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Dedication
 
   To my 3 amazing sisters,
 
   Melanie, Stephanie and Rachel.
 
   I couldn’t ask for better sisters, you are my best friends.
 
   ~ A Sisters Bond Lasts Forever~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   A Note for the Reader
 
   This book has been written using UK English and contains euphemisms and slang words that form part of the Australian spoken word, which is the basis of this book’s writing style. 
 
   Please remember that the words are not misspelled, they are slang terms and are part of the everyday, Australian lifestyle. This book has been written using UK English.
 
   If you would like further explanation, or to discuss the translation or meaning of a particular word, please do not hesitate to contact the author – contact details have been provided, for your convenience, at the end of this book.
 
   I hope you enjoy a look into the Australian way of life.
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Chapter One
 
    
 
   Melodi
 
    
 
   Was last night a dream?
 
   Did it actually happen? The broken wrist…yep that happened. Being told I’m gonna be a mum…of twins! Yep, that happened as well. 
 
   A new kind of joy pumps through my veins. A flash of Corban’s face after seeing the little peanuts on the screen enters my mind, his eyes lit up with new purpose and meaning. 
 
   He’s going to be a great dad.
 
   My heart clenches with the thought of what else happened last night. This can’t be real. I must have passed out before I got home and Corban put me to bed. Please let it be that. Yes, that had to be a dream. It felt like one of those dreams that are so real it caused physical pain, to stab through my heart, with the visual of her standing there.
 
   What would I do if she was here?
 
   Laying here with my eyes closed I think through it all piece by piece. I’m not sure where my thoughts are right now and this frustrates me. Suddenly there’s movement near my arm making me bolt upright. My head’s a little dizzy from moving so quickly as my eyes fly open scanning my surroundings. I blink a few times to try and clear my blurry eyes and fuzzy head.
 
   Sucking in a hard breath that quickly fills my lungs, I turn to look beside me, and a peaceful, sleeping little angel is there. A girl. 
 
   Who does she belong to? Am I still dreaming?
 
    She has wavy black hair that falls just past her shoulders. Her pale skin instantly reminds me of Abby’s. I forcefully tear my eyes away from the sleeping angel to the much larger body beside her. 
 
   Abby…
 
   The air in my lungs evaporates, as I clutch at my racing heart that threatens to explode from my chest.
 
   Yep, last night really happened. 
 
   Why is she here? I think the bigger question is how is she here? 
 
   For the past three years, she let me and our parents believe she was dead. Did she even think about how we would feel? I’m sure she had a good reason for doing so, but three years without a word... She could have contacted me somehow; written me a letter or a quick two-second phone call just to quell our fears. The seed of anger begins to grow within me like a poisonous weed spreading through a garden of roses. It’s only been one night, and I’m not sure I can handle this. I have my own issues at the moment. Did she or Blake even think about the effect this might have on me, or Mum and Dad, or even anyone else around us?
 
   Taking a moment to have a good hard look at her, I see she’s the same. The only difference is she’s let her hair grow out like mine, and it’s close to the same length now. She never really liked the natural red colour she was born with; she always died it black or some outrageous colour like purple or blue. It could have been her acting out, which was something she liked to do for a little while, but it worried Mum and Dad something chronic.
 
    Then came along the foul furry spider, Jacob. He crawled his way into her life and sucked the happiness and soul right out of her, leaving an empty shell in its wake.
 
   I wonder what she’s like now. Will I look at her and see my sister from three years ago, or will she be different? 
 
   I’m sure she has changed, but how? 
 
   She begins to stir, slightly mumbling to herself. She always did mumble in her sleep. The thought brings a small smile to my face, allowing my anger to dissipate a fraction. A part of me just can’t face her at the moment. I feel nervous seeing her again and I’m not sure what I would even say to her right now. I quickly pull myself together, taking a moment to assess the possibility of passing out again, before I begin my silent exit.
 
   I stand at the door and glance back at my sister and that little girl. I’m met with her beautiful emerald eyes staring into mine. She startles and attempts to wake a restful Abby. I immediately stop her whispering, “Hey beautiful, it’s okay, don’t disturb Mummy.” She looks at me and turns to her mum assessing what she should do. I help her make her mind up.
 
   “You hungry?” My tone is soft, so as to not disturb Abby, and gentle so I don’t alarm the green-eyed princess who’s looking at me in confusion. She nods her head before a big smile plants itself across her face. “Do you want to come help me make some pancakes?” Her eyes light up like twinkling stars as she quickly nods and scrambles about trying to escape the sheets she’s tucked tightly under. I hold out my hand and she takes it willingly. As our hands link, it’s like I’m home. I’m complete again. This little girl is another piece I was missing even though I never knew she existed.
 
   Abby is alive! She has this beautiful girl who she’s cared for and nurtured. I have Corban, who makes me feel wonderful. Each time I think about him my heart does a little dance and brings a smile to my face. And now we’re going to be parents! We truly have been blessed in more ways than one. 
 
   I silently close the door behind us. Turning around to face the lounge room, my eyes seek out the two male forms spread across my couch. I don’t want to wake them, so I lead the little princess to the kitchen. 
 
   “Okay, you gonna be my little chef?” I ask excitedly. 
 
   She eagerly nods and responds, “Yes,” as she runs around to the table and quickly drags a chair over to place it beside the island. I race to help her before she makes too much noise and does damage to the floorboards. Once in place, she climbs up ready to be my little helper. 
 
   I gather all the required ingredients, measuring and then placing them into the bowl. She assists, then happily takes care of the mixing. 
 
   “So what’s your name?” I guess I should find out, but regardless she’ll still be a little princess to me.
 
   In a sweet angelic voice she replies, “Katie. You know, you spell it like, K-A-T-I-E.” 
 
   She’s super proud of her spelling effort. I’m so excited for her that I do a little cheer and she joins in clapping and laughing. It takes a moment such as this to give me a glimmer of my future, a moment like this with my own children. Corban and I together cheering our two little ones on with whatever new thing they do. It makes my heart swell with happiness. 
 
   “That’s a pretty name, Katie. You’re such a great little speller too. Did Mummy teach you that?”
 
   She keeps mixing, her brow furrowed in full concentration on what’s in the bowl and she replies, “Yes, she’s the bestest Mummy.” She giggles wiping her hair away from her face and smears some batter across her cheek. I grin at her cuteness as I take a cloth and wipe away the batter. She’s such a bright little girl. “Who are you?” she asks, looking up at me with her green eyes shining brightly. I completely forgot that she wouldn’t know me.
 
   I’m a little taken aback because I’m not sure if I should ask her to call me Aunty Mel or just Mel. I open my mouth to reply when I hear that familiar voice. One I thought I never would hear again, not in this lifetime anyway. One voice I’d know anywhere even though it’s been missing from my life for the last three years.
 
   “This is your Aunty Mel, sweetie. She is Mummy’s sister.” Abby smiles reassuring her in a way only a mother can do. My eyes meet Abby’s for the second time. The worry in them crushes me, her voice is familiar yet she sounds like a stranger because I haven’t heard it in such a long time. I honestly don’t know what to say. I’m at a loss for words. As I go to speak, so does she, but a sharp knock at the door stops us both. Her confused look mirrors mine.
 
   She immediately runs over grabbing Katie from her chair. Blake comes racing in from the lounge room, quickly followed by Corban, who’s at my side in an instant. His arm wraps around me pulling me into his side. A wave of security spreads through me. I know he’d do anything for me, and by the looks of things Blake would throw himself in front of a bus for Abby. I see admiration in his eyes as he ushers them both back into the bedroom and then comes back to answer the door. I stay grounded to my spot as my adrenaline spikes and fear washes over me like a cold shower.
 
   Blake thanks whoever is at the door and steps back in with not one, but two arrangements of flowers. My stomach ties itself into a million knots. There’s my usual arrangement of roses that comes daily, only now there are eight brightly coloured roses and the remaining twenty-two are dead and withered. Jacob must be trying to get to me. Sending me these bouquets daily as if counting down to something, but what? Now there are two different bunches and I’m at a loss as to what he’s getting at with them. 
 
   Why is he doing this to me? What did I ever do to him? 
 
   I hardly knew the guy, and I never gave him the time of day. He didn’t sit well with me because he made me feel uneasy. It’s as though something gnaws away within me when someone isn’t what or who they seem.
 
   Then there’s a new one, it looks like a nice bunch. Taking a closer look I see a sea of coloured carnations and I immediately know who they’re for. Abby was never a lover of carnations. He’s taunting her now that he knows she’s here. 
 
   Did he know all along that she wasn’t dead?
 
   I look up meeting the gaze of Blake. He has a hard look on his face that’s unreadable. 
 
   I step out of Corban’s grip and head toward the bunch of carnations. I notice a card and grab it. Opening it, I read the card and my stomach drops while my heart clicks into overdrive. I drop it and glance up, seeing the fear in Abby’s eyes as she watches me closely, waiting for my reaction.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   I already know who those wretched flowers are from before Melodi opens the card. By the pale look on her face, it tells me everything I need to know. He knows I hate carnations. I remember the first time he brought me flowers; that’s when everything turned upside down.
 
    
 
   I heard the door close as he arrived home. I’d come here after work to surprise him with a nice dinner as it was our three month anniversary. Jacob was the sweetest man I’d met. He treated me like a princess; always spoiling me and making me feel loved in every way. We hadn’t been together in an intimate way, but he was very patient with me and I couldn’t have been happier. I believed he was something special.
 
   As I continued cutting up the vegetables for our roast his strong arms wrapped around my waist. He kissed along my neck, causing goosebumps to rise all over my heated skin. It brought a smile to my lips and a giggle escaped my mouth. He spun me around to face him. His lips sought out mine as he attacked them, devouring me, savouring my taste. His kiss was hard and it left me lightheaded.
 
   “What was that for?” I asked as I ran my fingers through his short messy black hair. He looked bothered about something. 
 
   “I need you, Abby. When can you be all mine?” 
 
   Whoa! That was a deep question. 
 
   “I got you something today.” He turned around and grabbed a bunch of flowers off the table. It was a rainbow of carnations mixed with baby’s breath. I couldn’t say that they were my favourite flower, but his gesture was sweet. A sweet smile swept across my face.
 
   “Thank you, babe, they’re beautiful.” I reached out to take them from him, but he pulled them toward himself fast, as though he was snatching them back so I couldn’t touch them.
 
   “You don’t like them?” He spat the words at me in disgust. A small bit of spittle hit my face and I fought the urge to swipe it away, so I went for subtle.
 
   “What…I…no, I like them,” I stammered. I was thrown by his aggression. It was like he had flicked a switch. 
 
   Did I give off some sort of vibe he wasn’t happy about?
 
   His hand reached my upper arm and he gripped it tight, enough to make me yelp in pain. It didn’t deter him; his grip only got tighter. His short nails dug deep into my skin causing my eyes to water and shed a few tears.
 
   “You don’t look happy with the flowers I picked out especially for you!” Anger flared in his eyes frightening me. Alarm bells rung loud and clear in my ears, a warning to watch what I said next. 
 
   I sucked up my ball of nerves followed by the fear lurching in the pit of my stomach putting a fake smile on my face. I placed my hand over his trying to un-claw him from my arm. Once his hand finally loosened, I stepped in closer to him. “Baby, I love them so much, they’re beautiful.” My voice was sweet as I could manage under the circumstances. Each word was forced like trying to stick a square block through a round hole.
 
   A grin spreads across his face as he wrapped his arms around me, pulling me into his hard chest. My own pounding heart brimmed with fear because I was sure there would be bruises the following day from his vice grip. I had to keep Melodi from seeing them as she already had concerns regarding Jacob.
 
   Was I seeing a new side to him or was this just him?
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   I was so naïve. If only I’d listened to those alarm bells that had rung so clearly that day, then my life may have turned out so much differently. But would I have met Blake? I look around the room and everyone’s eyes are glued on me. A feeling of apprehension washes over me and I wish now I’d stayed away. I look into my sister’s eyes, the eyes I’ve dreamed about seeing for so long. They’re saddened, scared and filling with liquid that threatens to erupt at any second. She clings to Corban, who stands strongly by her side, his arm wrapped around her while gently rubbing and soothing her. I look over my shoulder at Katie and see her eyes are glued to the television. Walking over to the flowers, I pick up the card, scanning over every word.
 
    
 
   Hello beautiful,
 
   I’m thinking of you and that pretty daughter of ours. I’m sure she would love to meet her daddy. Don’t think of running again, I’m always watching.
 
   J x
 
    
 
   Anger burns through me, as I vigorously rip that pathetic card to shreds, tossing it straight into the trash. My hands shake uncontrollably as my chest vibrates. I’m angry, yet equally as frightened. Is that even possible? Right now my emotions are all over the place like paint splashed carelessly across a canvas. I sense Blake behind me, his aura is calming. He’s always been my rock, even back during those hard times.
 
   I feel the bile rising in my throat. I make it to the sink before bringing up the remains of dinner from last night.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Melodi
 
    
 
   Watching my sister sick with fear shoots panic through me. I race over and rub small circles over her back, trying to soothe the flood of emotions that are running through her veins like poison. I lean over to talk to her, to see if she’s okay, and that’s when it hits me- the waft of stomach bile. I quickly step away doubling over, coughing and violently dry retching. I clutch my chest as I take long deep breaths of fresh, clean air, in an attempt to settle that feeling of wanting to be physically ill myself. My whole body trembles. I don’t do vomit well, but I’ve always been able to comfort those who need me when they’re sick.
 
   Abby recovers, washing her face and composing herself. Blake takes my place beside her, wrapping his arm around her shoulders and pulling her securely into him. My stomach settles, but I think that’s only the start of the morning sickness to come. 
 
   Oh, how fun. 
 
   Blake turns to Abby. “Don’t worry about it, I’ll take care of it.” His words are strong and full of meaning. 
 
   Corban’s arms wrap around my waist to rest on my belly. “Are you all right?” His breath tickles my neck as he places a feather light kiss on my skin. I close my eyes as I’m comforted by this sensual moment. Turning in his arms, I look up into his metallic blue eyes that brew with concern.
 
   “I’m good. I guess I better get used to feeling miserable and sick, and now I have another worry.” I give him a weak smile since he knows what I’m referring to.
 
   “I’ll be here to look after you, and if you’re not up for working, then I’m sure your boss will give you time off,” he chuckles, kissing my forehead and making my chest tingle with love and adoration.
 
   I glance back over my shoulder and notice that Abby and Blake have left the kitchen. I step out of Corban’s arms and go searching for them. They’re in the living area with the television on for Katie, sitting on the lounge and talking quietly with each other. 
 
   Before I can stop myself, I ask, “So what’s going to happen now?” 
 
   Their words fall silent as they both look at me.
 
   “Corban’s going to give us a safe place where I can hide Abby and Katie,” Blake says. “I think it would be best if you went and stayed with Corban—”
 
   “Wait! What?” I cut him off. “So I’m not going to see Abby anymore? You’re taking her away from me again?” I plead. The mere thought of not having her around sends me into a spiral. I only just got her back, and now she has to go away once more.
 
   “It’s okay, Mel. It’ll only be for a short time,” Abby assures me.
 
   “Can I contact you?”
 
   “You can contact her through me,” Blake replies. “Jacob will be watching you. Especially now as he has full knowledge that Abby really is still alive. If we can get her out without him noticing, then he’ll watch you very carefully to see if you go to her.” 
 
   I see where he’s coming from, but still I can’t help that I want to be close to my sister. All this time I have mourned for her, I have wished to see her just one more time. We have so much that we need to talk about, a small part of me wants to yell, kick, and scream at her and tell her how stupid she is for leaving. Another part of me wants to hold her close to touch her, smell her, and now they’re going to rip her and Katie away from me once more. I want to get to know my niece and hold her close for all the years I’ve missed out on. My heart begins to crack like it will break all over again. Before fear fills me at that thought, knowing the pig knows where she is. I sigh,
 
   “Okay, as long as I can still contact her or you.” I glance at Abby, who’s sitting there quietly looking between Blake and me.
 
   “I’ll need at least a day or two, to secure a place safe enough for her,” Corban says. “I’ve just recently signed a deal on some apartments not too far from here, so we can use one of them for the time being.”
 
   Blake nods in agreement. I walk around and sit down on the couch, exhaustion setting in all of a sudden. 
 
   “Katie, did you wanna come and help me finish the pancakes?” I ask gently. She turns eagerly nodding her head. Jumping up, she races over to me, taking my hand, pulling me up and dragging me along behind her back to the kitchen. I catch Abby’s face as Katie pulls me out of the room, a bright smile crosses it. 
 
   I can only hope that bringing her out of hiding was a smart idea. I don’t want to lose her all over again. Where will this little one, clasping my hand, end up? A new determination settles within me. I will not allow any harm to come to this little princess or her mother. I really hope that Blake is good at his job.
 
   Katie and I continue to cook our pancakes. It’s quite a challenge with a broken wrist, but Katie’s a huge help. As fast as we’re cooking them, they’re walking off the plate. Katie’s tiny, but she can put a decent helping of food away in that little tummy of hers. She prepares plates of food for Abby, Blake, Corban and myself. For a little girl her age, she’s very bright. I’m so happy that she can be a part of my life, and I really look forward to getting to know her better.
 
   After breakfast, we settle in for a quiet day. We sit watching a movie that Katie has picked. I can’t say I am actually paying attention because my mind is preoccupied, focusing on this continuous nauseating feeling that sits in the pit of my stomach. A sharp knock followed by loud arguing voices booms outside the closed door, startling all of us. Blake jumps into action, ushering Abby and collecting Katie off the floor. He wraps her securely in his arms and they go straight to my room, quickly shutting the door behind them. Corban goes to see what all the arguing is about. My heart pumps with nerves.
 
   As he gets closer to the door, I recognise the voices. Corban opens the door to an argument between Flick and Athena, with Rachel trying to shut them both up.
 
   “What’s going on?” Corban’s tone hard, catching the girls off guard. They stop and turn toward him. Flick sees me first, barging past Corban and actually pushing him aside. She engulfs me in her arms, crushing the air from of my lungs.
 
   “Oh, thank goodness you’re all right! You had me so worried,” her words spewing from her mouth with excessive speed. 
 
   “You’re squishing me,” I manage to breathe out. She quickly releases me. Looking me up and down before noticing my wrist in a cast, and her hand flies to her mouth.
 
   “Oh Mel, are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m good. What was going on out there?” My eyes dart between the three of them. Rachel and Athena stand there looking ashamed and say nothing, but Flick is quick to answer.
 
   “I don’t know why this one is here,” she stabs her finger towards Athena, anger evident in her face. “How did she know that you had injured yourself?” I hear the disdain in her voice. She genuinely dislikes Athena. I can’t say I’m a huge fan either, but I’m playing nice for Corban’s sake. She is his sister after all.
 
   “I didn’t know she’d injured herself. I was coming over to see if she wanted to go out for lunch!” she yells back at Flick. The tension in the air is swirling around the room like a violent tornado. 
 
   “Girls, just stop it. You’re both carrying on silly,” I say, wearily rubbing my eyes in frustration. I don’t need this crap right now. “Thanks for the offer, Athena, but today is not a good day. I’m not feeling very well, and Flick, you just need to calm down,” I snap at them both. They’re carrying on like eight-year-old girls. My neighbours probably think we are all crazy.
 
   Both girls look embarrassed, their faces hang in shame.
 
   “Is there anything you need, Mel?” Rachel asks quietly, her face full of concern.
 
   “No, thanks. I’m right. I’d just like a quiet day at home, with Corban. Last night actually took it out of me.” If only they knew the entire events of last night, they’d probably think I was crazy, but the proof is standing quietly in the other room.
 
   I hope they take the hint and go, or at least Athena does. A feeling of unease settles within me when it comes to her. I really want to give her the benefit of the doubt, but this anxiousness won’t recede. It’s like something gnawing away at me.
 
   As if reading my mind, Athena comes over and gives me a small awkward hug. “If you need anything, please let me know. I’m happy to help.” She gives a smile which seems to be fake and turns to leave, giving Flick an evil glare which Flick returns.
 
   After she’s gone, I release a breath of relief. I would like the girls to meet Abby and Katie since I know I can trust them. 
 
   “Girls, come sit down. We have a few things to tell you. Just give me a minute; I want to grab something from my room.” I turn, walking away. I’m sure Corban will get them settled.
 
