It is full of trinkets and coarse-looking gold bricks. The cave was full of treasure, I can hardly believe it. So much that they’re having to go back for more.

      I don’t know how he saw it or how they missed it before. Larry believes the cave was likely covered the time of year they went. He explained that the water would have been almost as high as the earth where they buried Adonia, which means the water would have been murky and not clear like it was. But that’s just speculation. Regardless it was a massive oversight and a good one because whatever they have is worth a lot of money. A lot.

      Captain dances around the deck with the rest of them, swigging directly from a bottle of rum that has been passed around. They sing together, A Pirate’s Life for Me. It’s funny, especially when he picks me up and swings me around to, yo ho ho.

      We keep the anchor , and as soon as the treasure is finally hauled up, every last bit of it, the lights come on, the music comes on and it’s time to party. Everyone starts drinking. Larry gets his gin and shares it with my brother, the rest share copious amounts of rum as I sit in the captain’s throne and look at them all dancing and having the best time.

      Even Geoffrey is looking drunk with a bottle of something nuclear looking in his hand. I giggle at their antics as their mutual excitement buzzes through me.

      Baby takes it all well too, dancing in my stomach along with them.

      After a short while of watching them all get crazy, I leave them to it and head across the deck to look at the island one more time.

      Calder didn’t kidnap me for just a ring.

      He kidnapped me because he wanted to meet his mum. I can hardly blame him for that because, given the chance, I might do the same.

      “I’m going to love him the best I can,” I whisper to the island’s silhouette. “I promise.”

      I don’t get a reply, thankfully, because that would be creepy.

      “What are you dooooooin?” Geoffrey drunkenly asks me, coming to lean on the railing by my side.

      I bump my shoulder into his. “Just looking at the island.”

      “We should name it,” he slurs, pointing at the island in the distance while on unsteady legs. “I dub thee—"

      “It already has a name,” I cut him off and giggle. “She’s called Adonia. I think I’m pronouncing it right.”

      “The island Adonia. It’s beautiful,” he murmurs and hiccups as he turns to face me in the dark. “Have you been taking your iron supplements?”

      I nod. “Of course.”

      He sways a little but then holds my eyes. They’re dark and hazy and I can only just make them out as the light from the party, which is at least twenty yards away, is hitting the back of his head, casting the front in a dark shadow.

      “I need to say something,” he murmurs, suddenly looking nervous. “Because I am druuuuunk.” When he smacks his lips and hisses through his teeth while leaning back from the railing I try not to laugh. He almost slips but catches himself at the last second.

      “Maybe you should sleep it off?” My suggestion falls on deaf ears.

      “I want to kiss you,” he tells me, shaking his head and smiling again. “So bad. Like so bad.”

      “Dude,” I mutter, now looking for an escape because I do not want to be part of this conversation.

      “Can I? Just once? I’ll never ask again.”

      “Geoffrey.” I place my hand on his arm. “You know I can’t do that.”

      “It’s not a big deal.” He pouts, looking like an unruly child as opposed to a fully grown genius. “You never gave me the chance before.”

      Grinning, feeling flattered and a little uncomfortable, I pat his cheek with my hand. “I’m going now.”

      “Not even a little one?”

      I walk away before his whining tone can affect me and join Calder on the deck.

      “I’m going to bed,” I whisper in his ear when he pulls me to him for a hug.

      “I’ll take you.”

      I place my hand on his chest. “No, you stay, have fun with your crew. You deserve it after today.” I kiss his jaw and start to move away when he suddenly yanks me back, dips me and kisses me hard in front of everyone. They cheer, all except my brother who looks away.

      I head to bed feeling lighter on my feet for the first time in forever.

      “We’re going to be just fine,” I say to my stomach and give it a pat.
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      Madagascar is stunning. A beach paradise with so many trees and mountains. We spend an entire day on land, shopping as he promised and getting the things we need. The locals in the place we docked are so friendly and welcoming.

      They’re the ones who loaned us cars and got us papers to take us to the nearest town to do the shopping and other such things. Our men are ecstatic which is to be expected and we celebrate by throwing a massive party on the beach, buying out the local fish market and meat.

      There are so many of us, all on land with our row boats. I didn’t realise the ship had so many rowboats. They seem so outdated in comparison to the metal battleship in which we sail the seas on.

      “How did you get the Sea Whore?” I ask Calder as he bites into a crispy bread roll full of minced beef and salad. It’s yummy, I’ve just finished my own. This is his second.

      We look at the ship in the distance, not too far out that we can’t reach it after more than ten minutes rowing. It looks so peaceful and dark, I feel badly for the crew left behind to watch over the ship but Calder assures me they’ll get their turn tomorrow night.

      “I stole it from another pirate when I was sixteen years old.”

      I’m surprised, that wasn’t an answer I was expecting.

      He chuckles at my reaction, it’s throaty, deep and so alluring. When he finishes his food and wipes his hands on a rag, he sets me on the soft sand between his thighs, his back against a large rock. The gentle waves are only a few feet from our toes that wriggle in the white sand. “The man who gave me the scar under my eye didn’t go against Sullivan because he was angry with him. He did it because we were part of a three-ship fleet. The Sea Whore back then was known as Shark Metal.”