   In the bedroom, I walk in to see Abby on the bed and Katie playing on the floor while Blake sits on the side holding Abby’s hand. My heart swells seeing that things haven’t changed between them in three years. I wish she’d told me about them back then. I really like Blake, he’s her safety net just like Corban is for me. I really hope I can talk to her before she has to leave again.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   Sitting in Melodi’s room like a ball of nerves is wreaking havoc with my stomach. All I can hear is a bunch of loud girls, and can only hope that none of them come barging into the room needing something. I begin to pace around the room glancing down at Katie sitting on the floor playing with her raggy doll she carries everywhere. She’s had that thing since she was born and won’t go anywhere without it. There have been many tears, on occasion, over leaving her doll at home. There’s tension rolling off Blake as he’s in protection mode ready to pounce if the need arises. I love him for his protective streak and his watchful eye over Katie and me.
 
   Walking over to him by the door, he waits and listens not noticing me approach. When I reach out and lightly touch his arm he turns so fast, he frightens me a little and I jump back a step. Quickly, he wraps me in his arms and immediately I’m in the one place where I feel calmness, serenity and security.
 
   “Sorry, Abs. I’m a little on edge. Just the thought of that deluded man hanging around, the thought of you hurt…” He stops; the emotion in his words causes a lump to form in my throat.
 
   “It’s okay, Blake. I know you’ll protect us,” I assure him, lightly pressing my lips to his cheek. He closes his eyes, taking a deep breath, relishing in the small gesture of my soft kiss.
 
   “I’m sorry I let you down before, and now Melodi is in danger. I don’t know what I’ll do if anything happens to you, Katie, Melodi, or her babies.” 
 
   So much weight is in those words. It shatters my heart to think he’s carrying that guilt around and that he thinks he’s let me down. He tried so hard, he put his job on the line, and he was ready to give everything up for me. 
 
   Our very first meeting comes to my mind bringing a smile to my face…
 
    
 
   Jacob and I had been together for six months. I had bruises up my arms, and I ached all over. Last night was the worst he’d been in the last few months. I should have listened to those damn alarm bells that had rung three months ago. Where did things go so wrong?
 
   Sitting on the bench at my favourite park across the road from the dress shop I worked in, I was draped in clothing from head to toe, feeling saddened by the fact that I could hardly wear the type of clothes I wanted to lately. I had to always choose wisely the kinds of clothes I wore when out and about, mainly because of the dark purple and yellow marks that stained my skin. Even the bright round hickeys that he forced on my neck were on show for all to see if I didn’t cover them up. In the middle of summer, I still found myself having to wear a scarf to hide them, along with long sleeved shirts that caused me to overheat. I didn’t know or understand, why he felt the need to do this to me. Every time I’d say I’m leaving, he stopped and showed me his kind side. The one I fell for in the first place. Then, of course, I believed him. However, he would revert back to his old ways and I’d always ended up back at square one. 
 
   Abused. Hurt. Unloved.
 
   I looked out across the park watching the old couples walking their dogs, holding hands, and I began to seriously wonder if I’d ever get that with Jacob. Was he my happily ever after? He always told me that no one would ever love me or care for me like he did. I felt the warmth of my tears as they slid down my face, pooling at my chin. 
 
   “Excuse me, Miss?” A warm, inviting voice that sent a shiver down my spine pulled me from my deepest darkest thoughts. Quickly wiping those tears away, I looked up into the most vibrant green eyes. Eyes you could easily get lost in. I took in the rest of this man’s features. He had black hair and a fit looking body I could easily wrap myself around. Then I took in his appearance, he was a police officer.
 
   “Can I help you?” I queried quickly wrapping my coat around me to hide the marks up my arms, but I thought perhaps it was too late for that. I could already see the concern etched in his eyes.
 
   “Are you all right?” he asked as he took a seat on the bench beside me. I moved away slightly, feeling rather exposed all of a sudden.
 
   “Yes, thank you. It’s just one of those days,” I nervously giggled.
 
   He didn’t look convinced.
 
   “You know you don’t need to deal with that abuse.” He nodded toward me, gesturing at my arms. 
 
   I crossed them over my chest wishing I could crawl away and hide. “It’s not any of your business,” I snapped at him.
 
   “Whoa, easy. I’m only giving you some advice. I’ve seen you here before and noticed how things have slowly begun to change.”
 
   He noticed me?
 
   I didn’t speak. I don’t know why this man, whom I didn’t even know, was paying attention to me.
 
   He continued, “I know I sound like a crazy stalker, but I do my rounds in here at least once a day when I’m working day shift. I saw you about two or three months ago and you were happy. You had lunch with your friend’s right here on this bench.” He looked out onto the park as if he was thinking about what to say next. “Then it all stopped, and you began to come here on your own. Not long after, I noticed the marks appearing on your arms had started to increase—”
 
   “Why are you paying attention to me? I’m nobody. No one will love me like he does,” I cut him off. I even heard the lie, the quivering in my own voice. Could someone else love me differently?
 
   He paled, raising a hand to cover his gasp. His eyes went wide scowling.
 
   “Is that what he tells you?” he asked gently. He was trying to mask the anger that had crept into his features, but I could hear the strain in his words as he shook his head.
 
   I averted my eyes from his piercing gaze. There was an awkward silence between us for a few moments before he slid closer and whispered, “Please give another guy a chance to show you what love is meant to be like.” 
 
   My heart raced at his statement. I met his eyes again, so gentle and inviting. I smiled since I was unsure what to say.
 
   “I…I can’t. I’m sorry, it’s wrong,” I stammered out.
 
   “Please, let me show you. We can just be friends spending time together, get to know each other.”
 
   “I’m not allowed male friends, he becomes jealous, and that’s when this stuff happens,” I gesture to my arms. “I can’t even open up to my sister, my twin sister, someone who I know I’m hurting by shutting her out, but I don’t know what else to do.” My voice caught and tears sprung to my eyes. Why was I telling this stranger my life story?
 
   His hand reached out, wrapping around mine, spreading a fuzzy feeling of warmth throughout me. I used to get this feeling with Jacob at the beginning of our relationship, but now I cower in fear of him or put on a fake smile that keeps him happy. He even forced himself on me when it was our first time, not something I wanted to live through again. It hurt majorly like he was ripping a part of me away, a part that no other man can take now.
 
   The stranger watched me carefully. I didn’t even know his name. Yet, I felt the most comfortable I’d been in a long time in the company of a man that was not my own boyfriend. I knew I needed to break ties with Jacob, but how could I do that?
 
   “Let me take you out this weekend? As friends?” he asked. Before I realised what I was doing, I nodded my head. I already knew that Jacob was going away for work, so perhaps this was what I needed.
 
   “What’s your name?” I figured I’d better find that out first.
 
   “I’m Blake…Blake Johnson, and you are?”
 
   “Abby White. Pleased to meet you, Blake.” As crazy is it seemed considering I’d only just met this man, he’d shown me so much more kindness in the last few moments than what Jacob had shown me in the last six months.
 
   We sat there for another half an hour looking out over the park and talking about our lives. I told him about Melodi and I found myself relaxing a bit, even laughing with Blake. He sent feelings through me, magical feelings. He didn’t bring up my bruises again, but anytime I mentioned Jacob his face became hard and he quickly changed the subject. I found it funny that he could dislike someone so much and not even know them. Just the mention of Jacob’s name made him look uneasy.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   That afternoon was the start of something I never saw coming, and that is still present to this day, three years later. Something I held onto so tightly was the hope that I would see him again and he would be able to meet his daughter. Our daughter.
 
   Standing here in his embrace brings me such relief and comfort. I release him, taking his hand as I sit on the bed and pull him down beside me to try and help him to relax a little. I know Melodi wouldn’t allow one of those people to come into her room unannounced. 
 
   “I know you feel as though you let me down, but you didn’t.” I draw a deep breath before continuing, “I didn’t tell you I was leaving because I knew you’d come and I couldn’t pull you out of the life you were living. You helped me enough to disappear and I didn’t want you to come after me in case he was watching you.” He glides his thumb over my sensitive skin which causes a swirling sensation in my chest. 
 
   I give him a comforting smile which he only half-heartedly returns. “But I should’ve known you wouldn’t give up.” I reach up running my fingers through his hair, then rest my palm against his cheek.
 
   “I never gave up on you or us after you’d gone. And knowing the fact that you had to go back to see him on your own, I was so sure he’d killed you. There was so much blood, it crushed me. Everything within me died that day, even though I knew what was going on,” he chokes on his last few words. Taking a deep breath, he continues, “Then I found your necklace. I remember you told me it would never leave your neck unless it was ripped away from you. When I inspected it, I concluded that it wasn’t broken at all, but undone and left. Once I saw that I’d never been so relieved.”
 
   I’d been planning my escape in case Jacob decided he wouldn’t let me go. Blake had helped me in more ways than one. I’d been seeing Blake for about two months behind Jacob’s back. I know it’s cheating, but how can it be wrong when your boyfriend treats you no better than the dirt he walks on and makes you feel like there’s nothing in the world for you except to be his punching bag. The abuse never ceased, it only increased over time. Blake begged me every day to leave Jacob, but I couldn’t. I was too afraid. Afraid for my life, but more importantly afraid for the lives of those around me, especially Melodi and my parents.
 
   And now, by coming out of hiding, I’ve put everyone in danger. I should have remained hidden, that way I could keep Katie safe. A comfortable silence falls between us, our hands still connected.
 
   “I knew you would get it,” I whispered as I shift closer to him. “I did it because I honestly think Jacob knew about us.” The pain of leaving him all those years ago is still fresh in my mind, and the wounds wearing away on my already battered heart. They say a broken heart takes the longest to heal and mine still is still repairing. 
 
   His eyes shot up to meet mine, the sadness that was once there is now gone and a wave of panic evident.
 
   “What did he say?”
 
   “Only that he—”
 
   “Sorry to interrupt, guys.” Melodi walks into the room and we both look at her. Blake quickly stands to compose himself. Katie continues to sit on the floor looking between everyone. All these new faces must be so confusing for her.
 
   “Who was out there?” Blake asks.
 
   “It was Flick, Rachel, and Athena, but Athena has left.” She looks down fidgeting her fingers around as though she wants to ask something more.
 
   “What is it, Mel?” I ask softly. She glances up, her eyes meet mine.
 
   “You always knew when I was going to say something.” She smiles. “I was going to see if you would like to meet my best friend, Flick, and Corban’s sis—”
 
   “No!” Blake interjects, shocking both Melodi and myself. 
 
   “Excuse me?” Melodi jumps in with her guard up, ready to take on the bull, horns and all. She was always the defensive one. Going to bat for anyone close to her.
 
   “No, she can’t. Don’t you realise the danger this poses to her and you?”
 
   “Don’t start that crap with me, Blake. I lost my sister three years ago, made to believe that she was dead. I know these two girls out there; they are the closest thing to family I have left since I lost Abby.” She’s becoming riled up and doesn’t look like she will back down.
 
   I hop up and move to her side before she majorly stresses herself and her babies out.
 
   “Calm down, Mel,” I whisper so only she can hear me, closing Blake out. She suddenly breaks down, her knees giving out from under her as she sobs. I’m glad I’m close enough to catch her. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Melodi
 
    
 
   I don’t know what’s come over me. Before I realise it, my knees give out from under me and all I can hear is the pulsing in my ears before I fall into Abby’s arms. She carefully lays me on the floor, cradling my head to her chest. My eyes fall on her features. I still find it hard to believe that she’s here. I still think it all must be a dream that I’m unable to wake from. 
 
   “Corban!” she screams out, her voice panicked. “Melodi talk to me,” she whispers.
 
   Before I can answer, I sense Corban pulling me into his strong arms. He lifts me up from the floor effortlessly and places me on the bed. Once Corban has placed me down, I see Abby wrapping a frightened Katie in her arms, whispering into her black locks of hair. She sets her gently down beside me. I instantly become protective of her as she moves towards me, curling up under my arm, her warmth calms my rapidly beating heart.
 
   “What’s going on? Who is this?” Flick questions. I’m sure she’s aiming the question at Abby. 
 
   After a minute, the room stops spinning and my eyes focus again. I feel a small hand wrap around mine. Turning my head, Katie is there lying beside me, so I give her a weak smile.
 
   “Mommy has nightmares, too.” My stomach clenches upon hearing the words that leave her innocent lips. Her little accent makes me smile.
 
   “Oh, honey, that wasn’t a nightmare,” Abby reassures her.
 
   “What happened?” Corban fires at Blake and Abby.
 
   “Corban, it’s okay, I overreacted.” Reaching my casted hand out, I take his. His features are pained. I can’t begin to imagine how he’s feeling right now. I’ve brought all my family dramas into his life, and now things for him are about to change with the impending birth of our twins. “Handsome, look at me,” I plead, squeezing his hand. His penetrating blue eyes meet mine. “Sit down.” 
 
   He does as I ask. The room goes silent, all eyes on us, well except for Flick and Rachel whose eyes glare at Abby. I can see them assessing her, wondering who the hell she is to be causing all this commotion. Abby and I aren’t identical twins but fraternal so I could see the girls’ confusion over who she might be. Katie is still lying on the bed beside.
 
   “Everyone, listen up!” my voice loud to ensure Flick and Rachel’s attention is squarely on me. Their faces turn toward me. “Well, you both know all the details about my sister.” They nod recalling the talks we’ve had about her in the previous months and the pain it has caused me on a daily basis. “Last night when we got home from the hospital, I walked in to discover my sister standing right in front of me.” I swallow the hard lump that’s formed in my throat. It still feels like a dream. I keep wanting to pinch myself until I wake up. I hear the girls suck in a breath, shock and confusion registering on their faces. I take another breath and keep going by gesturing to Abby. “This is my sister, Abby. Abby this is Flick and Rachel. Rachel is Corban’s sister and Flick is one of my best friends.” 
 
   Abby nods her head in greeting. “Hey, girls,” she whispers.
 
   “Anyways…” I continue, “As you can see, she’s here with me. But the thing is, Jacob, her ex, is hanging around still. He’s a nasty piece of work, so just be careful. Right now all I ask is that this does not leave these four walls.” 
 
   They all nod in agreement, so I keep going because I’m really excited to share the next part with them. 
 
   “Now for some good news.” I look up at Corban and nod my head for him to tell them the rest. A giant smile spreads across his face before he speaks. His majestic smile melts my heart every single time.
 
   “Well, we found out last night that we’re going to be parents an—” Before he can continue, screaming erupts in the room and I’m suffocated in hugs. Happiness fills me, as my heart swims. 
 
   “And it’s twins,” Corban adds casually.
 
   “What?” Flick squeals. 
 
   I nod to answer her unasked question.
 
   “I’m gonna be an aunty! It has to be girls!” she squeals, as Rachel gives my belly a small rub. I guess I’m going to have to get used to the belly rubs. “Do you hear that in there, girls?” Rachel laughs. “Wow! This is crazy,” she says, shaking her head and moving to Corban to give him a hug. “Congratulations, bro.”
 
   “Thanks,” he laughs. 
 
   Our eyes meet and love fills them. I see a small tear escape from the corner of his which melts my insides causing them to bubble over with joy.
 
   Flick releases me, holding me at arm’s length as she assesses me. “Are you okay?” The concern is evident in her voice.
 
   “Yeah, I’m good. It’s just been a lot to take in over the last twenty-four hours.” Way too much for one day.
 
   “So, she’s really your sister?” her voice portraying her inability to believe just yet.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Who’s the little girl?” She nods in Katie’s direction who still hasn’t released my other hand as she lies silently beside me.
 
   “This is Katie. She’s my niece. Katie, this is my friend, Flick.” 
 
   Katie smiles brightly at Flick. I love the innocence of kids. Their smiles and giggles can brighten anyone’s day. My stomach flutters at the thought of having two little ones of my very own in a few months.
 
   “Babe, do you need anything?” Corban is beside me once again. I love this man. His caring nature swells my heart immensely. I’m so lucky to have him in my life.
 
   “I’m okay, just overwhelmed, but it’s all good now. Where’s Blake?” I look around the room noticing he’s disappeared.
 
   “He went outside to calm down. He looked annoyed about something.”
 
   “He’s probably annoyed at me. I wanted Flick and Rachel to meet Abby, and he got his back up over it. I could see where he was coming from, but I trust those two girls with my life and wanted them to meet another huge part of my existence. One that I was positive I’d lost for all eternity.” A look of empathy flashes over Corban’s face. 
 
   “He does seem to be all over the place,” Corban says. 
 
   “I think it must be hard for him having Abby and Katie in danger, and now placing us in the firing line. I think he’s feeling a lot of blame for this whole situation.”
 
   “Yeah, not an easy thing to deal with. I might go find him and have a chat.” 
 
   I nod. He leans over placing a small delectable kiss upon my lips. No matter how many times I kiss those lips, he still makes me feel giddy. He hops up off the bed and walks out leaving me with the girls. It’s a little awkward as Flick and Rach are unsure how to take this turn of events, or even what to say at a time like this. They are a little lost for words.
 
   “Flick and Rach, do you mind taking Katie into the living area so I can have a chat with Abby? If that’s okay with you?” I look to Abby, who nods. 
 
   “Sure, come on Katie. Can you draw me a picture?” Rachel coos at her. She’s going to be an amazing aunt. 
 
   Katie scrambles off the bed, taking Rachel’s hand, and they all walk out. 
 
   Now it’s time to talk.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   I knew this moment was coming, but I didn’t expect it so soon. She wants answers. I should have reached out years ago to let her know I was all right. I wasn’t certain how she would take it, and I’m positive she would have come after me. Who knows if Jacob was watching her back then? It seems as though he’s never lost track of my family. Just waiting and watching his prey like a lion on the hunt to see if I show up, and I played right into his hands by coming out of my safe place. But when Blake told me Jacob had contacted Melodi, panic gripped my chest. I know what this devil incarnate is capable of and I didn’t want any harm to come to her. I could never forgive myself if anything happened to her.
 
   “I need answers,” she states in a hard tone. She has a glint in her eye, I know that look means she won’t take no for an answer. I climb on the bed and lay beside her. We turn to each other, something we often did when we were kids, especially when we needed the other for comfort or to just hang out together. I honestly never thought I’d be able to come back to her. She’s my missing puzzle piece. Being twins, there’s always a connection that you never lose.
 
   “Start from the beginning, from where you and Blake began,” she says.
 
   I take a deep breath and prepare myself to give her my story. 
 
   To tell her about how Blake and I met on the park bench that day, and then dive into what comes next…
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   Three Years Ago
 
    
 
   Date night had arrived with Blake, as friends. I still didn’t know how I felt about it. My head told me one thing, but my heart told me to take a leap towards Blake with everything I had. Jacob was away on business for the weekend, and none of my family knew who I was going out with. Glancing at my reflection in the full-length dress mirror, I’d opted for black skinny jeans and a pale pink long sleeved shirt. It was not cold out, still slightly warm, but because of those horrid marks on my arms I needed to cover them or people would begin to ask questions. Questions I really didn’t want to answer.
 
   My family was oblivious to it all. Well, Mum and Dad were, Melodi not so much. She caught me changing clothes and asked me why, but I flat out refused to tell her and since then she’s never given Jacob the time of day. She despised him. I think she was even mad at me because she wanted me to leave him. I couldn’t, or wouldn’t, I wasn’t really sure. I guess I was afraid of what he’d do if I did leave. 
 
   I remembered the very first time he got abusive towards me—it was our three month anniversary. I should’ve left then before it became too much. After that night he began putting me down openly in front of his friends, at work functions, and they would all just laugh about it. I’d become numb to it, that was until he wanted something from me. His touch was like acid, not the gentle touch that would caress my skin and ignite my heart with a passion. Definitely not the touch he bequeathed upon me when we first started dating. He was everything to me and I thought I was to him. How very wrong I was—how very misguided I’d become in regards to him.
 
   I continually asked myself what happened between us for him to turn on me. Was it just his nature to treat girls so poorly once he’d spun his web of deceit? He’d told me he had girlfriends previously, but he never loved them in the way he loved me. I honestly don’t think he loved me like he said he did. You don’t hurt the ones you love. It’s wrong on so many levels and in so many ways, it broke my heart if I dared to think about it for too long.
 
   I couldn’t even kiss him without feeling the urge to pull away. He sensed it and that was what made him furious. When he caressed my body, my senses shut down and I went into robot mode. He wanted me to stop taking my pill so we could start a family, but I couldn’t bring a child into this world knowing that he or she would have a father like him. No child should be put through something like that.
 
   A light knock at my door pulled me from my thoughts.
 
   “Come in,” I yelled just loud enough for them to hear. Looking over my shoulder, I saw Melodi peeking around the door.
 
   “Hey, you going out?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   “With Jacob?” I could hear the disdain in her voice. I straightened up trying to reassure myself that I was doing the right thing by going out with Blake even if it was just as friends.
 
   “No, with a friend I met in the park the other day.” I smiled. Her smile reflected mine. Being my twin, although not identical, we still had lots of similarities—our eyes, smile, body shape, and even how we talked. She was usually the upfront, take no crap, girl. I was like that to before I met Jacob. Now the fight I had in me had fizzled away leaving only an empty shell. He somehow owned me completely—mind, body and soul. I’d allowed him to make my bed and now I had to lie in it. I was utterly broken.
 
   “Oh, that’s cool,” Melodi said. “What are you doing?”
 
   Why does she do this? She always tries to find everything out about me. I love her dearly, but I didn’t want her to feel sorry for me. I wanted her to be my sister and support me because that’s what family were supposed to do. I knew she had an idea of what might be going on in my life, but it was never voiced. It was an unspoken rule between the two of us. Mum and Dad had no idea, I made sure to wear my fake happy mask around them as much as humanly possible. 
 
   When we’d go over for dinner, Jacob was that sweet guy again, doting on me and kissing me lightly. I think that was the hope I was holding on to. Hoping that he’d revert back to how he used to treat me.
 
   “Just out to dinner,” I answered with a clipped tone.
 
   Her shoulders slumped as I applied a small amount of make-up. Her mouth opened to ask something, but soon closed as she stopped herself. Her mouth repeated her previous action, but this time she blurted out, “Why don’t you talk to me anymore?” 
 
   I could feel the overwhelming sadness in her question. Yes, I’d shut her out, but it was because I knew her well and she would want me to leave Jacob. It wasn’t that easy for me. She wouldn’t understand, she’d never had a boyfriend. So I decided to play the dumb game.
 
   “What do you mean? We’re talking now,” I responded with a small nervous giggle.
 
   “Yeah, but you don’t talk to me how you once did.” I could see she was fighting back anger, but she was also becoming emotional. “You’d always tell me about you and Jacob and how happy you were. Now you’re just shutting me out.” She took a deep breath and kept going, “I saw the marks and you won’t tell me about what’s happening. I’ve kept my mouth shut, Abby. and I’ve tried to be here for you, but no, you just keep shutting me out and it hurts…it hurts so bad that my twin sister can’t trust me enough to talk to me.” She’d worked herself up into such a frenzy.
 
   “Look, Mel, I’m sorry you feel that way, but honestly there’s nothing wrong. You know how easily I bruise, it only takes a simple knock and I mark. Plus, working in my industry, I catch myself on the clothes racks all the time. I’m a klutz.” Dread filled my heart. I hated lying to her, it broke me up inside. Another piece of my crippling heart chipped off and fell away; joining the discarded parts that Jacob had taken from me. 
 
   I sat beside her on my bed.
 
   “I don’t believe you,” she said.
 
   “You believe what you want. But I know what’s happening, not you…” Taking a deep breath, the next words seared my throat as I said them, “Jacob loves me and treats me like a princess. Don’t worry.” I gave her a weak smile.
 
   “Whatever ya reckon, Abs. I’m here when you’re ready to talk.” With those few words, she got up and proceeded to walk away, leaving me to my thoughts. My body slumped over in defeat. Now I’d resulted in pushing away my family. I could only hope that Blake would help me see the positive in things. I glanced at my watch and realised I was late.
 
   Quickly gathering my bag, I headed out the door. Mum and Dad didn’t ask where I was going because my answer to them was always the same—Jacob’s place. I would’ve said that again tonight as well. I didn’t want my family finding out about Blake, they’d probably think the worst of me.
 
   We decided to meet at the park. As I pulled up into a parking spot, I could just make out a person sitting on the bench. My heart rate kicked up a notch. What am I doing? I shouldn’t be here. I had a boyfriend, one who’d probably kill me if he ever found out I was here with another guy. 
 
   The day I first met Blake there was something there, a twinkle of sorts in his eyes that instantly drew me to him. He made me nervous and giddy all at the same time. I had no idea what it was about him. Perhaps it was the kindness he’d showed me that day when I really needed it.
 
   Grabbing my bag, I slowly got out of the car and made my way over to where he was seated. As I approached, the figure stood to greet me. His brilliant white smile and shining emerald eyes instantly made my stomach a flurry of butterflies. I hadn’t had this sensation for such a long time. This could be the start of something amazing, I thought to myself.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   Three Years Ago
 
    
 
   Blake stood before me, clothed in light blue denim jeans that had a small rip on one of the knees and a plain black tee. It was simple, but he made it look like a runway outfit suitable for models. As he walked over to greet me, my chest vibrated with nerves.
 
   “Hey,” he greeted gently. Reached out, he took my hand and placed a feather light kiss on my knuckles. His lips, soft and ever so gentle, sent a shiver from my lower back shooting right up into my chest, setting it alight with firecrackers. 
 
   “Hey,” I replied breathlessly. 
 
   “I thought you weren’t going to show up.” His eyes glistened from the small amount of light shining over us from the street lamp. He was still caressing my hand with his, and everything within me was wide awake. A part of me wanted to launch myself into his arms, to feel a safety net surrounding me that he could easily provide.
 
   “I nearly didn’t,” I admitted. I’d thought about nothing but this date all week since our first encounter. Even lying beside Jacob at night, my last thoughts were of these shimmering emerald eyes and bright smile before I fell asleep. 
 
   “Why?” He turned, still gripping my hand. I fell into step beside him. He guided me back into the park, past the bench and deeper into some trees. The clearing we walked into was lightly lit from street lights and the further you walked in, the stars in the sky appeared brighter. Melodi and I used to come here at night to hang out and talk about boys, or bitchy people who surrounded us. But then Jacob came into my life, and everything became all about him. Everyone around me suffered because of the silly mistake I’d made in choosing Jacob over my family, and now I was too scared to get out of the relationship I’d found myself floundering in.
 
   “Because I feel like I’m cheating on my boyfriend in a way.” Guilt wreaked havoc on me even though I knew I shouldn’t have felt that, especially for Jacob. 
 
   “Any man that treats or marks his girl the way you have been, well, they don’t deserve their girlfriends. Those girls deserve better…much better.” He leant forward placing a feather light kiss on my cheek, leaving goose bumps over my body in its wake. There was such force behind his words, it was frightening. But I could also see that he was very passionate about this kind of thing. I guessed being a police officer you’d see many different disturbing things that you’d probably wish you would be able to un-see.
 
   “Are you my much better?” Oh, crap…What did I just say? I quickly went to fix my mistake, but he beats me to it.
 
   “I would like to be,” he whispered so low I hardly heard him. I instantly had lead feet, jerking him to an unexpected stop.
 
   “Please don’t say things like that,” I pleaded, but there was also excitement bubbling within me at the possibility. “It’s not right. I’m with someone. In fact, I shouldn’t even be here with you.” I yanked my hand out of his. My heart screamed at me because of the loss of calmness he surrounded me with. “Why are you doing this for me? I shouldn’t have voiced my thoughts to you, someone who’s a complete stranger to me.” My voice slowly got louder, my nerves showed through my words. My breathing was heaving. Why was I getting so worked up over this?
 
   Blake took a hesitant step toward me, waiting for a reaction, but I didn’t react. He stepped closer again, closing the already small distance between us. As he did so, his protective arms wrapped around my small frame and he pulled me into him, moulding our bodies together. I took a deep breath, breathing in the scent of his aftershave which set my senses on fire. The feeling of being held so tenderly was alien to me. I’d not been held this way for months. I began to relax against him as he tightened his arms around me.
 
   “Please give me a chance to be your much better,” he whispered into my hair, placing a small, powerful kiss on my neck. A prickling sensation spread across my skin and down my back. I pulled back, gazing up into his magical eyes; his features were soft. I wished I could read his mind and know what was going on in there. Why was he so interested in me? For someone who’d only just met me, I wouldn’t fall into that trap again and find out later he was the devil in a gorgeous man’s body. Jacob had burnt my trust and taught me that every man must wear a mask and was fake up until they showed their true colours.
 
   “I don’t know if I can.” I bit my lip unsure of what more I could say. 
 
   He bowed his head, slightly breaking eye contact. It hurt me immensely watching my words crush another. “Look let’s go on our ‘just friends’ date and get to know one other better.” 
 
   I placed my hand on his cheek guiding his face up to look at mine. I saw the hurt I’d instilled there, but I could also see the hope he held. I nodded.
 
   He sighs. “Okay, let’s go have our date and talk.” He flashes his contagious smile. I couldn’t help but grin back at him.
 
   We stepped apart and he took my hand again. I looked around and noticed a few other couples. Fear rose within me as I really hoped that no one knew Jacob, or me for that matter, and would go running back to tell him. I tried really hard to push those feelings away to the back of my mind. I wanted to enjoy my night. 
 
   He led me to a part of the park where there weren’t many people. He had a picnic blanket spread out with a pizza box and a bottle of wine with two glasses. My lips curled up in the biggest real smile I’d had on my face in a long time. 
 
   “This is amazing,” I breathed. He squeezed my hand, and with that small gesture it was as if he was squeezing my hardened heart back to what it was. I didn’t think it’d ever be the same again because of the abuse Jacob had put me through.
 
   Every time he came home from work and I wasn’t there with dinner prepared he got angry. I had no idea what his family was like because I’d never met them. He wouldn’t take me to meet them, but it was all right for him to have to meet my family, as he put it. If I didn’t give him intimacy when he wanted it, I was physically attacked. But as soon as he got the first hit in, I gave him what he wanted because I couldn’t bring myself to be continually beaten. During sex, he bit and sucked really hard on my already overly sensitive skin, leaving hickeys as well as bruises from his display of love as he liked to believe. I usually just laid there while he did what he needed to; he’d only ever gotten me to my peak once, then never again. I just didn’t understand his motives. Why did he treat me the way he did?
 
   I really needed to stop thinking about this stuff while I was out with someone else. I didn’t want to ruin the night with my dark mood.
 
   “I wanted tonight to be casual, have a chat so we could get to know each other,” he smiled down at me.
 
   “I think it’s perfect.”
 
   We walked over and took a seat on the blanket. The pizza smelled divine and it made my tummy rumble. Blake filled our glasses and I took a sip, the bubbles tickled all the senses in my mouth with its fresh and fruity taste. He handed me a plate with a slice of pepperoni pizza. I honestly couldn’t get over the size of the pizzas in America compared to the tiny Australian ones, it was crazy! Once we were set up with our food and drinks, it went silent for a little bit before Blake spoke.
 
   “So tell me, why do you stay with him?” 
 
   I looked up at him in utter shock. “Wow, don’t hold back there!”
 
   “Sorry, wrong first question, I guess.”
 
   “You could say that. How about next question, and we’ll come back to that one?” 
 
   He nodded and moved on. “So what part of Australia are you from?”
 
   “Brisbane in Queensland.”
 
   “Why did you move here?”
 
   “Dad managed a transfer with the Army, so here we are.” I took another bite, looking over at him. He looked thoughtful, a little undecided about his next question.
 
   “Do you have any siblings?”
 
   “Yeah, I have a sister. A twin actually.”
 
   “Wow! That’s cool. Are you identical twins?”
 
   “Nah, we’re fraternal. She has Mum’s features, and I have Dad's mostly, except we both have Mum’s eyes.” 
 
   He looked up at me, his eyes meeting mine. He reached his hand out, cupping my cheek gently. My heart skipped a beat and the electricity flowing through his fingertips ran right through me, travelling down my spine making me shiver slightly. “You do have beautiful eyes.”
 
   “Thanks,” I answered shyly. “Why not tell me something about you instead of making this all about me and my issues?” 
 
   He removed his hand, going to pick up his glass for another drink. “Sure, ask me anything, I’m an open book.” A cheeky smile beamed across his face. 
 
   I placed a finger to my chin as though I was thinking of a good hard question to put to him. “Sooo…do you have any siblings?” 
 
   “I thought your question would be a tough one judging by your face,” he laughed, but continued, “I have an older half-brother who I never see and a younger sister who’s travelling around Europe at the moment. Lucky girl!”
 
   “A half-brother?” I queried.
 
   “Yeah, Mom got pregnant when she was eighteen. The father left her, and she didn’t have the support of her family because she fell pregnant out of wedlock.” He stopped, taking a deep breath, the look on his face was one of concern and possible torment. “After she had him, she put him up for adoption. She never knew what became of him until he showed up on our doorstep three years ago and let me just say he was not nice.” 
 
   My hand covered my mouth. “How can someone be so cruel when he doesn’t even know the reason for her putting him up for adoption?”
 
   “I know, and she explained it to him, but he was still angry and left. We haven’t heard from him since.” 
 
   “Wow, that’s harsh.” I felt sorry for his mum and how difficult it would’ve been for her to even consider putting a baby up. “I’m aware it must’ve been hard for your mum, but I know I could never put my own child up for adoption. No matter what.” I felt so strong about this. I guess that was just me and my own personal opinion, though.
 
   I watched Blake as he nodded his agreement. “I would never allow any woman I was with to give up our baby.”
 
   It had fallen silent between us before he spoke again. “So, are you ready to answer my first question?” He was hesitant and unsure. 
 
   I wanted to answer it I really did and be able to talk to someone about my problems. I released a huge loud sigh. “I don’t know what else to do. I’ve tried to leave before and he promises to change and I fall for it every single time.” A lump formed in my throat as the words left my lips. This was the first time that I’d opened up to anyone and it was freaking me out. My body was vibrating because I was shaking so much, and could feel my hands clamming up.
 
   Blake moved closer, wrapped his arm around me, and I fell into him, his warmth surrounding me like a heated blanket. A calmness slowly washed over me. Being in Blake’s arms gave me a sense of safety. I didn’t understand how it was possible. He made me feel all these emotions after only meeting him twice. Perhaps it was just the fact that he was showing me what I didn’t have, and I was craving the nurturing aspect which was lacking in my life at that time.
 
   “It’s okay, Abby. I’m here whenever you want to talk. If it’s not right now, then that’s okay,” he said as his hand rubbed my arm causing goose bumps to rise on my skin. 
 
   I rested my head against his shoulder, closing my eyes taking in the moment. “Why couldn’t I have met you earlier?” I asked before I could stop myself. I heard a slight sigh as his arm tightened around me. 
 
   “I’m sorry I took so long.” He turned his face to look at me and I moved my head from his shoulder, our eyes connected. My heart was pounding against my ribcage. I glanced down at his lips and as I did his mouth parted a little. I met his eyes again. It was like time stood still. Before I even registered what the hell I was doing, I leant into him, closing my eyes and our lips met. So soft. 
 
   His free hand caressed my cheek as I pulled away a little. I didn’t want to lose the magical connection. 
 
   “What am I going to do?” I asked. Worry filled me from head to toe like a cold bucket of ice had been dumped on me. “Oh, goodness, what did I just do? Why did you let it happen?” Panic began to rise. My breathing became heavy and rapid. I jumped out of Blake’s arms. 
 
   He looked surprised by my sudden outburst. “I’m sorry. Please, it won’t happen again,” he pleaded with me.
 
   I was already up and grabbing my things. I took a look at my phone and saw that I had six missed calls and ten messages from Jacob. The messages weren’t pleasant ones. He was angry. 
 
   Oh, my…what have I done? 
 
   I had cheated on my boyfriend who abused me, and now I had to explain why I hadn’t answered or replied to him.
 
   “I’m sorry, I have to go.” I didn’t give him a chance to stop me as I ran, tears falling down my cheeks. I made it to my car before I broke down. I quickly started the engine and drove home, not knowing what I was going to tell Jacob or if I’d even tell him anything at all. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   Three Years Ago
 
    
 
   It had been a week since my picnic with Blake, and I’d gone back to my dark robotic self. Jacob wasn’t too pleased when I rang him after I’d gotten home that night. I told Melodi to cover for me, to say I was with her and that I’d forgotten my phone. She wanted to know why. When I wouldn’t give her the answer she wanted, she made me promise that I would open up to her, and soon. Otherwise, she was going to Mum and Dad. So I promised her I would when I could.
 
   My phone call with Jacob that night when I got home was one I wished not to repeat. When I rang, he answered after the first ring.
 
   “You better have a good reason for not answering me,” he spat out. Not even a hello.
 
   “Hello, to you too, babe.” I decided to go for the subtle approach instead of the defensive one, or I’d pay for it when he got back home.
 
   “Don’t play coy with me, girl.” There was so much anger in his voice it frightened me.
 
   I released a sigh and gave him my made up story. “I went out with Melodi and I forgot my phone. We went out for a girls’ night and had pizza.”
 
   “For some strange reason, I don’t believe you,” he sneered through the phone.
 
   “You can ask her if you want.” I threw back at him.
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure she’d stick up for you. Are you cheating on me?” 
 
   I’m shocked by his words because they were actually true. I know it was only a small kiss, but the emotions that were involved made me want more. 
 
   “What? No! How could you think that? How dare you!” I screamed at him through the phone. I knew I’d done wrong, but he could never know. 
 
   “Okay, I believe you. Don’t you ever cheat on me Abby or there will be severe consequences.” I heard the promise in his tone. It sent chills through me. Fear gripped my heart with terror.
 
   “I could never do that to you,” I whispered in defeat. I always surrendered to him. I was weak. I wrapped my free arm around my stomach trying to give myself some comfort.
 
   After that phone call, I broke down and cried all night. I had to cry silently into my pillow as I was at home, and being so near my family, especially Melodi who already had an idea of what was going on, I couldn’t let her see me broken. I hated myself so much for what I’d done. I cried until my stomach hurt and my eyes stung. Now I sat there on the same bench I’d met Blake on. I’d ignored all his messages. I’d even put his name in my phone as a girl so that Jacob wouldn’t get suspicious if he found it, and I always deleted his messages no matter what.
 
   I leant back on the bench, soaking up the sun while I wished my life was different. Why couldn’t I be a much stronger person like Melodi? The refreshing breeze tickled my face. Such a beautiful day to go out for lunch. I felt the bench shift slightly and my eyes shot open as I looked beside me. My heart dropped into my lap.
 
   “Hello, darling,” Jacob smiled at me. It made my skin crawl, the way he looked at me. His eyes were cold and loveless. 
 
   I mustered up my courage and gave him the reception he wanted. I leant over and greeted him with a kiss. “Hey, aren’t you working today?” He never left the office. It was like he was checking up on me.
 
   “I took my lunch break today to come see you. The girls said you’d gone out for lunch. You should be telling me when you go out, Abby,” his voice stern like he was talking to a little child telling them they shouldn’t do something. Anger built in my chest.
 
   “I can go if I want. I don’t need to tell you every time I go out. It’s just—”
 
   He cut me off, grabbed my arm and squeezed it hard. Even though he didn’t have long nails, his fingers pressed in so deeply I could feel them pierce my skin. I yelped in pain and shock.
 
   “Do not speak to me like that again. You will respect me,” he forcefully whispered. My body was tense with fear and everything within me tightened like a spring coil. I tried pulling my arm away from him, but his grip tightened. “You’ll be punished for that.” There’s that promise again. 
 
   What did I do to deserve this?
 
   I stayed silent. My tears threatened, but even if they fell he wouldn’t feel any remorse. It just pushed him further.
 
   “Do you understand me?” he reiterated. 
 
   I couldn’t speak, fear had stolen my voice, so I simply nodded. He released me, thankfully. I caressed my sore arm and noticed he’d drawn blood. “I want you at my place tonight by the time I finish work.” He didn’t give me an opportunity to answer before he walked away like he was the king of the world.
 
   Once he was out of sight and I could see his car speed off down the street, the tears came thick and fast. I cried so hard that I couldn’t catch my breath. I heaved, taking in any air I could; it was as if I was sucking air through a semi-blocked straw. Then I felt strong arms lift me up and wrapped me up in a warmth of comfort.
 
   “Shh…it’s okay. Breathe, Abby. Deep breaths.” 
 
   Blake… I clung to him as though he was my life support. I instantly touched him and he gave me the strength I needed.
 
   “Oh, Blake,” I sobbed into his chest gripping his shirt. The pain in my chest began to ease a little as Blake soothed me with his calming words, and the way he ran his fingers over my back. He knew what I needed. “I’m so sorry for losing it,” I said after I took in a few deep breaths.
 
   “Abby, it’s okay. I was coming to see if you were here today. I needed to see that you were okay, and when I saw him hurting you…” he paused to compose himself, “I had to fight every instinct in my body not to run over here and just beat the life out of him. The way he handled you, spoke to you…you don’t deserve that.” I felt every emotion he felt when he spoke those words. The hate and dislike for Jacob was palpable.
 
   “I don’t know any other way, Blake. He’ll do worse things if I defy him more than I already have.” I sobbed into his shirt. I felt like I was stuck in a rut and no matter how much I kept trying to get myself out, I somehow ended up deeper in. I wanted to scream, feeling the need to run away from the life I’d created for myself. 
 
   Disappear.
 
   “Just leave, Abby. He doesn’t deserve you.”
 