      “Dumb name.”

      He nods his agreement and our eyes drift back over to the party; my brother isn’t with them unfortunately. It wouldn’t have been fair to let the newbie off first when he hasn’t earned it. My brother and I both understood and he’ll be here tomorrow.

      He continues, his chest vibrating into my back, “There was the Empress Fortune, the ship in which I was raised. It was more of a freight ship that was two-thirds the size of the Sea Whore. Then there was the Sea Whore, AKA Shark Metal. And finally, the Chugger. The smallest of the three, it was more a cruise ship.”

      “What a random threesome.”

      “Pirates get what they can, there’s no shopping for ships these days, you need a lot of money to do that.”

      I wag my brows after turning to look at him. “Something we’ll have soon, right?”

      “Definitely.” He pecks me on the lips and then bites my neck playfully, making me laugh. “Well, the Chugger’s captain, O’Reilly, decided he didn’t want to follow orders anymore because he and Bastion, the captain of Shark Metal, both had a falling out over pussy.” I wonder if that’s the reason they don’t have women aboard anymore. “One thing led to another and Sullivan was forced to take sides. He chose Bastion’s side, bigger ship, more men, more power. It was the smart choice for the crew and O’Reilly sailed away from us, never to return.”

      “Oh dear.”

      “It was a shame.” His hands hold my stomach as our little boy kicks and rolls, showing off already and he’s not even born yet. Definitely his father’s son. “Anyway, little did we know, Bastion now seemed to think he was in charge of both ships and started swapping our men around, giving us orders, taking most of any loot we found, ships pulled up from the bottom of the ocean for example. Sullivan disagreed a lot with him until eventually Bastion decided he wanted somebody else to take his place, somebody who wouldn’t argue with him. Having already messed with the crews of both ships, he had men on the Empress to do his bidding.”

      I rub his thighs, giving him all the comfort that I can as he tells this story.

      “I didn’t even know what was happening until I was being dragged out of bed in the middle of the night. I can’t remember much, I remember the pain of the bastard’s blade as he cut my face. He was going to cut me up, all of me. I got lucky that it was just my eye. Our crew fought back, but it was hard to know who was on whose side. Everybody knew everybody. It was mayhem.”

      “Jesus,” I mutter under my breath. “What did you do?”

      “I tried to find Sullivan, he’d know what to do. By the time I got to him he was already dead. Bastion put a bullet between his eyes.”

      “Oh my God.” My heart stops.

      “Bastion was the first man I killed. I was fifteen years old, I think.”

      My hands grip his thighs. “What the fuck? That’s awful.”

      “It is what it is. But with both captains down it got even worse. Who was going to guide us now?” He laughs humourlessly. “Two days they spent fighting and arguing on the Empress Fortune. I knew I wasn’t safe so I did what any good pirate would do.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I took the other ship.”

      “And so your journey began?”

      “The crew split, none of them wanted to be ruled by a teenager. I didn’t blame them but the bridge was mine. Nobody else was taking it, nobody wanted to be captain and the people that did want to be captain were too fucking corrupt and nobody wanted them as captain.”

      “You were brave.”

      “I threatened to open fire on them if they didn’t join me and only a third of them chose to. The rest sailed away on the Empress Fortune taking everything I knew with them. For the first year of my life as captain, I slept in the bridge with one eye open. The captain’s quarters went untouched. People brought me food. I never left the bridge.”

      “What made them start listening to you and respecting you?” I turn to face him, sitting on my knees, resting my hands on his knees. “Or did you just grow on them?”

      “It wasn’t until my first tTyphoon that they even considered me as captain. The ship was anarchy for that first year. Nobody ate right, slept right, did their duties. Until the typhoon, and I navigated us through it to live and plunder another day.”

      I smile at him. “And here we are.”

      “And here we are.” Leaning forward, he grabs me around my neck and slants his lips over mine. “Being captain used to be a burden. I never wanted it but they needed me and every year new men joined, a bigger crew, more mouths to feed, a bigger burden.”

      “Am I a burden?”

      He lets out a lengthy sigh and finds my eyes in the moonlight. “Rain, you’re the only fucking thing these days that makes all of this worth it.”

      With those words hanging in the air he rolls me onto my back on the sand and hovers over me, smiling sweetly down at me.

      “I’ve done bad things, Rain, I’m a bad man. I’ve got no excuses for the things I’ve done and a lot of it I don’t regret.”

      “Calder—”

      He cuts me off with a look imploring me to let him finish. “I don’t regret kidnapping you. I won’t apologise for it. It was the best decision I ever made.”

      I say nothing to that.

      “I don’t regret getting you pregnant because it has brought you back to me. The only thing I regret is hurting you so badly that you left me to begin with.”

      I reach up and touch his growing stubble. A beard suits him so nicely.

      “Kiss me, captain.”

      “It would be my pleasure,” he mutters, smiling at me with his perfect teeth. He presses his lips to mine and grinds his erection into my thigh.

      “On a lighter note, have you figured out where I’m having the baby yet?”

      He nods once, looking determined. “Of course. Yee of little faith. I’ve also decided on a name.”