   “Blake, I don’t know how. Tell me how? What do I do?” I pleaded. Fresh tears slid down my cheeks as Blake held me out at arm’s length. Taking my face in his hands, his energised emerald eyes pierced right into my sky blue ones.
 
   “We’ll figure this out, but for now, please, and I’m pretty much begging you right now, Abby…don’t shut me out or run from me again.” Sadness and determination etched in every crease of his perfect face.
 
   Why am I putting my trust in him?
 
   “Why are you doing this? I don’t even know you,” I voiced my thoughts as he continued to hold my face. I’d calmed down and was more rational by this stage.
 
   A weak smile brightened his face. It’s amazing what a smile, no matter how little, can do to change the appearance of someone. “I’m drawn to you. I’ve seen you sitting right here in this very same spot with so much sadness in your eyes. You may not have noticed, but I’d walked past you many times, only you looked lost in thought.” His words warmed my heart. He continued, “I desperately wanted to talk to you, to get to know you, and to care for you. Seeing those marks on your beautiful skin makes me so angry, and finally seeing the face for the reason behind those marks just made me more determined to get you away from him. He doesn’t love you, you’re just another punching bag for him. I won’t stand by anymore and allow him to do this to you.”
 
   “Blake…” I say as barely a whisper. Knowing he’d been watching me and wanted to care for me the way a true lover should gave me a newfound look on life. I still had no idea how I would get out of tonight’s thing.
 
   “Leave it all with me and I’ll help you through this. Just try, and I mean really try, to stay away.” 
 
   With those words I already knew I had no hope of keeping my distance. He had ways of getting what he wanted. I’d only make it worse for myself if I didn’t go. So I gave Blake an answer he needed to hear. “I can try, but I won’t promise anything.” 
 
   He nodded in acceptance. 
 
   Standing there, I took in his appearance. He was in his police uniform with his belt holding his gun and a batten. He also had a radio attached to the shoulder of his uniform. He looked drop-dead , make-your-stomach-flop gorgeous. His shirt was slightly taut and he had the most delicious defined arms. The sight made me weak at the knees, literally. I’m sure my mouth was hanging open, catching the flies. He cleared his throat, catching my attention. 
 
   Yep, totally busted!
 
   “Sorry,” I sheepishly said. I could feel the heat rising in my cheeks with embarrassment. 
 
   “Don't apologise, glad I could be a distraction.” He grinned giving me a wink, which set my chest racing.
 
   “I should get back to work.” Realising that I’ve been away far longer than I should’ve been, I knew the girls would be getting worried. They’d already given me sideway glances and the whispering amongst them was evident to me. It crushed me every time they don’t even ask how I am; they just walk on eggshells around me. I don’t know if I have given off that ‘Don’t ask me questions’ vibe. Jess, who’s been my friend since I arrived in America, still talks to me, but avoids the boy situation. I don’t think it helps that I changed the subject each time she had brought it up.
 
   “All right. Abby, please try and stay away from him as much as possible.” 
 
   I nod, knowing that unfortunately I can’t do as he says. 
 
   “When can I see you again?” He took me by surprise by his question. I honestly don’t know what he sees in me. Does he think of me as a charity case? Someone to help make him feel better about himself? As I pondered on those last thoughts, deep down in the pit of my stomach, I knew he did genuinely care.
 
   “Umm… I don’t know. My boyfriend goes away a fair bit, so I’ll let you know when I know.” Feeling guilty was my primary emotion these days. I honestly didn’t know why I should be the one feeling guilty. I didn’t bash me, I didn’t bruise me. Jacob made me feel as though no one else in this world could love me, but this man standing in front of me seemed to hold feelings for me. Feelings I’d like to explore, boyfriend or not.
 
   “Okay, please message me. I look forward to seeing you again, and hopefully not freaking you into running away.” He took my face gently in his hands, his eyes piercing into mine. Everything around me faded away as if it was only us in the park. He leant in, pressed his lips to mine. My lips parted slightly, and he used that as an invitation. His tongue began to explore my mouth and mine his. Goosebumps covered my entire body, even raised on my scalp through my hair. My heart felt like it’s just ran a marathon because of the heavy pumping feeling running through me. My arms wrapped around his waist, pulling him closer as his hands gently ran through my hair. After what seemed like a lifetime, we moved apart, breathless. 
 
   “Wow…” I breathed. Now that was a kiss like I’d never experienced. It left me wanting more…so much more.
 
   “You feel it, too?” Blake smiled his beautiful smile. 
 
   “That was the most amazing kiss I’ve ever experienced.”
 
   “I know. I want you to experience that kind of feeling every day…with me.” He looked down at the ground, releasing his grip on me. I instantly lost our magical connection and I wanted it back. 
 
   Reaching out, I took his hand in mine. My heart felt like it was about to explode. 
 
   “Blake…” I waited for him to look up at me, and when he did, the sadness in his features shattered me right to my core. “I’m sorry if I’ve hurt you, but you need to understand this whole situation is not ideal, especially with me having a boyfriend.”
 
   “Leave him.” The words lifeless and broken. His emerald eyes burned with ferocity, indicating he was determined, in every way possible, to remove me from my current situation.
 
   “I…I can’t. You don’t understand how much danger I would put myself in. You don’t see what goes on behind closed doors every-single-night!” My voice reached its peak, and my eyes misted over. I really didn’t want to cry again, but why did he think it’s so easy for me to do? “I hardly know you!”
 
   “I know. I’m sorry. I don’t need to know what goes on behind closed doors. I can see it all up your arms, and I’d hate to see what else you hide under those layers of clothing.” His words were harsh but very accurate. 
 
   I turned away from him to walk back to work. I didn’t get very far before he grabbed my arm spinning me around to face him again. His grip wasn’t tight like Jacob’s would’ve been if I’d have walked away from him like that. I’d hate to see what he’d do if I yelled in his face like I’d just done to Blake.
 
   “I’m sorry, Abby. I’ll message you later. I promise to get you out of this.” He placed feather light kisses on my lips, then turned and left. I automatically wanted to run after him and tell him to take me away from it all, from all the hurt and pain I felt every single day. But I’m just not strong enough to break the chains Jacob has wrapped too tightly around me. Chains that were suffocating me with each bruise and hurtful word.
 
   I stood and watched Blake walk away. He turned and glanced back, but then kept going. My heart hurt in every way possible. It was like it had been ripped out and stomped on a hundred times over. I turned around and continued walking back to work. Looking up to the skies, I wished upon everything in the universe that I could escape this hell I was living in.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   Three Years Ago
 
    
 
   After what seemed like the longest day in history, I arrived home and could hear Mum, Dad and Mel in the kitchen talking, laughing actually. I better go say hello since I haven’t actually seen Mum and Dad lately. I’ve been at Jacob’s the majority of the time. Then there was Melodi. I released a large breath. I’m sure she had an idea of what was going on and it hurt me to not talk to her. Yet, for some reason, I could speak to Blake about it. I guess I didn’t want her to see me that broken.
 
   Our relationship had been strained. I missed our late night chats, eating chocolate, talking about school and boys, and how much we missed Australia. But we’d slowly grown apart over those last few months and I missed her even though she was standing right in front of me. 
 
   We would hang out every day. Shopping, movies, dinners, and we thrived off each other. We weren’t one without the other. She was my other half, and my soul felt that missing piece each and every time I pushed her further and further away. I only did it so she wouldn’t get hurt, but deep down I knew I was only hurting myself. 
 
   “Abby, is that you?” my mother called.
 
   “Yeah, Mum,” I yelled back as I removed my shoes.
 
   “Oh, good, come in here for a minute.” I could hear she was busy with dinner and it smelt fantastic. My mum was one of the best cooks. I don’t think there was any meal of hers that I didn’t like. Well, to me and the rest of the family she was. We thought she should have been a chef.
 
   Walking into the kitchen, I stopped dead in my tracks. Jacob was there smiling and playing friendly with my family. Melodi didn’t look too pleased, but she was putting on a fake smile for those in the room. I was momentarily speechless. Jacob came over, placed a kiss on my cheek, shaking me from my brain freeze. His hard, unlikeable eyes burnt into mine.
 
   “Hello, sweetheart,” he said, playing nice. He wrapped his arms around me, giving me a hug, or what looked like a genuine hug to my family, but they didn’t feel the pressure he applied to it. “Smile,” he hissed. My stomach twisted into a thousand knots as I placed a fake smile upon my lips like Mel’s.
 
   “Wha…what are you doing here?” I asked, the surprise clear in my voice. 
 
   It’s Mum who answers. “He came to surprise you and take you out tonight.” Mum gave us her genuine smile. Little did she know. Because I’m sure if she did, she wouldn’t be smiling about what was actually going on. Instead, she’d be chasing him out of the house with her wooden spoon and Dad might actually invest in a shotgun.
 
   “Take me out?” I glanced up at him, sweetly smiling. While having a serious battle internally with myself, I wanted to tell him to take his surprise and shove it, but I couldn’t. I sighed inwardly in defeat.
 
   “Yep, something special just for my girl.” He pulled me into his embrace once more. “There’s a surprise in your room to start the night off.”
 
   Melodi jumped off the kitchen bench she was sitting on and walked over to me. “Come on, I’ll help you get ready.” Her smile warmed my heart and settled my nerves. I love my sister dearly and felt I should tell her about what was troubling me some day.
 
   I released my grip on Jacob and followed my sister, leaving him with my mum and dad. A part of me wanted to run and never come back. 
 
   Entering my room, I gasped at what laid before me. There were bunches of roses placed all over the room filling every space they could, and lying on the bed was a square blue box with a white ribbon sitting beautifully on top.
 
   “Wow…did you help with this?” I looked to Mel and she seemed as equally surprised as me with her mouth hanging open in shock. Shaking her head slowly, her eyes looked like they might pop out of her head.
 
   “No,” she breathed.
 
   “How did he do it then?”
 
   “He was here when I got home, talking to Mum and Dad.”
 
   “Oh,” was all I could say.
 
   “Go on, open the box,” Mel said, giving me a little shove. 
 
   I aimlessly walked over to the box still looking around. My hand was shaking as I opened it. Jacob hadn’t done anything like this for me in a long time. Why now? Inside was a beautiful silk red cocktail dress that took my breath away. 
 
   “That’s gorgeous,” Melodi gushed as she stood beside me, her fingers gliding over the material of the dress. “Go have a shower and I’ll help you get ready.” She took the dress from me and practically pushed me out the door.
 
   After I’d cleaned and shaved every part of me, and dressed in the beautiful dress, I stood in front of the mirror. I could see the very faint marks on my arms, but they weren’t too bad. The marks he’d made today hadn’t started to show yet, but I’m sure they would in the coming days.
 
    The dress fitted perfectly, nice and form fitting around the bodice and flowing from the hips down to just above my knees. I picked out a pair of silver heels which matched perfectly. Melodi pulled my hair up while I applied make-up. She was never big on the make-up side of things. She put my hair up in a simple but nice bun. I was ready to go, but my nerves were getting the best of me. I shouldn’t trust him when he was sweet like this. It scared me more, setting me on edge every damn time.
 
   My heart was racing as I walked downstairs into the living area where Jacob was sitting with Mum and Dad. I was trying not to trip over my own feet because I was that unsettled about this whole thing.
 
   “Oh, honey, you look beautiful. You’re one lucky man, Jacob,” Mum gushed. “You better take care of my daughter,” she stated, rushing across and fussing over the dress. She thought so highly of Jacob, but she didn’t see the devil, the other side of him when the switch was flicked.
 
   “Thanks, Mum.”
 
   “Well, you kids better get going,” Mum announced. “Have fun and be safe.” She placed a small kiss on my head and Dad gave me a hug.
 
   Melodi also gave me a hug, which shocked me since we hadn’t been that close for a while. Wrapping our arms around each other, we squeezed tightly. I’m sure she could sense my unease at going with Jacob. We were twins, so we had that special connection, one that could never be broken. She was my other half, my better half, who had always been here for me. I loved her with every fibre of my being. 
 
   “Be careful and call me if you need anything,” she whispered, so low only I could hear. A lump formed in my throat as tears threatened to fall. I quickly blinked them away so no one else, especially Jacob, could see.
 
   “Thank you,” was all I could say. We released each other from our tight grips and stood there, our eyes locked. My beautiful, strong sister. Everything about her amazed me, her strength, her happy take on life, her bubbly personality. She was my rock and she didn’t even know it.
 
   “Let’s go, sweetheart,” Jacob said as he wrapped his arm around me, pulling me out of Melodi’s tight grip. I really didn’t want to go. I knew that this was his way of making sure he actually saw me tonight. I had no way of getting out of this like Blake wanted me to. The thought of Blake tore me up inside. Why was it I felt like I was cheating on him more than my own boyfriend right now? Maybe because I didn’t feel a connection with Jacob like I once did.
 
   Walking outside, the fresh breeze danced around me flowing through my dress, making it drift with the wind. My mouth fell open in shock. Before me was a black stretch limo with the driver waiting by the back door. 
 
   Wow…Jacob has really outdone himself this time.
 
   I began to think there could be something behind all of this. It rattled me some more. He’s never done anything like this before. What’s going through his twisted mind? I asked myself once again.
 
   “This is too much, Jacob.” I glanced up at him. He was looking at me, waiting for my reaction. His features appeared happy and dreamy, but as I was looking into those green glassy eyes, I saw the hardness in them. It spiked fear throughout my entire body, from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. A shiver raced down my spine and cold chills ran right through my veins.
 
   “Nothing is too much for you, my sweet.” He smiled his wicked devil grin at me that said ‘wait till we’re alone.’ A bright red sign started flashing before my eyes. 
 
   This is bad, very bad. 
 
   I swallowed the dread that was building within me and attempted to put on my big girl panties. Even though what I was currently wearing was practically nothing, thanks to the lingerie that Jacob had so kindly added to the surprise tonight. I was weak when it comes to him, but I really needed to start trying. From now on I would. My life couldn’t be dominated by the fear of this man before me. I was strong. I was my own person, and no one could tell me otherwise.
 
   After we were in the car driving away from the safety of my family, my body began to blaze with heat—fear. Big girl panties, big girl panties, big girl panties. I kept reminding myself. I sat a little taller, bracing myself for what was to come, and boy was I shocked. 
 
   “So, we’re going out to one of my favourite restaurants, which is near my work tonight,” his tone seemed genuine enough, but his eyes read something else, so my guard stayed up. I nodded. He pulled me closer to him, and forcefully grabbed my chin, moving my face to where he wanted it and he held me there. I didn’t try and contest him since fighting him would only cause him to become brutal toward me. “Look at me, Abby.” My chest vibrated and not in a pleasant way. It was like he suffered from some kind of illness. One minute nice and the next aggressive. Perhaps split personality? I met his heartless eyes. If there could be black eyes for hateful people, his would be pitch black. He had no heart.
 
   “Thank you for doing this.” I tried to simmer the tension that seemed to be wrapped around us in the car.
 
   “I love you. You know that, and I only want the best for you.” He smiled at me, the smile even touched his eyes. He leant into me, claiming my lips. My heart didn’t ignite like it did when Blake’s lips connected with mine. There was no feeling in it, from me anyway. Jacob didn’t hold back, his tongue invaded my mouth and it tasted like bourbon of some sort. It was foul. I gave him the response he wanted, but I felt nothing for this man in front of me. 
 
   Soon he released my face, and I felt the scorching burn of his touch on my skin but not in a good way. His hands begun to wander over my body, sliding along the material to my knee, and then slowly rising up my leg. No, I don’t want this, I'm screaming at myself. My inner battle was raging in a fight against itself. 
 
   His wandering hand kept climbing and was on my inner thigh just as the car came to a halt outside a beautiful looking restaurant. Jacob released my leg and I released a small sigh of relief. He met my eyes.
 
   “Until after dinner my sweet,” he said as he placed a bee sting of a kiss on my cheek. His words held so much promise. My stomach dropped right to the centre of the earth, that was how much I was dreading putting myself in that position with him. The mere thought of being intimate with him made me feel sick. I was sure he took pleasure in seeing the fear in my eyes, which I know was there almost every time I was near him.
 
   He climbed out of the limo and took my hand, escorting me out. I quickly released it once I was out only to get the glare of death from him, so I pretended that I needed to straighten my dress. The restaurant had a large window front. It was a fancy place. The tables were set with beautiful flower centrepieces, large crystal glasses placed precisely on the cream tablecloths. Waiters were dressed in their black and white uniforms. It wasn’t a place I would normally go because it was too uppity for my liking. He really had gone all out.
 
   Taking my hand in his once again gripping it tightly, he led me through the doors and gave the hostess our booking information. He also gave her a bright smile and we followed the waitress through the restaurant to the far corner where there was a small, cosy booth set beautifully with candles and rose petals sprinkled over the table. None of the other tables were set like this. He’d obviously arranged this especially for us.
 
   “Wow, this is beautiful,” I breathed. He leant over and placed a small kiss on my cheek. 
 
   “Anything for you,” he whispered into my ear, his breath tickling my neck. I broke out in goose bumps but not the tingly kind, no, the kind that remind you how totally creeped out you are.
 
   We took our seats. I looked into my bag and noticed I’d left my phone at home. 
 
   Oh crap, Blake! He was bound to be going crazy and I couldn’t even let him know that I was okay. Panic rose within me. Unknown to Jacob, there was a battle going on inside me as he handed me a glass of pink wine. One drink wouldn’t be enough to calm my nerves. As I was about to take a sip, Jacob stopped me.
 
   “A toast,” he raised his glass, “to us.” 
 
   “To us,” I forced a smile on my face as we clinked glasses. I took a sip and as I was looking into the glass, I saw something that made my blood run cold. 
 
   A ring!
 
   Not just any ring, but a huge solitaire diamond ring with a gold band. I began coughing everywhere, unable to stop choking on my drink. I actually spat some of my drink over the table which caused Jacob to jump back. While I continued my coughing fit, Jacob grabbed my glass and tipped the wine into his, clutching the ring. He slid out of the booth and took my hand in his. 
 
   NO, NO, NO! 
 
   I kept screaming my answer in my head. I couldn’t do this. If I had the guts, I’d run, but with him blocking my way it was a little hard.
 
   “Abby White, will you do me the pleasure of becoming my wife?” he beamed at me anxiously awaiting my answer.
 
   I was speechless. My brain didn’t seem to want to form words. The rest of the restaurant was watching and waiting for my reply. I bet that was why he’d planned to do this in a public place so I couldn’t say no and risk embarrassing him. He knew I wouldn’t do that in front of everyone.
 
   Since my tongue seemed to weigh a ton right now, I forced myself to nod. Everyone around us applauded and Jacob slid the beauty of a diamond on my finger. This explained a lot about tonight, with the surprise and everything. He stood up placing a hard kiss on my lips. 
 
   Right now, I wanted nothing more than to scream. I think I’d just dug my grave a little deeper. What’s the saying once you make your bed you sleep in it, or something like that, and I just made mine with the devil. 
 
   What am I doing? Why did I just agree to marry the devil in human form?
 
   “Good answer,” he chillingly whispered into my ear. I dreaded my future, especially with this man. 
 
   I just hoped Blake could help me. Please.
 
   We sat back down and our meals were delivered to the table though I didn’t recall ordering anything. 
 
   “These are complimentary meals from our chef as a congratulations,” smiled the hostess. “Congratulations on your engagement.” 
 
   Engagement? What have I done?
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   We ate our meals in a stale silence. Jacob was not one for conversation at the best of times, but these days, except when he was trying to get the upper hand on me, he stayed silent. Dinner tasted like rubber and it was even harder to swallow, feeling like it was stuck in my throat and wouldn’t go any further. Not even the wine made it easier to swallow. 
 
   “Are you happy?” Jacob asked out of the blue. He had placed his fork down and was staring at me intently, his eyes hooded. Looking at him, at that moment, I noticed the changes in his appearance. Where his eyes were once a bright green like a dewy meadow, now they were stale green like dead seaweed scattered across a rocky beach. He was a very handsome man and I could see exactly what made me fall for him. He had the perfect muscular build. I loved his hugs when we first started dating. I lived and craved them, being near him and smelling his sweet scent. 
 
   What happened to him? What happened to the man I first loved?
 
   I paused for a moment, making out that I was still trying to swallow my food. I gave him the answer he wanted to hear…again. “Yes, Jacob, very happy.” I was on autopilot and my body unwillingly agreed with him right away because I didn’t want to make a scene.
 
   “Good, I only want for you to be happy. I’m sorry for the way I’ve treated you lately.” 
 
   Can someone slap me, please? He did not just say that.
 
   He continued to speak, “There have been lots of issues with work and then family problems. I am truly sorry.” If I’d been standing, I would’ve fallen over at the sincerity of his words. I won’t let him fool me again, though. 
 