      I laugh once. “Oh you have, have you?”

      His green eyes sparkle with amusement and sincerity when he utters the name, “Poseidon.”

      My one laugh turns into a full-on full-belly laugh. I’m finding it hard to breathe. “You’ve got to be shitting me?”

      “I’m serious. I want to call him Poseidon.”

      “Yeah, that’s not happening.”

      “You can say it’s not happening all you like but that’s his name.” He smirks as he speaks, his perfect lips tipped up on one side but I can see how serious he is being.

      I flatten my features as I consider the ridiculous name. “I mean, I guess I can call him a nickname.”

      “Poseidon, king of the seven seas.”

      “You’re wacked.”

      Laughing at me, he rolls us both until I’m on top and then rolls us again until I feel the sea in my hair. “Poseidon soaks you with his mighty fist of water!” he announces as I squeal from the cold and wriggle beneath him, laughing at the same time. “Poseidon doesn’t appreciate you rejecting his name.”

      “Get off,” I shove him towards the water and he lands in it beside me with a small splash, thud, and more hysterical laughter. “You’re an arse.” I climb to my feet and stomp away, wiping the side of my arm and wringing out my hair as he shakes his soaking legs behind me, chuckling like it’s the funniest thing in the world.

      He chases after me, lifting me into a cradle carry as though I weigh nothing before planting me on top of the boulder we were leaning against not long ago. Kneeing my thighs apart, he steps between them and kisses me on the jaw and then my lips.

      “I can’t get enough of you.”

      I blush at his words, grateful for the darkness. “You might tire of me eventually.”

      “Never.”

      “Never say never,” I whisper against his lips as my damp hand grips his wet groin. Wet from the sea, not from anything else. He’s rock-solid for me as always, I love that about him. “What’s going on with the treasure you found?”

      “I’ll get it professionally appraised and sell it to some swanky museum in Europe or America. Whoever offers more money I guess.”

      I wince with concern. “Won’t they arrest you?”

      “Ha, no. Museums don’t care who they buy from, they just care that it’s real and there’s a shit tonne of Aztec-looking gold in those chests we pulled.”

      I place my hand on his bare chest, loving the feel of his heart beating beneath a solid wall of thick muscle. “I hope you’re right.”

      “Me too.”
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      “As you dirty fuckers know,” Calder bellows across the crowd on the deck. “We’re docking near America, an extremely dangerous game. To trade the treasure for a shit tonne of money that is being handled as I make this announcement.” He looks at me but I’m too busy staring at the horizon and the land I can see. Apparently, it’s California. I can see other ships but we’re okay, they won’t bother us. “We’ll be staying on board and on alert while we make this trade. If any of the chosen few want to get your bitches for the ride, as I told you weeks ago to arrange, now is your only chance. If in a few days you’ve changed your mind, tough titties because I’m not bringing the cunts back.”

      Some of the men snigger, they’re all buzzing with excitement, ready to make the trade and hopefully bring a few women on board. I’m looking forward to both. The sooner we get rid of this treasure the better, we’re a moving target with it all on board. Especially once word hit the news about our findings.

      We’ve been granted temporary leniency by the government while we make this trade. History to them is more important than a ship full of criminals that have done nothing to bother them.

      I can see two jet skis heading away from the ship with a dingy attached and I wonder who they are and who they’re bringing back. Calder said only a few had come forward requesting to bring their wives and kids aboard but they were nervous about the lack of other families and Captain doesn’t want his ship turning into a massive playground. The men might start leaving. I don’t think that will happen though, not now they’re guaranteed a steady income.

      I don’t really know how any of this works, it makes my head hurt and any small amount of stress makes my stomach twinge.

      I only have three weeks left and I’m terrified I’ll go into labour soon. I’ve been getting twinges for the past few days, but Geoffrey says they’re probably just false labour, my body getting ready so to speak.

      Speaking of Geoffrey, neither of us have brought up the night he wanted to kiss me and I’d rather it stay that way.

      Calder calls upon his crew some more and even though the majority voted for women and families I can see he’s worried. We decided to limit the number for now to see how it goes, for the safety and happiness of everyone. But we also decided it’s not fair that I’m here and their partners aren’t. This is supposed to be a place of freedom.

      True, it has its diversity of colour, size, and religion, but that’s the extent of it. We’re all illegal now, we can’t just drop into countries like the medieval times.

      So we’ll have to continue to bring the home comforts to us.

      Calder’s newest mission is to find somewhere that we might all be able to settle on a more permanent basis. Somewhere that we could set up an easy trade route between islands.

      It’s a pipe dream to him but I think it’s possible. I suggested Adonia but I don’t think he wants to tarnish his mother’s resting place with a thousand men and their filth.

      

      I shift in my seat to find a more comfortable position and wince as my stomach twinges again. The baby won’t stop wriggling which means labour isn’t imminent so I’m not too worried. I’m just severely uncomfortable.

      When Calder has finished addressing the crowd, he escorts me to bed for my afternoon post-lunch nap. He rubs my back and legs for me to help ease my aches and then leaves me to deal with the approaching trade ships.

      He’s nervous, sometimes he speaks to my belly at night when he thinks I’m sleeping, telling Poseidon, as he still calls him, to stay for just a little longer. It’d be a sweet moment if it didn’t worry me so much. I’m panicking that he still isn’t prepared beyond what we have now. Of course, we have a crib, clothes, milk, basically all of the basics and then some. But what we really need is a professional. If I’m not having this baby on land, then we need to prepare for every eventuality, and he won’t hear of it. He’s adamant I’m having this baby on the ship.

      I think he’s just terrified of losing me. On land he can’t follow.
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      The trade goes smoothly as far as I’m aware and we set sail immediately, retreating to international waters far away from the American forces that could bring our ship down in minutes or even less. We stop at a freight to resupply along the way because Calder knows people, but it’s nothing interesting. Ship parts mostly from what I can tell and new fishing nets.

      Speaking of fishing, Calder taught my brother to spear a fish in the sea wearing only a wet suit and a snorkel. I was so impressed. A few weeks ago he couldn’t even swim. He has taken so well to this pirate life.

      When I join Captain in the bridge it’s mostly because I don’t want to sit alone playing games. I’ve been doing that too much lately.

      I’m brought a chair and I just sit and watch him steer the pretty boat to new horizons.

      Three hours later I gasp when a pain stronger than any of the others makes a popping feeling inside of my stomach. There’s a warmth in my shorts that seeps into the chair.

      I knew it. I knew this would happen. I could feel it no matter how much I tried to convince myself otherwise.

      “Cap,” I whisper, prodding his arm and shifting in my now squishy seat.

      He looks at me with loving eyes.

      “My water just broke.” I slowly open my legs to reveal the massive wet patch between them and we both still.

      “You’re sure you haven’t just peed again.”

      “Oh my God,” I groan, rolling my eyes while my cheeks heat. “Are you kidding me right now? You promised you wouldn’t bring that up.”

      “Just checking.” He places his hand on my thigh after leaning forward and letting his head hang. “Let me think.”

      “Think fast, I’m not sure how much time we have,” I snap as something builds in my womb. It’s uncomfortable but not intolerable. I moan a little with it, squeezing his hand that’s on my leg.

      “Call Smeg,” Calder commands and there are mumbles of agreement. “Call Geoffrey, tell him it’s time.”

      “Geoffrey is not delivering my baby, Calder.”

      He ignores my snarl and looks to another man. “Call for River, tell him… well, he knows who to bring.”

      “But, Captain, she’s…”

      Calder cuts the man with a look. “You heard my order, Nate. Get on with it.”

      When he looks at me finally he places his hands in mine, stands, and then helps me up.

      “Can you walk?” His voice is so soft and caring, exactly what I need right now.

      I nod but I’m scowling at him. “We should have made a plan.”

      “I’ve made a plan.”

      I give him an incredulous look as we stand facing each other in the middle of the bridge. He can’t leave it unattended and I don’t blame him for that. It’s everything else that I blame him for.

      “I’m the one having the baby, I need to make the plan.”

      “Right,” he mutters and bites on his lip. He checks the time on the wall and stares at it.

      “What are you doing?” I bark, feeling even more agitated that all of his attention isn’t on me.

      “Timing your contractions,” he replies, still as calm as before.

      I almost want him to freak out, he doesn’t seem bothered by any of this at all.

      Oh holy hell.

      Another pain ricochets through my navel, starting at the bottom and squeezing its way between my thighs. “I’d give this one a four,” I gasp as I keep hold of his arms.

      When it’s over he pulls me in for a hug and strokes my back. “You’re a warrior. You’ve got this.”

      “And I’ve got the ship, so you guys go make her not pregnant anymore so we don’t have to deal with her mood swings,” Smeg says as he walks in with the bridge team. They’ve all gotten up four hours earlier than planned for me. I almost want to cry.

      I shoot Smeg a scowl though. “I have not had mood swings.”

      “Babe, you were crying at seeing dolphins, and five minutes later shouting at the captain because the air smells funny…”

      Somebody else chimes in, “And you threw that cup at Geoffrey.”

      And somebody else. “You shoved your brother onto the fish we caught.”

      “He told me there was a mermaid!” I whine but they all just smirk. “Those are all legit reasons to get emotional.” My lower lip trembles. “I’m uncomfortable, I’m a whale.”

      “You’re a raging—”

      Calder growls and they all stop talking but they also start laughing.

      I look at the man I love as he leads me down the stairs after exiting the bridge. “Have I been that bad?”

      “You threatened to throw me overboard if I wouldn’t have sex with you yesterday morning,” he adds with a satisfied smirk on his face.

      “Made you fuck me though,” I reply, my voice a petulant grumble. “I can’t help it. I’m horny and uncomfortable and tired. I’m massive. Look at me.”

      He stops us both and kisses my forehead. “Every second with your grumpy rear has been worth it. I’ll not hold it against you. Don’t hold it against yourself. Don’t excuse it. It doesn’t matter. You’re creating a life, you’re about to birth that life. You’re entitled to a few days of anger and frustration and you’re definitely entitled to threaten me for sex any time you like.”