   Before I managed to stop myself, I found my voice. “Umm…why treat me badly because of work? This has been going on for months?” 
 
   His eyes burnt into mine as if pondering his reply. “I’ve been scared you’re going to leave me,” he said as he glanced down at his plate putting on the ‘I’m sad so please feel sorry for me’ face. “I don’t handle stress well. As I said, work is going down the drain because some client hasn’t been happy with how we’ve handled their account. But mostly because I worry you’ll leave me, and I’ll be left alone. I love you so much, Abby. I can’t lose you, and that’s why I want to marry you. You’re my everything.” 
 
   More like I’m your regular punching bag. 
 
   There was no love in his words. He didn’t even reach out to touch me. It’s as though it had slipped his mind that he physically hurts me. What the hell?
 
   “Why hit me? If you want me to stay then why use me as your personal punching bag?” Yeah, it kind of just spewed out before I could stop it. I don’t know. It’s like I suddenly gained the courage and decided to ask why. 
 
   In a flash, he was beside me, not allowing me a chance to get up or move. His hand latched onto mine, applying pressure, squeezing my knuckles together, and grinding them hard. He had flicked the switch. I yelped out in pain trying to pull my hand away, but his grip was like iron, strong and robust, unmovable once in place. 
 
   “You dare ask a question like that in a public place where I can’t punish you?” he seethed, with so much hate in his words. He applied more pressure causing pain to shoot right up my arm, but it didn’t stop me if anything I felt more determined. Time for me to deal with it, get over it and get on with my life.
 
   “What just like you asking me here so I had to say ‘yes’,” I spat back at him. My face was so close to his. His posture stiffened and he became rigid. His free hand clenched into a fist causing his knuckles to go white. There was so much hate raging in those green eyes. That was my turning point and there was no going back now. “What the hell makes you think I would want to marry someone who hurts me like you do? Can’t you see the marks you leave on me, or do they become invisible to you after you’ve put them there? There is no love in this relationship.” My words kept coming and I knew I’d made him raging mad, but I couldn’t stop myself and it felt so damn good. 
 
   “You do not speak to me like that, you bitch,” he hissed, shooting a little spittle at my face. 
 
   “See, there you go,” I taunted right back at him. I had no idea what had come over me that night. “Always turning to violence.”
 
   The pressure on my hand was so hard I was sure he was going to shatter all the bones in my hand. I was trying really hard not let him see that the pain was seriously killing me. I really wanted to cry out, but kept my back tall and did not allow him to waiver me.
 
   “Because you deserve it. You never listen or do as you’re told.”
 
   “I’m not a child that needs disciplining. I’m your fiancée.” 
 
   Not that I want to be!
 
    I kept my voice even and strong. I won’t let him see me break again.
 
    “You’re just someone for me to use when I need you there,” he seethed. His face reddened as the anger and annoyance at me grew stronger.
 
   Did he really just say that? The heat began to rise in my chest as though I might breathe fire and turn him to ashes. If only I could do that. 
 
   “How dare you! In that case, I want nothing to do with you. This marriage will never happen because this, between us right now, is over.” With those words, I yanked my hand as hard as I could, which surprisingly worked as it was freed from his hateful hold. I reached down and grabbed my bag and speed walked out the door before he could come after me. 
 
   Once outside I took my shoes off and hit the pavement running as fast as I could, not stopping for anyone or anything. I felt free for the first time in a long time, like a bird who found its wings and glides in flight. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   Three Years Ago
 
    
 
   After getting as far away as I could from the restaurant, I slowed to a walk, my heart pounding with such force from the adrenaline. Luckily, I had money on me to catch a passing cab, but knowing he would most likely show up at my house, I didn’t really want to risk going there. Then again, he probably wouldn’t want to go into details with my parents about why I ran from our date. He would just wait until I was on my own somewhere and then show up. 
 
   I began to take in my surroundings and noticed that I’d made my way over to my workplace. I headed into the park to sit on my all too familiar bench where I thought about my life that was spiralling out of control at a rapid pace. . 
 
   As I approached the bench, I saw a familiar person who caused my heart to leap up into my throat. He was wearing a hole into the grass pacing. 
 
   “Abby!” he called from the park. His voice was one that warmed me right to my core and set off a butterfly attack in my stomach. 
 
   Blake.
 
   I turned toward him and before I could stop myself, the tears started to fall as I ran to him. He opened his arms for me as I got closer and I jumped right into them, wrapping my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist. His arms of safety enveloped me, sending calmness over my aching body. I sobbed hard into his shoulder, the fear, hurt and pain of tonight taking its toll on my emotions.
 
   “Shh…it’s okay. I’m here,” he soothed me with his comforting words over and over until I stopped crying and relaxed into him. He didn’t put me down but held onto me for dear life. His scent wrapped around me tickling my senses. It was a mixture of shower wash and cologne. A perfect balance of both. 
 
   “What happened?” he asked when I’d finally composed myself. But he never let me go and held me continually comforting me. 
 
   “Can we go somewhere else?” I was worried he might come around looking for me. I slid out of Blake’s grip and glanced nervously around at the empty street expecting to see Jacob. My heart pounded in my chest with fear. A new kind of fear because I’d left him and ran, so I knew he was going to be majorly pissed.
 
   Blake took my hand that didn’t get crushed by Jacob and led me through to the opposite side of the park where there were massive apartment buildings. He walked up to one and reached for his keys. 
 
   He lives this close to my work? 
 
   We caught the elevator to the fifth floor. Stepping off, he guided me to his door. 
 
   Opening it, he moved aside to allow me to enter first. “Welcome to my place,” he announced, waving his arm around the spacious area.
 
   It was a studio apartment, very open. There was a small hallway that must lead to the bathroom and bedroom. The walls were painted a nice cream with a bright red feature wall behind the television. There was also lovely black leather furniture and a dark wood dining table. The kitchen, living, and dining area were all open space living. On one side of the room, there was glass panelling that led out onto a balcony. It was a simple yet it was perfect for Blake. His carefree personality showed. 
 
   “It’s very nice.” I walked over to the doorway leading out to the balcony, leaning against it, soaking in the coolness of the night air. It was so refreshing after the night I’d just been through. I wished only moments ago that tonight had never happened, but now standing in Blake’s apartment my night was turning around. I began aimlessly twisting the ring that I was still wearing on my finger. Looking down at my left hand, it suddenly felt as though the ring was burning through my skin. It was poison, like the person who’d given it to me. Poison in every way possible. I was so glad I did what I did. But now what? Where do I go from here? I knew he wouldn’t relent until he had me in his grasp again.
 
    I sensed Blake standing behind me, the tingly sensations spread through my chest once again and in the most magical way. I spun myself around and fell into his open arms. I’d already cried my tears tonight and I was now content and relieved being in the arms of this man before me. In such a short amount of time, he’d shown me what love really was, but I still have to see what the outcome of all this was going to be with Jacob.
 
   “What happened, Abby?” he whispered. His breath tickled my neck, awakening a desire so strong I didn’t want to hold back. I leant back, gazing into his green orbs, taking a deep breath. We maintained eye contact, and as I shifted closer to him, my entire body trembled with anticipation.
 
   “I left him.” As the words left my dry mouth, a tightening enclosed my chest. 
 
   His mouth fell open. After a few seconds to take in what I’d said, he didn’t hold back but pressed his lips to mine, pulling me to him. I felt so much more of a strong connection with Blake than I ever had with Jacob. So I didn’t hold back as I returned the kiss with everything I had and savoured his flavour.
 
   Blake flicked a spark in my heart every time I was near him. When we touched, the flame ignited and burned so hot and bright it hurt to not be with him. 
 
   He pulled back and the absence of his lips caused me to miss them immediately. “How did he take it?” 
 
   My eyes dropped along with the barrier around my soul. I allowed him to see the worry etched over my face. I didn’t know how far Jacob would go and who knew what he was capable of. He was like a lion that stalked its prey and when it was time, he would pounce when least expected.
 
   “I’m scared, Blake. Not a little bit, but absolutely terrified for my life.” My voice caught as it trembled. I held back a fresh wave of tears that threatened to spill.
 
   He pulled me back into his solid chest and his strong arms wrapped a safety net around me. “It will be all right, Abby. I’ll figure something out. What if—” he stopped short, not finishing his sentence.
 
   “What if, what?” I pushed.
 
   “What if we leave together and go start somewhere new?” The excitement in his voice was evident. 
 
   I shook my head already knowing my answer. “No, I can’t. My family is here.”
 
   “We can tell them where we’re going?”
 
   “They don’t even know I’ve ended things with Jacob, it only happened tonight. They don’t know what he was like with me. I’ve never discussed it with them.” 
 
   He released me, taking my hand and leading me to the lounge. We sat down, our bodies close enough to feel the electric current that flowed through us when we got close. He kept hold of my hand.
 
   “What happened tonight? I see you have one stunning ring on that very important finger,” he asked, his words dripping with venom. I should’ve taken it off, but I got so caught up in the moment of seeing him there in the park, I just wanted him to save me.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes, not sure if I was ready to dive into the drama that happened tonight. “Just promise me that you’ll keep calm,” I begged.
 
   His face tightened. “I can’t promise anything.” 
 
   I proceeded to tell him every detail about tonight from when I came home and Jacob was there, right up until I found him at the park. His face contorted when I told him about how Jacob treated me at dinner, the way he handled me, and then all the attention so I would have to say yes when he proposed. I didn’t keep anything from Blake. I didn’t want to.
 
   He got up and began pacing around the room for a minute, then went to the kitchen, grabbing a beer and bringing one back for me. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said, taking the cool drink from his hand. “Are you okay?” He hadn’t said a word since I finished and I was worried. What if he was mad at me for saying ‘yes.’ 
 
   Oh, this is just one mess after another.
 
   He took my hand, gently squeezing it, very unlike Jacob’s grip. “I…I don’t really know what to say. I really want to go punch him in the face or arrest him and throw him in jail.” His face lit up as though he was having a light bulb moment and had come up with a brilliant payback idea. 
 
   “What if you press charges and then I can throw him in jail? At least for a little while.” 
 
   I was already shaking my head at this ridiculous idea. “No.”
 
   “Why not?” He was apparently shocked at my reaction.
 
   “Because I don’t want him to have anything over me that he can come after me for.”
 
   “Why do you think he is always going to come after you?” 
 
   Because he said I was his and no one else’s. Blake hadn’t seen the strength in his words when Jacob told me that I belonged to him. There was an awkward stale silence between us. I sat there staring at him my mind in fast forward. 
 
   Did he really just say that? He realised his mistake and went to correct it, but I cut him off. Anger began to build within me, a match had been lit. How dare he! 
 
   “How dare you! You have no idea what my life’s been like over the last six months!” my voice kept rising. “Have you even been hit, slapped, beaten blue, and made to feel like no one will ever love you? He knew the correct places to hit so it wouldn’t be obvious to everyone else. I’ve not been able to talk to my sister about any of this, but yet I talked to a stranger, who should have an idea about this kind of thing, being a cop and all.” Tears fell down my cheeks and I was unable to stop. Blake reached for me, but I recoiled from him.
 
   “Don’t touch me,” I screamed at him. I hardly recognised my own voice.
 
   “Abby, calm down, please. It’s me, Blake. I’m not Jacob.” Flicking my eyes to his, he saw his mistake, instantly regretting it.
 
   “I never told you his name.”
 
   “Ab—”
 
   “No! How do you know him?” My body was shaking all over, unable to control its shuddering. I hopped up and started to pace. My heart was in my throat. 
 
   How did Blake know who Jacob was?
 
   Blake looked out the window, a pained expression covered his face. Turning back to me his features were unreadable. “Do you remember me telling you about my half-brother?”
 
   I nodded slowly, wondering where this might be going. 
 
   “Well, he is my half-brother,” he whispered so low I could hardly hear him. 
 
   Was this some kind of joke? I felt disconnected from my body. An urgent need to sit down or I would collapse came over me. Falling onto the couch, I was stunned into silence. My chest was hammering and my hands were shaking.
 
   “What? He...are you playing some k…kind of sick joke on m...me?” I screamed at him leaping out of my seat. I was tired of the surprises that kept happening to me. I wished this day had never even begun.
 
   Why does this crap keep happening to me? Do I wear a sign on my forehead saying, “Please everyone, come along and stuff up my life?” I seemed to only attract those who wanted to harm me or cause me pain. Why?
 
   “No, I didn’t want to tell you because I knew you would react like this.” He ran his hands down his face, releasing a sigh of frustration. 
 
   “Do you just want me because I’m his?” A gasp escaped him. His eyes wide with shocked at my question. How could I know if that’s the only reason he wanted me? What if it was a sibling rivalry thing, a competition? 
 
   He shook his head. “Abby, remember I told you he wasn’t a nice person when I first told you about him? I stand by that.” He moves closer to me again, taking my hand in his. A part of me wanted to pull it from his grip and run. Running seemed like the better option, but his free hand reacted, cupping my cheek. I closed my eyes as my chest constricted. This crazy magical connection between us was something not even Jacob and I had at the start of our relationship. Blake’s touch made my body go crazy and I definitely wanted more from him. He lifted my chin so our eyes met, and once again, I was lost in those green eyes and that was when I realised that I should have noticed. Blake and Jacob have the same eyes…well, nearly. Blake’s are bright green and when he smiles, they have a little twinkle in them. Silly, I know, but it’s what I see. Jacob, on the other hand, his are green also, but they don’t have a spark to them. No twinkle there, only cold, hard unlovable eyes.
 
   “Abby, I don’t want you because you’re his. Honestly, I had no idea who your boyfriend was until I saw him with you at the park after our date. When I saw the way he treated you, it just made me more determined to get you to see that there are decent guys out there. Please give me a chance to show you,” I heard the pleading in his voice and it crumbled away the anger and fear I was previously feeling. 
 
   I wanted to give him a chance. Everything he’d done so far wasn’t much, but somehow he’d always managed to show up right when I needed him. He could be my something better. He could show me what a real relationship was like. I knew my parents, and especially Melodi, would be genuinely happy for me. Even though my parents never saw the bad side of Jacob, I knew Melodi had her suspicions. I needed to fully end it with Jacob and then move on, but tonight I didn’t really care. This man sitting before me was my chance to be happier. 
 
   “It’s okay, Blake. It’s just been one hell of a day with what happened at the park and then dinner tonight. I can’t seem to catch a break.”
 
   He leant over claiming my lips and a new warm feeling spread throughout my chest, running rapidly through my veins. I pushed harder against his lips, wrapping my arms around his neck, and his wrapped around my waist, pulling me onto his lap. His arms left my waist and moved to my legs. 
 
   Well, maybe the dress is good for something.
 
   Each of his hands ran up my legs, climbing higher and higher. Our mouths hadn’t lost their connection. He tasted so damn good. I could have devoured him forever. I claimed his lip in between my teeth, biting a little, and a slight groan escaped his throat. My hands found the hem of his shirt, and I quickly pulled it up and over his head. I took in the sight before me, Blake wasn’t the biggest guy, but he had a medium build and a very toned, delicious body. One I couldn’t wait to kiss every part of. I grazed my fingers over the contours of his chest, taking in every inch of him.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked with a cheeky grin on his face. He knew exactly what was running through my mind. 
 
   “Yep, just taking in the view.” I leant over pressing my lips to the nape of his neck. I could see the goosebumps rising on his smooth skin.
 
   “I’d like to get a better view of you,” he stated, wiggling his eyebrows. 
 
   I smiled brightly and nodded.
 
   He reached around undoing my zip ever so slowly. As I waited, I felt the cool air hit my skin, then I felt his fingertips dancing over my bare flesh, sending a chill down my spine. 
 
   I had a million butterflies dancing in my belly. I was as nervous as hell and eager to feel the magic between us. He took away any ounce of worry I had carried with me from Jacob and he made me feel like I was the most important person in the world to him.
 
   “Abby…”
 
   “Mmm…” I breathed into his neck as a planted a light kiss there.
 
   “I want you to stay the night…with me.” A surge of emotion clutched my chest. A bright smile wiped across my lips.
 
   I sat up and looked at his worried face. Worried I would say no. “I want to sta—” I don’t get to finish my sentence before his mouth ravaged mine. I opened my mouth allowing his tongue to taste me. 
 
   “Are you on anything?” he breathed through our passionate kisses.
 
   “Yes.” That was all I said. He then stood up with me still wrapped around him. He began walking toward a room, his room. My stomach twisted with anticipation and swirled with excitement. I was about to be shown and treated how a girl should be and I couldn’t wait. I reached for my left hand and removed the ring, dropping it to the ground with a slight tinkle as it hit the floor. As we entered the room, I left behind all the negative experiences and I was only interested in the man before me who’d made every sense within me sing. Blake closed the door, our lips collided and we were lost in each other in every way possible.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   Three Years Ago
 
    
 
   Wow! Was all that was racing through my head. Last night with Blake was something out of a princess fairytale. His gentle caresses explored my tender skin as the soft touch of his lips pressed against mine. We were one person, and we wanted to please each other in each and every way possible. He made me feel things I never knew I would enjoy. Each moment was blissful and he took my breath away with each touch.
 
   Jacob was a wham-bam thank-you-ma’am kinda guy. Never let me have the enjoyment a girl should have. We hadn’t been together intimately in about a month. It was a relief actually, it made me question if he was going elsewhere because he always took it when he wanted but not lately. I wasn’t complaining, though. The thought of him touching me repulsed me, literally making my skin crawl. I was never going back to him, no matter how much charm he used or how much begging he did. I wouldn’t fall for it like I had in the past. 
 
   I rolled on my side gathering the blankets up around my neck. I laid there watching Blake sleeping. His breaths were even and relaxing to listen to. I could’ve laid like that all day.
 
   “Taking in the view again, huh?” he asked out of nowhere, scaring me half to death. 
 
   “You could’ve just let me know you were awake.” I giggled as I moved closer to him. He wrapped me in his arm and placed a loving kiss on my forehead.
 
   “Now, where would the fun be in that?” He opened his eyes, glancing down at me. When our eyes met, a brilliant bright smile crossed both our faces. I was unable to wipe the smile off my face. “How are you feeling?” He rolled onto his side, pulling me into his chest, our bare legs entangling each other’s.
 
   Last night felt like a dream. 
 
   The proposal didn’t happen, but the night with Blake did. 
 
   I remember the sweet, kind words he’d whispered to me during our time together. There was no way in hell I would ever be returning to someone like Jacob. Blake had shown me in one night how a girl is meant to be treated. He could definitely be my new future. I just had one final thing I needed to do. I had to officially finish it with Jacob and give him back his ring, then I could move on. I still felt very uneasy about him. I knew he wasn’t going to be happy. I recalled him telling me that he was going away for a week, so I think in that week I might need to have a backup just in case things go south. Backup as in preparing to possibly leave if everything goes wrong with the breakup.
 
   “What are you thinking?” Blake asked as he glided his finger slowly up and down my arm. 
 
   “Just wondering what I’m going to do now. I kinda feel like I should have a backup plan, ya know? Just in case things go south with Jacob.” 
 
   Blake was silent for a moment, so I laid there just listening to his breathing. 
 
   “I know a guy that could help us out. He could get us some new papers and we could leave together.” 
 
   That didn’t sit right with me, taking Blake away from the life he’d created for himself. 
 
   “No, it’s okay. I’ll figure something out.” 
 
   He merely nodded accepting my answer, but I could see in his eyes that he was thinking about things. A plan was forming in that mind of his. I knew I had to work something out for myself, even if it meant me starting afresh. I would let my family know I needed a change and go. I was sure they would understand when they found out what had been going on in my life.
 
   “Let’s go out for breakfast,” he said, beginning to get up. My heart leapt into my throat.
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea just yet. I need to completely finish things before we’re seen in public. I’m sorry.”
 
   “That’s okay, I understand. I’m going to make you breakfast here then.” He smiled, warming me to my core. 
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   After a wonderful filling breakfast, I’d decided I better leave. I needed to find the ring I dropped, gather my stuff to go home and get ready for work. This dress was going in the bin because I didn’t want any trace of Jacob left in my life. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Blake laughed as he exited the bathroom.
 
    I was on all fours on the ground trying to find the ring I’d dropped last night, it could have fallen anywhere. 
 
   “I’m looking for the ring. I flicked it off last night before we went into the bedroom.” I looked up and my eyes instantly locked on his bare, still wet, chest. 
 
   Wow! 
 
   A small chuckle escaped his lips. “You okay?” 
 
   I snapped my mouth shut, unwillingly removing my eyes from the masterpiece before me and I went back to my crawling around on the floor.
 
   Blake walked into his room to get changed and I finally spotted what I was looking for. Snatching it up with my fingers I wrapped it in a tissue and placed it inside my bag. I then sat on the couch and waited for Blake to emerge. When he did, the breath was kicked right out of my chest. He literally took my breath away every time I saw him. He was good looking in casual clothes, but holy damn he was one super fine specimen in his police uniform.
 