      I smile weakly. “It was good sex though.”

      “It always is, isn’t it?”

      Nodding, I kiss his lips and follow him down more stairs. Only stopping when another contraction hits. I grip his arm so hard I worry he might bruise but he doesn’t stop me. He takes it all and wraps me in his arms afterwards.

      When we make it to the bedroom, I’m shocked to see Geoffrey in there, setting up the bed with a woman I’ve never seen in my life. She’s in clean blue scrubs, the kind a surgeon would wear. Her red hair is tied back into a tight bun and she has dark lashes shadowing dark eyes. River is helping her pull a sheet onto the bed as Geoffrey plugs a tube into a tank and tests it against his own mouth.

      “Is that gas and air?” I ask, almost squealing with glee.

      “It certainly is,” he replies, smiling. “I did well, right?”

      The woman approaches, she doesn’t look much older than me. She’s pretty but she has troubled eyes and that worries me, though I’ll not address it right now because I’m in the middle of my own crisis.

      “I’m Bonnie, I’ll be your midwife,” she says simply, a gentle smile teasing her lips. “You must be Rain.”

      “The one and only.” I look at Calder to see if he’s going to give me any indication as to who this is but he’s busy helping River finish making the bed for labour. “It’s so good to meet another woman, it’s been a while. Are you one of the men’s wives?”

      She hesitates and glances at the father of my child. Something passes between them, something I dislike but not something I feel envious of, just a secret that I’m not privy to.

      “I’m a friend of Geoffrey’s.” She’s lying, I can tell, but again, I’m in the middle of my own crisis.

      I wince as another pain starts and her hand goes to my stomach. Before I can ask her anything else she puts an object to my stomach after bending low and listens to the baby’s heart rate.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask quietly once the pain vanishes. It’s such a relief when they stop.

      “The baby sounds wonderful.” Her hand goes to my arm and she guides me to the bed. “I just need to check you over. Vitals, etc. Your waters have broken?”

      “Twenty minutes ago,” Calder replies, sitting beside me on the large bed. “Contractions are around every six minutes since.”

      “I’ll do your blood pressure,” Geoffrey mutters, taking my arm.

      River who is beaming from ear to ear so wide I can see all of his teeth, squeezes my knee and wishes me luck. “I won’t be far, holler if you need me.”

      “You’re not staying for the main event?” I ask, laughing when he baulks. I wave him goodbye and then glare at Geoffrey. “You can sit outside too when you’re done.”

      He looks so disappointed, but I don’t feel bad. I snatch the gas and air mouthpiece from him and put it between my teeth.

      “I’m going to examine you internally before your next contraction hits…”

      I’m made to lie down after she ushers Geoffrey out and I keep my eyes on Calder as she puts her hand inside of me.

      I squeeze my eyes shut at the discomfort of it and bite onto my lip. Calder tries to sooth me by stroking my hair but that’s not what I need right now.

      “You’re three centimetres dilated,” she says after withdrawing her hand. Just in time for another contraction to hit, I breathe through it, using the gas and air. It helps but mostly I just feel sick so I toss it to the side for now. “You’re nearly halfway there.”

      “What?” I cry as Calder brings the blanket over my legs. “Only three? But this hurts.”

      “I’m sorry, sweet, I’m limited with what I can do to help with the pain,” she explains. “You’ll be fine though. You’re in good hands and you’re a superstar. This is your show. Your body knows exactly what it’s doing.”

      She cuts Calder with another look and I feel him tense beside me but the look is gone as soon as it came, though his tension doesn’t vanish.

      “Can I get up?” I ask, feeling the urge to walk around.

      “Of course.” She helps me to my feet, as Calder climbs from the bed, and reaches into her bag for a clipboard and a pen. “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions? To get a bit of background on your pregnancy?”

      I shrug. “Ask away.”

      She scribbles down my vitals and asks me all the normal stuff, morning sickness, symptoms, iron deficiency, etcetera.

      It’s all mundane stuff. I just want the baby out right now so I can hold him.

      We conclude that my pregnancy is all good and my labour should hopefully be all good. I conclude that labour fucking sucks. Calder’s face hardly changes at all. He remains my calm, loving support network through each and every contraction.
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      “I can’t fucking take it anymore,” I cry as another pain slowly ebbs to a dull but powerful ache. It has been thirteen hours. Fucking thirteen HOURS of absolute hell. This baby isn’t shifting. It’s never going to happen.

      I sob into Calder’s shoulder while resting on my knees because I’m uncomfortable no matter what yet this seems the most comfortable of all the positions.

      “You can do it,” he tells me, rubbing my back. “You’re nearly there. He’ll be here before you know it.”

      “You’re lying,” I snap, burying my face in his neck.

      Another contraction rips through me and I clench down and moan through it. Not overly loud, but enough for it to tingle in my own ears. I breathe my gas and air as Bonnie rubs my back.

      “You’re doing so well,” she tells me, having softened up to me hours ago. She was a bit uptight at first but I somehow won her over in between calling her a cow and begging her to knock me out. She laughed it off. “So, so well. You’re incredibly brave.”

      “No, I’m not, if I had the choice to pass this on to him right now I totally would.”