   “If you keep doing that you’re going to catch flies,” he laughed. I closed my mouth once again. He came and sat next to me, wrapped me in his arms and placed a few light kisses on my neck.
 
   “Are you going to send that ring back to him?”
 
   I was confused by his question and pulled back so I could meet his eyes. “Send? I’m going to give it to him. I don’t think it’s right that I just send it back to him.”
 
   Blake’s face hardened. “I’m going with you then,” he stated firmly.
 
   I shook my head. “No, you’re not, because your family and—”
 
   “He’s not family to me,” he cut me off. I could see that I’d annoyed him.
 
   “Sorry.” I placed my hand on his cheek. “It’ll be okay, I promise. I will tell you about it. How about you see your friend regarding those papers?” It was better to be prepared for anything that might come blowing my way. 
 
   “I know, and that’s what worries me.”
 
   “It’ll be all right. We’ll get through this and be together in the end. You’re my future, the one that makes my heart beat faster than it has ever before.” I smiled and he did as well. His eyes lit up as he leant into me, kissing my waiting lips, causing my stomach to do its usual little dance.
 
   “I need to go home and get ready for work,” I announced, hopping up.
 
   “Let me drive you home?” He took my hand and we left together. Nothing could wipe the smile off my face.
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   Well, I thought nothing could wipe the smile off my face; that was until I got to work and saw that our windows were smashed and there was glass everywhere. 
 
   Jess came running over to me, her breathing fast and ragged as she clutched at her chest.
 
   “This is terrible, Abby. Who would do this?”
 
   “I don’t know. Did you ring the police?” 
 
   She nodded her head. 
 
   “Good. Did you ring Tracey?” Tracey was our boss and she was literally going to flip when she heard about this.
 
   “I haven’t. I’m too scared. She scares me when she’s mad.”
 
   “It’s okay, I’ll ring her now,” I said, taking my phone from my bag. I had like fifty calls from Jacob from last night when I checked it this morning. I didn’t ring him back. I didn’t have the guts to talk to him yet. Looking at the screen I had a further ten missed calls from Blake. I ignored them and rang Tracey, who wasn’t very pleased about what had happened. She just told me she was on her way and hung up. Yep, angry didn’t begin to describe how she felt when she saw what had happened to her shop.
 
   Getting off the phone to her I called Blake and he answered after the first ring.
 
   “Oh, thank goodness you’re all right. We got the call about the shop this morning. We are on our way. How are you?” His voice was panicked.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine. Just a little shocked. Who would do this? It’s only a small clothes shop.”
 
   “They might have thought there was money in there or something. We won’t know until we check out the camera surveillance and everything else. Don’t worry we’ll be there soon.”
 
   “Okay, bye.”
 
   I hung up and moved to stand by Jess, who was clearly shaken by the event before us. “I rang Tracey. She isn’t too pleased and will be here soon. Are you all right, Jess?”
 
   “Yeah, just a little worried about our jobs and stuff. What if Tracey thinks we’re incompetent and can’t do our jobs or something and just gets rid of us? I need this job.” She was on the verge of tears. I wrapped my arm around her in comfort as we stood in silence, looking over the destruction of our workplace. After a few minutes, we could hear the police sirens. A screeching set of tires caught my attention and immediately my blood ran cold. What was he doing here?
 
   “Abby, are you all right?” The caring, loving boyfriend mask was on, but evaluating his cold eyes told me everything I needed to know. He went to wrap his arms around me, but I quickly stepped back, not wanting his dirty, vile hands to ever touch my skin again.
 
   “I’m fine. What are you doing here?” My voice was cold and uninviting. 
 
   “I’ve come to see you before I went away for work.” 
 
   “Just go. I don’t care. We aren’t together anymore. I’m no concern of yours.” I stare him fair and square in those cold flinty eyes. Anger flared on his face. He grabbed my arm tightly, pulling me away from Jess, who was taking in the scene we were making.
 
   “You’re hurting me. Like usual,” I spat at him.
 
   “You will be my wife. You will treat me with respect.” He squeezed my arms tighter, causing me to wince in pain.
 
   “I will never be your wife. I want you gone and out of my life. I will get the ring back to you when you get back from your business trip. Make sure you tell your skank I said hi.” I smiled at him. He thought I didn’t know about his little mistresses he had in all the places he visited. It was funny what you find out going through his phone after he had passed out for the night. 
 
   Did he think I was that stupid?
 
   He looked taken aback by my statement. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Don’t go playing dumb on me now. I know things. They can have you, especially if they like the abuse you give them. I won’t stand for it anymo—” Before I could finish, the palm of his hand connected with my cheek, causing me to fall to the ground because the force was so hard. Tears stung my eyes.
 
   “Hey, you. Don’t ever touch a lady like that again.” 
 
   My heart was racing. I knew who that voice was, my rescuer and future, Blake.
 
   “This is a personal matter,” Jacob spat toward Blake.
 
   “It’s not personal when you slap a girl in the street. Would you like to press charges, Miss?” Blake tenderly helped me up to the curb. I shook my head.
 
   “It was just a misunderstanding.”
 
   “Are you sure? You have every right to press charges.”
 
   “No. It’s okay. Just go, Jacob. I don’t want to see you ever again.” 
 
   Jacob’s face was red with anger. “This isn’t over, Abby.” With his last statement, he left not looking back. 
 
   I willed myself not to cry. 
 
   Blake turned me toward him, lifting my chin so I met his emerald green eyes shining with worry and concern. “Why didn’t you press charges?”
 
   “Because I don’t want anything to do with him, and doing something like that would just prolong him in my life. Did you contact your friend yet?” I whispered the last part. He merely nodded. I desperately wanted him to wrap me in his arms and make me feel better, but our moment was cut short by a not so happy Tracey, who was yelling at the other officer.
 
   “I better get to work,” he smiled, releasing me. I go over and stand with Jess again.
 
   “Do you have surveillance cameras? An alarm system?” Blake inquired.
 
   “Yes, I was the last to leave yesterday and set the alarm before I left. I’m not sure why it wouldn’t have gone off last night.”
 
   “It may be faulty. We’ll take copies of your camera surveillance and our tech guys will come check out the alarm system. I’m terribly sorry about this. You should be right to go back into the store after lunch. That should give us plenty of time to gather the evidence we need.” Blake was using his calm, professional voice, trying not to allow Tracey to blow her top and become angry.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   Three Years Ago
 
    
 
   When we were allowed back into the store, we spent well into the night cleaning up the glass and straightening the racks. Tracey ran around to price new windows. Luckily, we were able to have a glazier come in and they had what we were after. Otherwise, we would have been camping out at the store. 
 
   Nine rolled around and Jess and I were finally released from our duties. Walking outside together, we walked silently to our cars.
 
   “Are you all right, Abby?” Jess asked, stopping me in my tracks.
 
   I released a sigh. “Yeah, just a lot going on. As I’m sure you saw today.”
 
   “Yeah, your boyfriend…well, he isn’t very nice.” 
 
   “He’s not my boyfriend anymore. I finished that relationship last night.”
 
   “Why was he here?” Her question had me wondering why myself. I knew he said he was coming to see me before he left, but something told me that he perhaps knew the shop was in this state. 
 
   “He was coming to see me before he went away for work.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. I could see the way that police officer saw red when your boyfriend hit you. I thought he was going to punch him.” 
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure he wanted to as well, but being on duty he had to restrain himself.”
 
   “Are you seeing him?” A cheeky smile swept across her face.
 
   I couldn’t help the smile that flooded my own face. “I don’t know, honestly. I need to close things with Jacob, well and truly. But yeah, I really like Blake, the police officer.” We both giggled like little school girls. It had been a while since I’d had a moment with Jess like that.
 
   “Do you wanna go grab some dinner? I can ring Melodi to come as well?” I secretly hoped she wanted to, or I would just get Melodi to come with me.
 
   “Sure, that would be great! It’s been too long since we hung out. I miss it.”
 
   “Yeah, me too. I’ll give Mel a ring and ask her to meet us up around the corner, at that small burger place.”
 
   “Sure, sounds good.”
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   Once we were seated, we ordered our favourite burgers and fries and a few drinks. We chatted like we did back in the days, before Jacob. It was a good night. I chose to shut my phone off because I was sure Jacob would have a few choice words for me since I pushed him away today. I figured Blake would be okay for now. I would ring him later.
 
   I was still feeling rather anxious about the whole Jacob thing. He terrified me, but I’m glad I’ve finally cut that cord. I’m not sure he sees it that way, though. He probably thought I’d embarrassed him. I couldn’t deal with it anymore and after meeting Blake, I’d decided not to go for second-best and put up with his crap and abuse. Blake wanted to show me what it was really like in a loving relationship and I planned to let him.
 
   “So, what did the police say about the break-in?” I heard Melodi ask, pulling me out of my thoughts.
 
   “They’re looking at the camera footage and surveillance in hope that they can find something. I couldn’t believe how destroyed the place looked,” Jess said, her voice solemn and upset. 
 
   I reached out taking her hand and gave her an encouraging smile.
 
   “It’s okay. They’ll get to the bottom of it and everything will go back to normal. Now all it need is just a few small touch-ups here and there,” I comforted her. The table fell silent as we continued our meals.
 
   Out of nowhere, Melodi piped in with something I didn’t want to discuss. “Where’s Jacob? He usually doesn’t let you out of his sight.” I heard the snide tone in her voice. I know I’d hurt her in the past by closing her out because of Jacob. I needed to work on our relationship again and fix it. I needed my sister back.
 
   “He’s gone away on business for the next week or two.” 
 
   Jess looked up confused as to why I didn’t tell her the whole story. I eyed her, practically begging her not to say anything. She must have understood because she said nothing.
 
   “Oh, okay, cool. Well, I’m going to head home. Are you coming, Abs?”
 
   “Nah, I’ll be home later. Going to hang out here a little more.” 
 
   After the girls had left, I sat looking around the room at all the couples cuddled together, friends and family together and laughing. It brought a smile to my lips. 
 
   What am I going to about this whole mess? 
 
   I’m going to have to leave my family. I’ll have to tell them that I needed a fresh start, might even go back to Australia for a little while. I do miss that place. Now I have all these crazy full on feelings for Blake. Will he come with me? Could I ask him to leave his family and life just for me? I released a heavy sigh and knew that I couldn’t possibly do that to him. The guilt would eat away at me.
 
   “What are you doing here alone?” I looked up into the kind eyes of the man who’d quickly stolen my heart…Blake. 
 
   I smiled at him, my stomach swelling with excitement. “I wasn’t alone. Jess and Melodi were here with me, but they left not that long ago. I decided to stay a little while longer.” 
 
   He took a seat as I explained. He nodded, reaching out and taking my hand in his, causing my body to flame up instantly. He sat there quietly, just watching me with his emerald green eyes. Even his gaze does magical things to me. He looked divine in his jeans and fitted plain black tee. He must have finished work not that long ago, he looked fresh from a shower and he smelled fabulous.
 
   “You looked lost in thought before I disturbed you.”
 
   “Yeah, I was just thinking a few things over.” I tried to pretend it was just something casual I was thinking about.
 
   “Want to talk about it?” he asked, rubbing his thumb over the back of my hand, shooting tingles right to my heart.
 
   I shook my head. I needed these thoughts to stay with me because I didn’t know what was going to happen in the future. I didn’t want him alerted to my plans.
 
   “Would you stay with me again tonight?” he whispered, looking me directly in the eyes. 
 
   I beamed back at him and nodded once. 
 
   We left together, hand in hand. I was so relaxed and at peace. Blake could quite possibly be my happily ever after, but I knew there was a dark cloud lying over me called Jacob. My fear of him had multiplied tenfold, but with Blake by my side, I was home. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   Three Years Ago
 
    
 
   I was startled awake by my phone vibrating like crazy on my bedside table. It had been two days since I stayed at Blake’s. As I reached for my phone, it stopped, so I left it. If it were important, they’d call back. Work was going well and everything was back to running smoothly, almost as if the break in hadn’t happened.
 
   Today was my day off. I was planning to have a day to myself with some shopping and pampering. With Jacob away at the moment, I didn’t feel the need to look over my shoulder every minute of the day. I could never relax when he was in town because it felt like he was always watching me. You would think he would be at work, but honestly I never really knew. He would always call or text to find out where I was or what I was doing.
 
   My phone went crazy once again. I reached over, seeing an unknown number buzzing away on my screen. I quickly answered and instantly regretted it. Yelling in my ear caused my heart to leap into my throat.
 
   “Why haven’t you contacted me since I left!” Jacob yelled. 
 
   I was unable to form coherent words as fear gripped me like a vice around my lungs, making my breaths short and ragged.
 
   “Answer me!” the yelling continued.
 
   “I…I’ve been busy…” I struggled with each word.
 
   “You’re a liar!” Every word that spilled from his mouth was filled with anger and hate. “You have humiliated me publicly by not accepting my proposal. You haven’t called or messaged me—”
 
   “Well, have you tried to contact me before now? No! So leave me the hell alone.” I forced the words out angrily, getting over my initial shock of his outburst.
 
   I was met with silence, but even that was enough to tell me how angry he was. I needed to escape this man and move on with my life, but I doubted he would ever allow that to happen. Eventually, he spoke again.
 
   “How dare you!” he hissed at me. “I work hard so I can buy you beautiful things.”
 
   “I don’t want anything more from you because me and you are done.” My words were laced with conviction because I knew deep down in my heart I could never be with this man. A man who tore away at my soul, piece by piece, and if I stayed, I would become nothing but a hollow existence to those around me. An empty shell. A girl who wore a mask every day of her life. I knew I couldn’t be that person, not since Blake had shown me love and compassion. He lit up my life like a full moon lights up the night sky. He was my new life and my own happily ever after.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Melodi
 
    
 
   Present Day
 
    
 
   I swear my mouth is hanging open. I still didn’t get all answers I wanted, but I’m sure she’ll give them to me eventually. I glance toward the window and see that the sun is setting in hues of blues and pinks. We’ve been closed up in this room for the entire day. Rachel and Flick came in throughout the day to check if it was okay to give Katie some food. I can’t believe what she went through with Jacob and she never told me.
 
   “Are you okay, Mel?” she asks quietly, the hesitation evident in her voice.
 
   Am I okay? I honestly don’t know. I feel angry at her for keeping this to herself. I’m her sister! Then thinking about what she’d done, making us believe she was dead. How dare she? If she had told us, we could have helped somehow. I sense her watching me, feeling her unease. 
 
   “I need a minute.” With that, I get up and walk out of the room to a full house of people.
 
   “Melodi, what’s wrong?” I look up to see Corban walking towards me. He’s who I need right now. I can’t even look at Blake. I’m sure now he’s lied to me about what actually went on as well. I’m even convinced he knew where she was this entire time, so when he put on a show for my family, it was all just a lie.
 
   “I need to get out of here for a minute,” I whisper. My arms wrap around my stomach. I feel sick to my stomach hearing what Abby endured as well as what she has put us through. 
 
   He just nods and guides me to the door. “Just wait and I’ll grab your coat.” With those words, he’s gone.
 
   I don’t know what to say to anyone. How could she do this to us? How are my parents going to react to this new information? Oh, man, Mum is going to flip and Dad is going to be furious. We mourned her. It's taken us a long time to finally move on.
 
   Corban comes back, wraps me in my coat, and ushers me out the door. We are silent, but it’s what I need and Corban knows it. So much has happened and the last thing I need right now is my sister coming back from the dead. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy she isn’t actually dead, but she knowingly put me in danger the day she left—or died—or whatever it is that happened. Jacob knew and was probably following me for the last three years, and his showing up at my work was no coincidence. I’m sure he’s been planning and lying in wait for the perfect opportunity for him to bring Abby out of her concealment. Now I have my babies and Corban to think about. 
 
   I think Abby needs to come out of hiding and tell the police and get the protection she more than obviously needs. Why didn’t she go to the police? I’m sure they could have helped, instead of just leaving and letting us all think she was dead.
 
   “Are you okay?” Corban’s words pull me out of my dark moment. He has a way of doing that.
 
   “Yeah. I guess as well as I can be with knowing most of what went down.”
 
   “What do you mean…most?” 
 
   “I didn’t let Abby finish; it’s all too much for me at the moment. I needed space and food,” I giggle at my last words.
 
   “Let’s get you and these babies some food then, beautiful.” He kisses my cheek as we walk out of the building and into the fresh air. 
 
   It’s a beautiful night, but I can’t help looking everywhere, and at everyone around me. Wondering and thinking if Jacob is around here somewhere, watching and waiting.
 
   “Do you think he is out here?” I voice my concern.
 
   He takes a moment to answer. “I honestly don’t know, but if you want, we can go back to my place and stay there if that makes you feel safer?” His idea doesn’t actually sound too bad, but I can’t leave my house full of people who I classify as family, at such short notice. 
 
   “I would love to, but I can’t do that to my houseful of guests. I think after we get something to eat, we can sort out our living arrangements.” He looks a little confused by my statement. “What I mean is I can’t have Abby, Blake, and Katie at my place.”
 
   “We already discussed this, don’t you remember? I’m going to let them use one of my properties and they will stay there. You will come stay with me. Jacob might only watch this place and he may not even know where I live, but he won’t find where Abby and Blake stay. I promise you that.” 
 
   I nod, not wanting to speak about it anymore.
 
   We stop at a burger place that just opened up a few days ago. We purchase food for everyone and head back to my crowded one-bedroom apartment.
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   I begin clearing up the rubbish and scraps after our meals. I can’t help but look at Katie and think I’m going to have my own children in the coming months. Mine and Corban’s lives are going to change forever. This is not how I planned my life, I never expected to meet Corban and fall madly in love and then fall pregnant, but he completes me in every way and I couldn’t see my life without him now, just like Abby couldn’t see her life without Blake.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   The guilt that fills me is unbearable. I honestly thought it was the best thing to do at the time. I didn’t think I would ever be coming out of hiding. I watch Melodi as she clears things up, and she can’t even make eye contact with me. It breaks me knowing I’ve caused her so much pain and now we have this rift between us. I don’t see why Blake had to come for me and ruin it all. I was finally accepting the fate of my life before he walked up to my doorstep a few days ago.
 
   When Melodi left to purchase our dinner, I broke down. Luckily, Melodi’s friends had Katie because I would hate to have her see me break like I did. Blake, my rock, my support, was there as usual. Too bad he wasn’t there when his daughter was born. That right there is another problem in itself because I still haven’t told Blake that Katie is his. So many secrets, and it feels like my world just might crumble beneath me.
 
   “Here, Mel, let me give you a hand,” her friend Flick offers and they disappear into the kitchen. 
 
   Tomorrow, Katie and I will be moving to a different apartment. I don’t really know what the plan is after that. I do know I don’t want to spend the rest of my life in hiding, with Katie not getting the kind of life she deserves. 
 
   This whole thing with Jacob needs to end now.
 
   “Abby?” I look to Blake, who’s made his way over to me. “Are you okay?” He looks around the room that’s filled with Corban, Rachel, and Katie.
 
   “Yeah, I’m okay. I think this whole thing needs to end, and I still haven’t finished telling Mel everything.” I release a huge sigh. “This is all one big mess. Why couldn’t you just leave me where I was?”
 
   “I’m wondering the same thing,” Corban pipes up. 
 
   I hadn’t realised we were talking that loud or that he was even listening. Melodi and Flick haven’t come back yet, which means they’re probably having a discussion about me in the kitchen. She has every right to. She should be mad. I’ve uprooted her life and put her little babies’ lives in danger. She’s at a very critical stage in pregnancy, so stress isn’t very good for her right now.
 
   Blake looks at us, pondering his answer. “I thought you’d want to be back with your family, to end this drama once and for all.” 
 
   “I do. Don’t get me wrong, but how am I meant to stop it? You’re the police, so tell me what you think I should do to end this?” Anger slowly rises within me, but I try my best to keep it at bay.
 
   “We’ll go to the police tomorrow. Tell them that he has begun harassing your family and you have been in hiding for the last three or so years. They can take care of it from there,” he states simply. 
 
   “Did you think about my family in all this? My Mum, Dad, and Melodi? I know I’m to blame for running in the first place, but I was so frightened back then. No one would believe me that he was, and still is, the monster in all this.”
 
   “Abby, it will all work out. I promise nothing will happen to you, or Melodi, or Katie. No one, okay?” He reaches out and takes my hand, soothing me.
 
   “I know, but you aren’t God. You can’t control what he’s going to do next,” I snap.
 
   “I’ve been watching him carefully for that last twelve months. He hadn’t noticed me until I ran into Melodi that day.”
 