      She laughs as Calder chuckles.

      “I’d take it from you in a heartbeat, Rain.” Kissing my temple, he shifts and helps me lie down. She wants to check me again. I get a little bit excited because it might be good news this time.

      “Nine,” she informs us, sounding as excited as I feel.

      “Can I get back up? I don’t want to be on my back.”

      “Of course you can.” I move back onto all fours, using Calder as my grip. Having my eyes shielded by his neck just helps somehow. I can feel his pulse and hear him breathing. I can also squeeze him until he’s hurting for doing this to me. It’s a small victory in this crappy situation.

      “What about in the bath?” she asks suddenly. “It’s deep enough. You might be more comfortable in there for these last stages.”

      I’ve been in and out of the bath this entire time. It really does help with contractions.

      “Okay.”

      I hear her move to the bathroom and then hear the taps spray water into the tub. They both help me over to it once it’s full and stepping into the hot water is such a relief. It’s not a massive difference but it does help, and I can hold the bath the way I have been holding Calder. Now he has free movement and can help the midwife when it comes to catching the baby.

      These last few contractions are the worst but they’re nowhere near as bad as the pressure I feel when it’s time to push. It’s such a horrific ache and I start to panic. The pain seems to increase by ten and life around me blurs with my screams as Calder presses his forehead to mine. He’s urging me on, telling me to do it, yelling at me to push.

      I’m in agony. Fucking agony.

      And then finally, finally, it stops. The pain, everything stops. I feel him slide from my body and just like that it’s done. I sob from the relief. It’s been such a long day.

      “Turn over, quickly now,” Bonnie says, her voice full of emotion as the ringing in my ears subsides.

      Calder helps me manoeuvre my leg so I don’t kick the baby, that would be bad, and as soon as I’m relaxed back in the bath he’s placed on my chest. She rubs him down but he doesn’t cry. He doesn’t move at all.

      He feels lifeless on me and it’s the most terrifying feeling in the world.

      “What’s wrong with him?” I ask, holding his rump as she cuts the cord and then takes him away from me as quickly as she placed his gunky little body on my chest.

      Calder squeezes my hand and kisses my temple. “You were amazing, so fucking amazing.”

      “Why isn’t he crying?” I ask loudly, she’s in the other room, I can hear her talking to my son whose face I didn’t get to see properly. He had a spiral of dark hair on his round head. That’s all I saw. And the fat rolls on his legs. “Bonnie?”

      She keeps talking and neither Calder nor I breathe until finally he screeches so loud my heart jumps into my throat. For a moment there I feared the worst.

      I burst into tears, and when I look at Calder, there are tears shining trails down his cheeks too. We kiss desperately for a moment until she brings him back to me and kneels so I can see him.

      “He’s perfect, Rain, he’s absolutely gorgeous,” she tells us, laughing despite the tears coming from her eyes too. Tears which she wipes on her bicep.

      He’s bigger than I thought he would be and he looks so much like Calder I can tell already. It’s in his brows and the wrinkle of his nose as he wails.

      “I’m going to hand him off to his daddy who is going to keep him warm while I take care of you now, okay, Rain?”

      “I’m fine,” I say and I’m not lying. I feel amazing all of a sudden. I’ve been hit with a major dose of adrenaline.

      “Not yet you’re not, we need to birth the placenta.”

      I look at the murky waters I’m in and cringe. “Really?”

      She hands our son to Calder who takes him eagerly and I have to admit, the feelings I’m getting from seeing the way he’s looking at his son are enough to keep me placated.

      “If you can lift your butt a little for me,” Bonnie asks and I do so.

      Calder smiles at our little boy, who has finally stopped wailing, and more tears fall from his eyes. “He’s amazing. So amazing.”

      “Do you have a name for him yet?” Bonnie asks as she massages my stomach gently, as though feeling for something.

      “Poseidon,” Calder replies and Bonnie looks as horrified as I did the first time I heard it.

      “I get to name the next one,” I tell her and we share a smile. I feel the urge to push again and start to panic but she calms me and does her thing. Seconds later that’s dealt with and she takes our son as Calder helps me from the bath.

      I get dry and get dressed and waddle over to the bed feeling twenty pounds lighter than I did yesterday morning.

      “Can I hold him now?” I ask quietly and finally my boy is in my arms and my man is by my side.

      He really is so perfect. His face is so squishy and cute, I can’t stop kissing his little eyebrows.

      “Do you love him?” I ask Calder because I love him so much, I need to know that he feels the same.

      “I don’t think love is a strong enough word to cover how I feel for him.”

      I turn my head and kiss him again and when we both look back down, vivid green eyes are looking straight back at us. I know he can’t see much more than our silhouettes, but I hope he knows we’re his parents and we’re going to give him the best life we can.

      “I hear you. Love definitely isn’t a strong enough word.” I kiss his little eyebrow again and adjust him on my chest.

      “Time to feed,” Bonnie says softly.

      I look at Calder. “Go let everyone know we’re okay. My brother will be panicking.”

      He’s been back at least a dozen times since I went into labour. It was so long and tiring.