   “So, this is all my fault because I ran into you, or is it because Jacob has had his eye on me since my sister died? Now he’s decided to make his appearance known and him coming into my workplace…is it all part of his master plan?” Melodi asks from the doorway. Flick’s by her side, wearing a stone face. She’s very protective of Melodi, as is everyone else in here, especially me.
 
   “What! No. This is not your fault at all. It’s all my fault. I should have dealt with it all those years ago, and now he has a lot of anger built up and who knows what he’ll try. I was stupid back then when I decided to leave, but I had no choice—”
 
   “You always had a choice, Abby!” Melodi screams at me. Corban is by her side instantly. I hang my head in shame as Katie comes over and climbs onto my lap. I wrap my arms around her and take a deep breath.
 
   “I know. I wasn’t thinking. The whole thing was staged, my death was staged.” There’s silence all around me, and I look up into the shocked faces of everyone present.
 
   “What do you mean, staged?” Melodi asks.
 
   “What I mean is I had been planning it for a little while with the help of Blake.”
 
   “Tell me.” Melodi walks over to the lounge and takes a seat, as does Corban and the rest of them.
 
   “I’ll put Katie to bed first. I don’t think it’s something she needs to hear.”
 
   Blake steps forward taking her from me. “I can do it for you, they deserve all the answers.” 
 
   Seeing her wrapped in her father’s arms fills me with a joy that I never thought I would experience, and that’s another thing I need to face. My list just keeps growing with all the mistakes I’ve made.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   The Plan and Execution
Three Years Ago
 
    
 
   I was sitting there, talking, looking over this crazy idea Blake and I had come up with. Who in their right mind would do something like this? Oh, that’s right…me. 
 
   I saw no other way to get out of this mess. Of course, there was the police, but I didn’t want my family knowing how terrible my relationship with Jacob really was. Blake was the only one who knew about everything. Jacob was out of town for a few more days, then everything would be set in motion. 
 
   We had a plan. 
 
   So much thought had been put into this, but was it really worth all the trouble? 
 
   I honestly didn’t know. 
 
   “Are you okay, Abby?” Blake’s voice pulled me from my thoughts. 
 
   I looked over the paperwork spread out in front of us. Plane tickets bought with cash. A detailed plan and notes for how everything would flow. Now we just needed to compile enough money to survive for a little while. Blake was taking care of the new paperwork, new name and security numbers. Once again, there was so much work to achieve something that could easily be fixed by just going to the police, but Blake said that they couldn’t do anything unless there was proof. The only thing was to obtain a restraining order against him, and knowing him he would violate that within a matter of hours. Who knew what would happen then.
 
   “Yeah, this is so much to take in. I don’t think I can go through with this.” So much crazy was running through my head.
 
   “I know you can do this. You’re a strong woman and I’m crazy about you. I want you safe and all to myself.”
 
   “This just doesn’t seem right.”
 
   He moved closer, wrapping me in his arms. As soon as they were around me a sense of relief enveloped me.
 
   “Everything will work out for the best. It might take some time for things to smooth over, but I know it’ll all work out.”
 
   He tried his best to comfort me, and yes it worked for a short time, but once I was on my own again, I thought about things and began to fall back into the doubtful pit of despair.
 
   “Abby, don’t overthink this, it needs to be done. He’s back tonight and you need to be prepared for the following week and what’s got to happen.” The thought of what was going to happen in the next week made me sick to my stomach. “Now do you know what you need to do?”
 
   “Yes, I don’t need reminding, thanks,” I snapped, not wanting the reminder.
 
   “I’m sorry, but it has to be perfect. One slip up, and he’ll know and then this will all fall apart.” 
 
   I aimlessly nodded, not really listening anymore. I already knew what was at stake…my life and the lives of those I loved around me.
 
   Blake took a hold of my face, gently lifting it so my eyes met his. His warm hands caressed my face, sending a single shiver of excitement down my spine. His eyes blazed with concern, mixed with a hint of excitement. I leaned into him, meeting my lips with his, such a small connection, but with feelings of the highest magnitude. He made me feel things I’d only ever dreamed. 
 
   Our kiss intensified and we both knew what was coming. This could very well be our last moment together for a long time, so we devoured every inch of each other as though we were about to take our last breaths. His touch left tingling sensations over my body as his fingertips danced over my highly sensitised skin. 
 
   I could only hope everything worked out and we’d have our time together in the future.
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   I was startled awake by my phone buzzing with a message. I glanced at the clock seeing it was 1:00 a.m. Who messages anyone this late? Only one person came to mind…Jacob.
 
   After I’d left Blake’s, I went straight home and laid awake for what felt like ages. When it finally felt like I was drifting to sleep, I heard from the one person of whom I was most petrified. I picked up my phone and I was correct, it was Jacob. 
 
    
 
   Jacob: Hey, beautiful. I can’t wait to see you tomorrow. We have so much to talk about and sort out. I love you so much, please forgive me for how I’ve been acting. xx
 
    
 
         Wow! I was speechless. Was he delusional? It’s like that phone call never happened, but this is how it goes though. He would try hard to forget the fight or anything that happened, and act as though it never actually transpired. I knew what I needed to do, and that sick feeling I was able to push aside when Blake was with me was back in full force. I thought I might be sick, but I swallowed the lump rising in my throat and sucked up the emotions and did what I needed to do to pull this off. My shaky fingers robotically typed the reply.
 
    
 
   Me: Looking forward to it. Yes, we do need to talk about things. xx
 
    
 
        Typing those kisses at the end were the hardest buttons to press. Two simple xx’s only because they represented a kiss, and I would prefer to never kiss, or even think about kissing him again. I knew it was going to happen and I don’t know how I’m going to go with that, but hopefully I could pull off the real girlfriend act. I wished I’d met Blake first because then I would never have had to have gone through any of this. My heart ached with all the, what ifs, I’d been experiencing lately. Nothing in life was easy and to get to the happiness we want and deserved, we needed to push through those trials and hurdles that come our way. This was one huge hurdle I needed to get over to be able to achieve the happiness I wanted and deserved.
 
   Sleep finally met me again as I filled my thoughts with all the positives in my life.
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   My heart raced as I entered the hospital. I was here to give blood, nothing new to me, but today I needed to be able to pull off a miracle. I was there for the next hour or so then I had to go meet Jacob for lunch. Everything was moving so quickly that I was worried I would stuff it all up and not do what I needed to, and I would stay stuck in this almighty rut which was my life. 
 
   I can do this, I can do this.
 
   I was shown to my seat as they prepared and gave me the usual speech. My heart felt like it was going to jump through my chest and land on the floor in front of me. I couldn’t believe I was actually going to go through with this.
 
   I sat and waited, the time ticked by so slowly it was as though I was sitting there watching and waiting for paint to dry. Luckily, it was nearly time for a shift change amongst the nurses which was why I planned it at that time. I’d done this numerous times over the years. I liked to give back to those people who needed it, so it was the least I could do. 
 
   I looked around at the current nurses who were doing some last checks and making notes for the nurses’ change of shift. I looked to my blood bag and saw that it was about halfway full. Looking up, I saw that the nurses were at their station discussing things and now was my chance. I pulled the needle from my arm, trying hard to ignore the stinging pain. I reached up and took the bag of blood and placed it quickly in my handbag. I kept watch the station and noted that all the new nurses were signed on and beginning their rounds. I was glad there were curtain separators between the patients. This was when this whole process began. The nurse arrived in my cubicle and I was nervous as hell because I needed this to work.
 
   “Hello, dear, weren’t you hooked up?”
 
   “Oh no, they hadn’t gotten to me yet. They asked me to wait those few minutes until shift change occurred.” 
 
   The elderly nurse looked at me then back to her notes, I instantly felt sick to my stomach. She was sure to notice something like maybe the small pinhole that I was trying to keep concealed and not bleeding.
 
   “Okay, well, let’s get you hooked up—”
 
   “Actually, I’ve just had a call from my sister and her car has broken down, so I’m unable to do this now. I’ll have to come back next week. I’m really sorry to have inconvenienced you.” I quickly snatched up my bag, keeping its contents concealed and walked past her while not meeting her eyes. 
 
   I was shaking so badly that when I got in the car I couldn’t even bring myself to start it. Instead, I broke out in tears. Tears of fear. But what was I more afraid of? Fear of getting caught, or the fear of continuing my life how it was with Jacob and his unpredictability? 
 
   Now I needed to mentally prepare myself for seeing him again. Just the thought caused my stomach to fall. I knew Blake would be close by if Jacob tried something or got physical in any way, but it still did nothing to quell my innate fear of what was to happen. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   Three Years Ago
 
    
 
   I was sitting in front of the restaurant. It was the exact same restaurant I ran out of when Jacob proposed. I knew he was doing this to taunt me, to show me that he was always going to be the one in charge and that no matter what I do I would always be trapped in his net. Well, not for much longer. I sent a quick text to Blake.
 
    
 
   Me: Hey, I’m outside the restaurant waiting. I’m so nervous. I honestly don’t know if I can do this.
 
    
 
   I hit send and waited. I checked my watch and saw that I was about ten minutes early. I didn’t want to be late because I didn’t want to upset him. This whole idea rides on him forgiving me and us being the happy couple again. My phone went off causing me to jump.
 
    
 
   Blake: It will all be okay and everything will work out.
 
    
 
   I hit reply.
 
    
 
   Me: How is this right when we won’t get our chance in the future if I’m ‘away’ for who knows how long?
 
    
 
   I wish I’d met Blake before Jacob. Jacob was the man in the mask. With the mask on, he was a kind and loving man, but take that mask off and you would see the ugliness that hid underneath. The controlling and possessive nature he had was like a virus and once it touched you, it ate away until you’d been brought down to his level and were willing to bend to his every whim. I knew I was missing my chance with Blake, but I also knew my safety came first. If I simply just ended it, he wouldn’t leave me alone. Hence, he thought that we were still in a relationship and that everything that had happened recently was simply forgotten. Believe me, it absolutely was not. My phone beeped.
 
    
 
   Blake: We WILL have our time. I promise you, we will have our time. It may not be right now, or tomorrow, but we will have it. I’m so glad I’ve had a small amount of time with you, it’s better than none at all. You’re the best thing in my life, and as hard as this all is, I know it will all work out in the long run.
 
    
 
   Butterflies raged in my stomach as I read his words. He made me feel giddy, like a girl with her first crush all over again. I was sure he was right about us getting our time, but it upset me we can’t have that now.
 
    
 
   Me: I know. I can’t wait to see you later. x
 
    
 
   His reply was instantaneous.
 
    
 
   Blake: I can’t wait either. I want as much time with you as I can get. Also don’t forget to delete these messages from your phone. 
 
    
 
        What a way to ruin the moment. I went back and deleted all the messages. I even went so far as to delete his number because I knew exactly what Jacob was like, and would probably want to see my phone to see what I’d been up to since he’d been away and we hadn’t actually seen each other.
 
   I checked the time and saw I was five minutes late already. Yeah, he wouldn’t like that. I freaked out and grabbed my bag, practically sprinting to the door of the restaurant.
 
   As I stepped inside the room, I saw him looking down at his watch with a scowl on his face but the instant he looked up and saw me, he greeted me with a smile, then stood from his seat to come and meet me. I felt sick to my stomach. I didn’t want to kiss him or be anywhere near him. I took a few deep breaths, plastered on a fake smile and began walking toward him, meeting him halfway.
 
   As I stepped in front of him, I paused for a moment. I wasn’t sure why, it was as if fear caused me to freeze. Thankfully he didn’t notice and wrapped me up in his foreign embrace. I had become accustomed to Blake and his warmth as he tenderly wrapped me within his secure arms. I couldn’t remember a time that I’d ever felt like that in Jacob’s arms, so I was fighting the urge to push him away and run again, but I didn’t. 
 
   “Hello, beautiful,” Jacob whispered into my hair. Something about him was different; I’m not sure what, though. “You’re late, why?” And there it was, that tone, the tone that killed any and every cell of happiness you might hold within you.
 
   “Sorry, I got caught up with Melodi. She needed my help with some things at home,” I lied. It was unbelievable how easy it was to lie to him now. There was still fear involved regarding getting caught, but I couldn’t think about that right now. 
 
   He nodded, seeming as though he accepted my answer. “Let’s eat. I’ve already ordered for us, I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
   Now, why would I mind? Because you’d done it every other time we’d gone out. If only I could say that out loud to him. I wasn't too keen on a confrontation in the restaurant again.
 
   “Sounds great. I’m sure I’ll love what you’ve ordered for me.” I smiled, placing a sickening kiss on his lips. As I pulled away, he grabbed my wrist tightly and pulled me back into him, forcing his lips hard onto mine and causing me to taste the metallic tang of blood as he bit my lip. I tried my hardest to keep it together. He willed my lips to part, and as I did he explored my mouth. This was the hardest thing by far, but I knew I needed to go with it. 
 
   He pulled back looking satisfied. “Now that’s a better greeting to give your future husband.” 
 
   My heart instantly stopped. He couldn’t be serious.
 
   “Um…Jacob. I told you I didn’t w…want to g…get married,” I stuttered. I really didn’t want to do this right now. He still hadn’t let go of my wrist. Instead, he tightened his grip and began leading me to the table. I refrained from struggling due to the increasing pressure and pain. He stopped, gestured for me to take a seat, so I did. He slid into the booth beside me, making my escape harder.
 
   “You don’t get a choice, Abby. You’re mine and no one else’s. Especially not my half-brother’s.” 
 
   I couldn’t keep the shock from my face and it was clear he could see right through my visage.
 
   “Wha…what are you talking about? I hardly know him.”
 
   “You really think I’m that stupid? Just because I’m out of town doesn’t mean I haven’t kept a close watch on you.” 
 
   Oh my goodness, this man needs to be in a mental institution. How can anyone be as possessive as him? Has he done this to other girls or am I his first?
 
   “Yeah, we hung out as friends, but nothing more. I promise,” I begged, trying to pull my hand away without success. He just tightened his grip.
 
   “Stop lying,” he hissed at me. “You will be mine forever and nothing you do will change that.” 
 
   I was about to reply, but the waiter came over to deliver our meals. Turns out it was the same waiter that took care of us the night I ran out. Well, doesn’t this day just get better and better. I gave him a nervous smile and looked down at the table. Jacob still hadn’t let me go. I should have known better and stayed away.
 
   The plan we had in place at that moment was looking more and more like the best idea ever. How was I going to simmer this whole situation down? Jacob scared me right to the very pit of my existence. His touch caused my skin to burn; he was one vile man. If I can get him put away, and keep other girls from being his victim, then that’s what I would do, even if it costs me everything. My family, my friends, and even Blake. He was the one real thing in my life right now. Of course, I loved my family, but to have someone like Blake hold me and tell me it would all be all right made it ten times easier to live with the long-term decision I’d made.
 
   The waiter placed our meals down and gave me a cautious look that said, “I remember you and I see what he’s like.” I gave him a weak smile and then he turned to leave us. 
 
   “When should we tell our families about our upcoming nuptials?” Jacob’s question stunned me. So much anger and frustration at this man was building up within me. Why couldn’t he let me be? Surely he saw how unhappy he’d made me. Okay yes, once he was the most perfect guy, but then after I gave myself to him he changed in so many ways. His possessiveness became so much worse and then he became abusive and unpredictable. I should have made my move back then before we’d gotten to where we are now, but I was stupid and naive to think he’d change, or even wanted to change. People like Jacob are who they are and there was no changing him. 
 
   What’s that saying? A leopard can’t change their spots.
 
   What do I say to him? Time to throw things into motion and, let the pieces fall where they need to.
 
   “How about we discuss that tonight when I come over?” A cloud of anger washes over his face and his eyes become hard.
 
   “Who says you’re welcome at my house? Do you still have the ring?”
 
   “Yes.” I reached into my bag and pulled it out. 
 
   He snatched it from my hand. “Why aren’t you wearing it?” he growled at me, causing me to slide a little away from him in fear and shock.
 
   “Be…because I wasn’t sure what our relationship status was after my foolishness the other night. I’m sorry about that.” It was incredible how the lies kept falling from my lips. I’d never been one to lie to anyone, but now my life was going to be full of them. It wasn’t the greatest feeling in the world to know what you’re about to do to your family. 
 
   “Fine, come over tonight and we will discuss it. I have to go now, enjoy the meal.” He didn’t even try to kiss me; he just slid out of the booth and walked away. As soon as he was out the door the waiter came by with the check. 
 
   Are you freaking serious?
 
   “Sorry about this, Miss.” He placed it down on the table and walked away.
 
   I hoped Jacob got what was coming to him. I managed to eat some of the meal, only just being able to keep it down. I paid the check and went home to plan for tonight’s events. The nerves began to kick in and I knew they’d get worse as the day wore on. I messaged Blake and informed him of what went down.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   Three Years Ago
 
    
 
   I stood in front of the mirror, my reflection staring back at me. After tonight, I would no longer be known as Abby White. I would now have a new name and papers and new bank accounts had been set up using my new name. Blake handled it all. I supposed being a police officer he had connections with people who could do this kind of stuff. He informed me today that everything was in place and ready to go and that I only had to worry about the setup.
 
   I turned my back to the mirror and glanced around my room. A mixture of emotions ran through my body. I felt sad for what I was about to put my parents through and was scared out my mind. Blake would always be here for me, I knew that. He did say he would try to visit wherever I was. It was funny that I didn’t even know where I was going yet. It was one big mystery to me. 
 
   A knock on the door pulled me from my thoughts.
 
   “Come in,” I yelled, as I scrambled around to finish getting ready. I couldn’t take anything with me. I’d managed some keepsakes, only a few photos and trinkets, though. They meant the most to me and if my house were burning down, my photos would be the first thing I would grab.
 
   Looking up, I saw Melodi poking her head through the door.
 
   “Hey. Where are you off to? You look good.” She smiled as she sat on my bed.
 
   “I’m going to see Jacob.” Silence crackled through the room. Her screwed up facial expression told me everything I needed to know.
 
   “Really? How can you still be with him?” 
 
   “I’m not really with him. He has changed since we met and I can’t deal with it anymore, so I’m going there tonight to end things.” I was a little hesitant as to what to tell her because I knew Melodi and if she thought something was up, then she would never give up.
 
   “Oh…do you want me to come with you? It makes me nervous to think what he might do when you end things.” 
 
   I sat on the bed with her and took her hand. “Everything will be all right. Yes, he has changed, but he would never do anything harmful to me.”
 
   “Pfft…whatever. I don’t trust him. Let me come with you, please,” she practically begged me. It broke my heart that I couldn’t do this with her by my side. I didn’t know how I was going to get through this, I was not going to have any support and it shattered me like a glass window getting a rock smashed through it. 
 
   “It’s okay, Mel, really. I won’t be long,” I lied. Another lie that sealed a nail in my so-called coffin. The thought of my parents burying an empty coffin chilled me to the bone. I was half tempted to pull out. 
 
   How am I going to leave Blake?
 
   He had awoken a new life inside of me. Every morning I woke up and he was the first person that was on my mind. He was the one person I wanted by my side forever, and now I couldn’t have that because of this monster. Blake’s touch gave me tingles on my skin and flutters in my heart. I knew I’d only known him for a short time, but when you know and feel it in your heart that something was right, you couldn’t help but want that in your life forever.
 
   Melodi nodded reluctantly giving in. 
 
   “I hope everything goes well tonight. I expect details tomorrow.” She smiled as she got up and walked out my room, leaving me emotionally raw and open like a gaping wound. A small tear escaped my eye, and I quickly swiped it away. I grabbed my bag, throwing it over my shoulder, and took one more look around my room, leaving it how it was and knowing that I wouldn’t be coming back here again. I turned around and walked out the door without looking back. 
 
   I shouted out a goodbye to Mum and Dad and it hurt that I couldn’t go give them a proper goodbye. Grabbing my keys, I walked out Abby White and was ready to assume my new identity.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Blake and I had decided to quickly meet in the park on the bench where we first met that short amount of time ago. As I walked across the park, I saw him waiting. He wasn’t looking my way, so I stopped and took a moment to drink in his perfection. I remembered our last night together, only a few nights ago, he promised me that he would never stop trying to end this so that we could be together and that I could come home. 
 
   He caressed every part of me and drank me like a cold drink on a hot summer’s day. The touch of his lips against mine as I devoured his taste, my body tingled with anticipation. Every touch he’d gently placed on my skin lit up my heart and made me feel new emotions I never knew existed in an intimate relationship. Blake had opened up my eyes to a new kind of life and a special type of love. He, now and forever, would completely own me, heart and soul.
 
   Snapping out of my pleasant daydream, I began walking across to him again. When he saw me, his face lit up with a smile and he got up rushing over to me. I couldn’t help but smile back. When he reached me, he wrapped me in his arms and gently brushed his lips against mine. 
 