      I feel mentally and physically drained but I’m also buzzing with excitement that my little guy is finally here. Thankfully he latches on okay and I feed him until he sleeps. Calder returns during this and I can see he’s desperate to hold him, so as soon as I’m done, I follow Bonnie into the bathroom for another bath. This one is purely to wash myself.

      When I return, I get dressed in my favourite fluffy pyjamas as I wonder where the hell Calder has gotten to with my kid.

      “Want me to find them?” Bonnie asks.

      I shake my head. “No, you’ve done enough for me today. You should sleep.” I move to her and hug her tight and she returns it with one arm. “Thank you so much.”

      “No problem,” she replies and we share a smile. “But maybe now you can have a word with your husband about letting me go home.”

      My blood runs cold. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Yeah, he said you didn’t know and wouldn’t be happy if you found out.” She neatens her bun in the mirror on the wall in the bathroom and I lean against the doorjamb and wait for her to continue. “I was tricked into believing I’d be having lunch with Geoffrey mid-shift, an old acquaintance, and instead I was picked up, tossed onto a boat and brought to the ship.”

      Calder’s voice sounds from behind me, it’s wary and deep. “You’ll be taken back as soon as possible and paid handsomely for your time.”

      I gape at him but his eyes don’t meet mine. I’m trembling with anger. “You kidnapped her?”

      He shrugs. “I did what I had to do to ensure your safety.”

      I look at Bonnie. “I am so sorry, Bonnie.” Then I glower at Calder. “Are you kidding me? She could have been here for weeks.”

      When he doesn’t reply I move to take my son from him who is dressed in a white and blue sleep suit. He looks adorable and his little nappy against my hand feels so crinkly under the fabric, but also soft. I press my lips to his soft hair that has dried already. He smells like new baby. I love it.

      I give Calder another glare. “You will fix this, you absolute dick.”

      Calder looks at the woman over my shoulder. “I promise I’ll return you as soon as I can.”

      “Right now?” she asks. “I have a life, I have patients to get back to.”

      “Not right now, but soon. Meanwhile Geoffrey has set up for you a very comfortable room.”

      I look at the woman who looks to be either on the verge of tears, or on the verge of throttling the man I love.

      “Go,” I say to her kindly. “Get some rest. We’ll figure this out.”

      She sniffs haughtily, grabs her bag from the ground, and stomps from the room.

      The second she’s gone I turn and kick Calder in the shin. It does little more than make him grunt.

      I want to stay mad but I don’t want to ruin this moment and Calder is Calder. He’ll send her home, I’ll make sure of it. I trust him that much. “Where did you go?”

      “Your brother wanted to meet him.”

      “What did he think?”

      “That we should call him River because he’s so handsome.”

      I laugh loudly, startling the little bundle in my arms. When he opens his mouth and lets out a wail that pouts his lower lip we both immediately coo over him like the little prince he is.

      “Boy’s got a pair of lungs. He’s going to be an excellent diver one day.”

      The thought of letting him anywhere near the water makes me feel sick but I’ll never push my personal fears onto him.

      “It’s finally over.” I place him on the bed and lie next to him. My fingers push at my squishy belly and I can’t deny my frown.

      “You miss it?”

      “Kind of. It’s all here now.” I stop myself from crying when Mum comes to mind, and then Niall. “I’ve been dreaming of this moment for months.”

      If I’d stayed I’d be at home with him right now, cradling my son, wondering what Calder would think of him.

      “Would you be upset if I called Niall?” I ask and Calder tenses. His breathing stops too. “I don’t want to ruin the moment, but I promised him I’d call when I had him.”

      “What the fuck, Rain?” His smiling eyes are now hard and angry. “You’re bringing another man to our bed, to our precious moment… your ex, no less?”

      When he puts it that way I kind of wish I hadn’t said anything. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I just feel bad after our last conversation.”

      Niall didn’t take the breakup well. I called him a couple of weeks ago to try and patch things up but he got upset, begged me to come home. We spoke again the next day when he was calmer, but he still stood by his plea for me to return. I guess he loved me more than I thought, and I feel terrible. I promised to stay in touch per his request and double promised that I’d call when Poseidon was born.

      The name is growing on me.

      “Forgive me?” I ask, reaching over to touch Calder’s face.

      He leans over the baby and kisses my lips. “Always. But don’t call him again.”

      “I’ll send him a text and that’ll be it.”

      Nodding, seemingly appeased, he rolls onto his back and lifts Poseidon to his chest.

      “Sleep, babe, who knows when he’ll be up again for his next meal.” Calder opens his arm to me and I snuggle into his side, my face inches from my baby’s. After a minute of silence, as I’m drifting to sleep, Calder declares, “I can’t remember ever feeling so happy.”

      “Me neither,” I reply tiredly and snuggle deeper into his side. “I love you.”

      “I love you more.”

      “But you really have to let that poor woman go home.”

      “I know. I’ll get it sorted.”

      Smiling, I kiss his pec and then my son’s nose and try for sleep one more time.
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        epilogue

      

      

      “Get back here, you little bugger,” Larry yells and a familiar-sounding giggle comes from the trees as heavy footsteps follow lighter ones.

      “Poor Larry,” I say softly and press my fingers to my lips.

      Calder looks over at my brother who is currently dragging Lake on one leg, and Oceane on his other. Our twins, a boy and girl who were born two years and three days after our eldest son Poseidon. The twins were born on land in a hospital. I fortunately didn’t need a C-section but they both needed some aftercare. Thanks to Calder’s ties and the amount of money he made from the treasure, he was able to line a few pockets and get us citizenship into Mexico.

      I dread to think what it would have been like had he not been able to do that with the twins.

      I place my fingers against Adonia’s name that was carved into this magnificent tree long ago and whisper a quiet thank-you to her. I constantly thank her for the man she created for me. My love for him knows no bounds and nor does his for me.

      Even after all these years together we still love each other as deeply as we did when we returned to one another.

      It’s why we’re here today, marking our one-year anniversary since we married on the most beautiful beach in Mexico. It was a private affair for the most part, just immediate family, closest friends, and our children. I’ve never felt as beautiful as I felt that day, or the day he asked me which was not too long after the birth of Poseidon.

      I’m still not used to that name, so I call him Donny. Calder hates it and I know he’ll hate it when he gets older too. Not that I care. I pushed him out of me so I at least get some rights to his name. I got to name Lake at least. Calder named Oceane. He’s got a thing for fucked-up names and decided he gets to name the next one if we choose to have any more. That’s a hard no for me.

      “What’s on your mind?” Calder asks, dipping his head to press our foreheads together. “You seem distant.”

      “I’m present, just thinking about how happy we are.”

      Grinning, he slants his lips over mine and spins me around. “Good.”

      We both startle when an empty coconut shell hits Calder on the back of the head. My lips pinch together and his eyes blaze when he turns to face the little brat that threw it to begin with.

      “Can’t catch me!” Poseidon yells, turns, flashes his little butt after pulling down his pants, and then runs so fast I hardly catch the movement.

      “Breathe, babe, you wanted him wild… You said all good pirates are born wild.”

      Calder shakes himself off, inhales deeply, and then he too is gone, chasing after the curly-mahogany-haired boy that loves to test him every second of the day.

      I look at my brother who now has one of each of my mahogany-headed twins on each of his biceps. He’s roaring like a lion and spinning them around as they cling on and scream so loud I’m surprised my ears aren’t bleeding.

      “Who wants snacks?” I call and they both drop and instead of being normal kids and running around the pool of water to get to me and the bag of snacks, they instead decide to dive headfirst into the water and swim my way before taking their packed sandwiches with soggy fingers.

      Calder taught them to swim before they could crawl, all of them. He was insistent on it and I let him get on with it. He has a relationship with the water that I’ll never understand and he wants to share that with his kids.

      Poseidon already goes spear fishing with him in the ocean, though he has yet to catch anything. There’s never a more terrifying moment than those times when he disappears beneath the surface of the sea, nothing but a thin rope connecting him to me.

      I leave Calder to hunt down Poseidon and sure enough he returns with the little rebel hanging over his shoulder.

      “Sit down,” he says to our son who immediately does as he’s told. Wild or not, none of them mess with their daddy when he puts his foot down.

      “Now,” Calder says, yanking me up to my feet, making the kids groan their annoyance when sand falls from my body and onto them.

      “Watch my bread, Mummy,” Oceane snaps, her tone sassy. “God.”

      I ignore her and push my chest against my husband’s.

      “Where were we?” he asks, his eyes glinting with mischief.

      I press my lips to his. “Right here, together.”

      “Always.”
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      Jami Kehr, you are amazing. I don’t say it enough. I wish more people in the world could be like you.

      Judy of Judy’s Proofreading, thank you for not only fixing my books but for helping to fix me too. I’ve learned so much from you and I’ll never forget that.

      Siobhan, my sister, thank you for being my rock when I needed you. Mum and Papa Rue too. Your consistent support is so humbling and keeps me grounded and so happy.

      To my readers for being there every step of the way. I hope this book captured you as well or even better than my others.

      And last but not least…

      To everyone who believed in me this year, thank you.

      To everyone who didn’t, fuck you.

      <3
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        A. E. Murphy is the queen of sarcasm and satire, she likes long walks in the park, as much as ice cubes like to chill in a roasting oven. She’s effortlessly independent and so good at adulting it’s unfair on the rest of the world. She only napped twice today and has only avoided the dishes for three days before making the child slaves do them this morning.

      

        

      
        Winning! Her favourite hobby is writing, her worst hobby is reading through that writing. Also, she has two three cats that carry toys to the top of the stairs and drop them down so they can chase them. They do this repeatedly in the middle of the night. Who cares if she has work the next morning? Not the cats, that’s for sure. And if it’s not the cats doing the waking, it’s the toddler crawling into bed with her and pulling individual hairs from her scalp with pudgy little fingers for comfort.

      

        

      
        This is likely why she’s in a constant state of grump unless there’s chocolate and coffee. P.S. Please leave feedback, if not on the book then on this ridiculous bio she wrote herself. It’s the least you can do seeing as she’ll forever talk in the third person now. Alex loves her readers. Alex says thank you. Alex smiles.
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