   “How are you feeling?” he asked, but he didn’t release me from his embrace. He clung to me tightly, knowing that this would be our last embrace for who knew how long. 
 
   “I’m so worried, Blake. I honestly don’t know if I can go through with this. There must be another way?” A lump began to form in my throat. Blake released his arms from around me and brought his hands up to hold my face. He tilted my head up slightly so our eyes met. His emerald green eyes shone with admiration and love. 
 
   “He’s a man that wouldn’t take any notice of a restraining order seriously. I’ve seen him with you Abby, and I know what possessiveness looks like. I’m trained to notice that type of behaviour.” 
 
   I knew he was right. “I know, but I’m giving up so much. Do you know how hard it is to say goodbye to your twin sister, to know that she’s going to believe you are dead in the next day or two? To not be able to say a proper goodbye to my parents…” Tears began to well in my eyes and fall down my cheeks, but they weren’t there for long because Blake brushed them away.
 
   “I’m truly sorry for you having to go through this, but for right now this is the only way. If we can cause trouble for him, then we might stand a chance that you won’t need to be gone for long. I will always be here for you. We will have those new phones, and I’m the only one who knows your new name. You can contact me at any time and if you ever need me, I will always be there for you,” he said his words full of conviction. I knew he wasn’t too keen on this idea either because it meant time away from each other.
 
   I nodded in acceptance. “What if I mess this up or he really does do something to harm me?”
 
   “He won’t. I think you should leave your necklace, the one you have on now so I will know that you actually got away.” 
 
   I placed my hand over my necklace, the necklace that Melodi gave me for my birthday. I never took it off. At least if I left it, she would have something to remember me by. Although I knew she wouldn’t need that. Being twins, we sensed each other. I remembered Mum telling us one time that if one was upset, so was the other, yet we could be in separate places. 
 
   One time, when we were five, I was with Dad and Melodi was with Mum. Dad and I were at the hardware store when all of a sudden I got sharp pains in my knees. They hurt so bad that I was in tears. Dad rushed me home and when we got there, we discovered that Melodi had fallen off her bike and skinned both her knees. I wondered if she would still feel my presence when I would be apparently dead. 
 
   “Okay. I need to go, or I’ll be late and he won’t like that.”
 
   We both released a heavy sigh. This was the moment we’d been dreading, yet anxiously waiting for. Blake placed his lips on mine and our kiss was tender and full of passion. Soon our hands were touching every part of each other, memorising everything.
 
   “I wish we could have one more moment together,” Blake whispered against my ear, his breath tickling me.
 
   “I know. Why couldn’t you have found me sooner?”
 
   “I’m sorry, I was blind for so long and wasn’t looking until that day I saw you there upset and down. Something within me wanted to help you, then that something grew from wanting to assist you into wanting to be a part of your life. I wanted to save you from the hell you’d been living and to show you what heaven on earth can be like with the right person.”
 
   His words wreaked havoc with my emotions, especially my heart. I was so angry that I couldn’t have my piece of heaven on earth with Blake. Instead, I had to leave and possibly never come back.
 
   “Where is all my paperwork?” I couldn’t allow my heart any more pain. I needed to distance myself from everything and that included Blake, even though I knew he was my one and only.
 
   He produced an envelope from his back pocket and handed it to me. “Do you remember what I said about setting the scene?”
 
   “Yes,” I said bluntly. He went into full details the other day about how I needed to set out the blood and to make it look like an argument had taken place.
 
   I took the envelope. “Thanks for everything…I think. I guess this is it for now.” 
 
   “Yes it is, and I promise I will try to come see you as soon as I can.” Sadness filled his voice.
 
   With his words spoken, I said nothing more but turned to leave. As I started walking away, Blake grabbed my arm, pulling me back into his solid chest and kissing me with everything he had. 
 
   Our final goodbye for who knew how long. Possibly forever.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   Three Years Ago
 
    
 
   As I drove to Jacob’s, I couldn’t help the tears that had begun to fall. Nothing seemed to be stopping them; they were like a leaking tap that you couldn’t fix. 
 
   Everything I once knew was about to change forever. 
 
   Pulling up outside his place, I mentally set my emotions in check. I grabbed the blood bag I had stored in a small cooler box and put it in my handbag. My hands hadn’t stopped shaking; it actually felt like my whole body was trembling, like an electric current was pulsating through me.
 
   I glanced up at the front door and saw Jacob was there waiting for me in the doorway. He was like a hawk, always watching and waiting for its prey. Putting on a fake smile, I began to set this plan in motion. As I stepped out of the car, I thought the night air was cooler than usual. I didn’t know if it was just me, or if it really was the weather. 
 
   I arrived at the door, ready to greet Jacob, who was standing there with a stone cold look of disapproval on his face.
 
   “What’s wrong, baby?” I asked, acting all doe-like.
 
   “You’re late, dinner has been ready for the last ten minutes, and you can’t even bother to call or text me and tell me you were going to be late?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I got held up. Melodi needed some help with a few things.”
 
   “Save your pathetic excuses for someone who actually cares.” After that punch to the gut with his vulgar words, he turned and stalked back inside. Just what I needed was him in a foul mood. But, there was a plus side, maybe it would work in my favour.
 
   I walked in, closing the door behind me. I kept having to remind myself to breathe because I was so frightened of what was going to happen. For all I knew he would kill me for real, or do some serious damage, and then I’d be stuck in the hospital for who knows how long and I wouldn’t have an opportunity to get away.
 
   “Smells delicious in here, baby,” I announced as I walked into the kitchen. His dining room adjoined it. The dinner table was set perfectly aside from the horrid carnation flowers that sat dead centre. He was taunting me as he knew I despised this type of flower. He went all out with the gold rimmed crystal goblets filled with a lush pink bubbly wine he had just finished pouring. I doubt he would have done this, or even cooked the dinner himself for that matter. It was probably prepared by one of his lady maids that he employed. I guess when you’ve got money you can have what you want without worrying about consequences.
 
   I didn’t get a reply from him. Instead, all I got was a grunt. Seriously, he was like a child who didn’t get his own way. 
 
   “Oh, come on, don’t be like this. Isn’t this meant to be a nice night?” I smiled, trying to simmer down his temper that was already brewing. I hoped he couldn’t hear the fakeness that was in my voice.
 
   “It was going to be a nice night until someone decided they were going to be late and lie about why they’re late.” He stopped what he was doing, and turned to what I was sure was my ghost white face. I felt all the blood drain away since he seemed to know why I was actually late. 
 
   “What do you mean? I told you why I was late.” I tried to keep the nervousness I was feeling from my voice, but I was absolutely sure I’d failed.
 
   “You’re lying!” he yelled at me. It was not the first time he’d yelled at me or the second or third or the one hundredth for that matter, but I sensed something in his tone that frightened me right to my very core. I took a hesitant step back, bumping into the wall that I didn’t realise was so close behind me. It had been a little while since I’d been there because so much had been going on. I couldn’t even remember the last time Jacob and I were intimate. I said nothing but waited to see what he did.
 
   “I know you were with him. Did you forget what I said about the fact that I know everything that’s been going on? Especially with Blake.” 
 
   I swear my eyes bulged out of my head at his words. “Are you saying that you’ve been watching me?” A mixture of emotions roared through me. I found myself getting angrier, but at the same time more frightened. My body was tense and I was unable to relax. I was angry because of the foolish person I had been for so long. I put so much time and effort into this relationship. I was always being made to feel like I was the one that had done something wrong, and never feeling good enough. Why was I so blind to all of this?
 
   “You have no idea, Abby. I know about your stay-overs with my half-brother while I was away. You are mine, not his!” He was beyond angry now and I wasn’t sure what I should do. Abandoning the plan was looking good at that exact moment.
 
   “Look, I might just go until you cool off because this is not going to get us anywhere,” I said as my voice trembled. I began to turn and walk away, but not before he swiftly grabbed my arm, dragging me back into the dining room. My foot slipped and I tripped, hitting my head on the corner of the table. Pain radiated throughout my head and I felt warm liquid sliding down my face. I touched my fingertips to it, softly pulling them away and noticing blood staining them. My breath hitched and tears began to fall fast. 
 
   What just happened? He had never been this forceful.
 
   “Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry, baby.” Jacob instantly forgot about his outburst and became this caring person. He reached out for me, and I immediately recoiled from him and the pained expression touched my heart ever so slightly. I didn’t want these gentle feelings from him. My head was throbbing, and I winced from the pain. “Please, baby, let me help you.”
 
   “I don’t want your help,” I whispered as I struggled to pull myself from the ground. I didn’t get far before a dizzy spell struck. I stopped and leant against the wall till it passed. Jacob stood there watching, there was no remorse on his face for what he had done. 
 
   “Please, I’m really sorry. I don’t know what happened. I just snapped.” I knew he didn’t care for me. He thought of it as punishment for what I’d caused him lately.
 
   “It’s what you always do, Jacob,” I talked slowly trying to catch my breath. “You haven’t treated me the right way for a long time now. You’re so angry and possessive. How can you not see the way you’ve been treating me is so totally inappropriate. And then when you injure me, all of a sudden, you want to be the loving man that I once knew?” I walked away toward the bathroom with Jacob following behind.
 
   “I don’t know what’s wrong with me, Abby. Truly, I’m very sorry.” 
 
   My eyes moved to his and I could see the remorse in them, but it’s not lost on me this time. This was the worst he’d ever hurt me.
 
   I glanced in the mirror and my heart dropped. Looking back at me was a blood-splattered woman I didn’t even recognise. It half looked like me, because one side was covered in blood but the other wasn’t. Grabbing a towel and running it under the tap, I began cleaning myself. On the outside, I may have looked calm, but on the inside I was screaming with alarm bells sounding loud and clear. I needed desperately to get the hell out of there.
 
   “Look, I’m just gonna go.”
 
   “No, please, stay, and get cleaned up. I’m going to go for a walk to clear my head. I am sorry. Please believe me.” He tried to reach out to me, but once again I couldn’t bring myself to allow him to touch me. His touch was poison. I didn’t meet his eyes. I nodded and moved away from him, continuing to clean the blood from my face. 
 
   I heard the front door slam shut and it caused me to jump. I don’t know what came over me, but as soon as that door slammed, a switch inside me flicked and I went into planning mode. I raced to my bag, my heart pumping with adrenaline. I grabbed the bag of blood and spread it where Blake had told me, in the bathroom over some towels. Though I was still actually bleeding a little from my head wound, and it was thumping like crazy, I needed to get this done quickly. 
 
   After about ten minutes, I was done. I’d gone and smashed a few things, photo frames, and destroyed the lovely dinner setting that was on the dining table. The final thing I did was to remove my necklace and I left it in amongst the blood splatter and blood-drenched towels as Blake had requested so he would know that I was safe. Little would he know about the head wound that was inflicted by Jacob. 
 
   I really hoped that it worked because I needed to be rid of him. I needed the fear that was within me gone. I knew I had to leave my family, friends, and now Blake, to carry this out but I could only hope that with time, that I could eventually come back and fix everything I had done.
 
   I picked up the envelope holding the papers with my new identity, along with the cash and a few other things like photos and a spare change of clothes. I left my wallet and purse behind. Taking a hold of the door handle, I looked over my shoulder at my handy work and smiled. I opened the door and walked out of the life I once knew. That was the beginning of a new life, a life that I would hopefully live in without fear. Blake purchased the ticket, and he’d said that everything had been arranged for me to get on the bus and to keep going until I felt safe. 
 
   It broke my heart that I was leaving him. He was my new everything and all I wanted was to have a life with him and for us to be happy. That simply couldn’t happen now. He had asked that I let him know where I was by sending him a postcard at each stop, and he would follow when it came time. I couldn’t use the phone he gave me until everything blew over, but even then I wasn’t sure I would use it. I couldn’t risk it.
 
   For now, my new journey had begun and my past was now just that, my past.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   Present Day
 
    
 
   “So I left, and I’ve been in that same area ever since.” I look around me and everyone’s eyes are bulging out of their heads. Rachel and Flick have their hands over their mouths while the guys sat there while their mouths hanging open in shock.
 
   “Where have you been living?” Melodi asks.
 
   “I travelled for what felt like ages and I went as far as I could to San Diego. I found a women’s shelter. They took me in and helped me with everything I needed.” The women there were beautiful spirits and so loving to all who were in their care. We were each other’s support and they helped me through my pregnancy and with the birth of Katie. I smile at the memories of their kindness. It was a place I called my home away from home. They welcomed me with open arms. When I learnt I was expecting Katie they were there for me through it all. After everything I had been through, all the heartache, the run for my life, to learn that without my family by my side I was going to enter the frightening world of motherhood was scary. I remember them wrapping me in their arms while I sat there staring at the test result, crying my eyes out as though my world had come to an end when in actual fact it was like starting a new life. Like mother hens with their baby chicks, they tucked me under their wings and became my new adopted family.
 
   “Wow! That’s pretty far,” Flick announces.
 
   “Yeah, I needed to feel safe and since I couldn’t go any further than there, I figured it would be good enough. I met the most amazing ladies at the shelter. They never knew my full story, but they saw the evidence on my face with the bruising from where I had hit my head that night.”
 
   “And what about Katie?” Melodi’s eyes met mine as I turned toward her. I knew these questions were going to be asked, but I’m not sure I’m ready for them tonight. I haven’t even had the chance to tell Blake that Katie is his child.
 
   “I found out I was pregnant a couple of weeks after I got to the women’s shelter. They helped me with everything. They set me up with appointments and doctors since I didn’t know anyone.”
 
   “Is Jacob her father?” she asks and holds my gaze. 
 
   My heart feels like a hand has wrapped itself around it and is squeezing tightly. “Umm…well, to be honest, I hadn’t been intimate with Jacob in a while so—”
 
   “So she is mine?” Blake cuts me off, his tone is hard and cold. 
 
   I didn’t realise he was back in the room. I wanted to tell him privately. I never wanted to keep this from him. Right now I’m feeling like the worst, and the stupidest woman in the world. 
 
   How could I hurt the one person I love by not telling him that he has a daughter?
 
   “I…I was going to tell you, I promise.” I jump up from my seat and race over to him. I take his hands in mine, but he pulls away and the rejection hurts. Tears spring to my eyes and I try once again to reach out for him, but he walks away and out the door, slamming it shut behind him. 
 
   Embarrassment courses through me. I can’t believe it came out when everyone was here. Don’t they have their own homes to go to? It seems like they are mind readers because in the next minute they all stand together and say their goodbyes to Melodi and Corban. As they walk past me, the guys don’t say anything. Why would they? I hardly know these people, but the girls stop and they both give me warm, gentle embraces. The kind that makes you feel like everything will be okay.
 
   Flick pulls back from the hug and looks at me. “I know I don’t know you, or Blake very well, but I’m sure things will work out. I can see the love that’s between you both. I see it with Melodi and Corban and I’m sure he’ll come around, eventually.”
 
   “Thank you,” I manage to choke out before the lump in my throat stops me from saying anymore.
 
   Before I realise it, I’m on my own again with Melodi and Corban. I don’t really know what to say to either of them right now. My mind is on Blake and how he’s feeling. I want, no, I need to talk to him. As I work up the courage to go out after him, the front door opens and in walks Blake. His face is hard, and I can see the hurt etched in his eyes and the frown that covers his brow. Hurt that I’ve caused him. He traverses to me, stopping just inches from me.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Two simple words with so much meaning. It feels like ages before he does anything, but then he reaches out and takes my hand, wrapping it in his own. I look down to our entwined fingers and back up to his beautiful green eyes. Eyes that make my heart melt. 
 
   “I’m sorry for storming out. It’s a lot to take in right now and knowing that I’ve missed out on years of her life crushes me.” 
 
   I sense him fighting back his emotions, but before I can reply Corban speaks up. 
 
   “Guys, we’ll go back to my place and give you two some privacy.” 
 
   Melodi hops up and goes into her room to pack a few items. I’m sure she’s feeling exhausted and probably sick as well. I remember my morning sickness, and it was hell and I would never wish it on anyone, but it’s a fact of life and I hope that she doesn’t have it like I did.
 
   “Will it be safe for them to go?” I ask Blake urgently. I don’t want them to be placed in danger any more than what they have been already. It makes me sick to my stomach knowing it’s my fault that Melodi and her babies could be harmed. Hell, even Corban getting hurt would seriously crush me, and I’ve only known him less than twenty-four hours. 
 
   “Yeah, they should be fine since it’s really you and Katie he’s after. Plus, I’ll be here to keep you safe, and I’m sure Corban can keep Melodi safe.” He wraps his arm around my shoulders pulling me to him, and lightly placing a kiss on my head.
 
   “All right you pair, I’m feeling tired and sick, so I need to get some sleep. It’s been a crazy twenty-four hours.” Melodi looks to me and Corban, and a small smile plays on her lips. “I’m glad you’re here, Abby. I just wish you’d told me somehow. I don’t think you realise the kind of damage your death did to our family and the court trials were super hard.” 
 
   I rush over to her, taking her in my arms. I’m so glad to have my sister back and I know nothing will ever fix those years I was gone and thought dead, but I will spend the rest of my life trying to make it up to them all.
 
   “I’m sorry, Melodi. Truly I am. I totally understand if you hold it against me.”
 
   “I don’t hold anything against you. I will admit I’m a little annoyed at you for not telling me about Jacob in the first place, and the miserable life he put you through. I always had my suspicions, but whenever I brought them up you just shut me out. I know Mum and Dad were blind to it because they thought the sun shined out of his butt.” 
 
   She gives me a small giggle. We’re still holding each other, and we embrace like it’s our last time all over again. We embrace for all the times we didn’t get to be there for each other. My eyes begin to well up at the thought of finally being home with my family. 
 
   “Don’t you dare start crying because you’ll set me off. Right now, I’m doing well at maintaining my hormone levels. This pregnancy stuff doesn’t seem real; I can’t believe I’m an aunt, and now I’m going to be a mum.”
 
   “I know it’s crazy, but I’m here for you no matter what and there are no more secrets between us.”
 
   “So Blake is Katie’s dad?” She smiles. “I can see the love you two have for each other, so Corban and I will give you both some space tonight. Tomorrow we’ll get you to safety, but also close by because I don’t want to have to say goodbye to you all over again. So please, I beg you, don’t leave again. We can sort this all out together.” She releases my arms.
 
   We look around for the boys and notice they cleared the room to give us this moment together. I know we’ll have plenty of moments together from now on after we’ve dealt with this Jacob situation. Once that’s achieved, I can get on with my life and hopefully have the happily ever after I need.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Melodi
 
    
 
   Walking into Corban’s apartment, I’m overwhelmed with so many different emotions. The ride home was silent and Corban knew I needed a moment to process everything that’s happened today, so he didn’t push for conversation. He just held my hand and let me know he was there for me. It’s those small gestures that mean the most. They may be little, but they speak a thousand words. 
 
   I walk straight to the bedroom and collapse, instantly sighing in relief to just have a moment to myself. So many things to think about. My sister who I thought was dead isn’t, and now I’ve got myself to worry about as well. But most importantly I need to worry about this crazy person who has it in for my family. Why couldn’t he leave us alone? 
 
   Corban walks into the room, stopping just in the doorway. I look up and meet his gaze. “Are you all right?” 
 
   I know he’s worried about me and the babies. There isn’t much that can be done for the babies except for me getting the rest that I need. I’m bound to become sicker over the next few weeks, or perhaps days. I don’t know how I’ll cope with it, but with Corban’s help I’m sure I’ll be fine. There’s also Rachel and Flick, who I’m sure are on high alert with everything they’ve heard today. 
 
   “Yeah, I’m okay, or as okay as someone can be when they find out that their sister, who they thought was dead for the last three years, has actually been in hiding and returns with a kid who belongs to the person who helped her hide.” I begin spewing these words out without even thinking. “How could she do this to me, as well as our parents? Was she even thinking of us when she put this silly plan in motion?” I release a loud sigh and cover my face with my hands.
 
   Corban wraps me securely in his arms, not saying anything because words are not what I need at the moment. I need him to be here with me, just him.
 
   We lay here in silence, his hands lightly gliding over my body, sending shivers down my spine. 
 
   “Let’s forget about everything but us at the moment. Let’s think about what’s going on in here.” He gently places his hand over my lower abdomen, giving it a soft rub which brings a smile to my lips. “Now there’s the bright smile I know and love.”
 
   “It’s crazy to think we’re going to be parents.” I grin.
 
   “I just hope they aren’t girls, because seriously, girls are trouble,” he laughs, placing a warm kiss on my lips. His kisses make my emotions swell because he fills my heart with so much genuine joy.
 
   “So when are we going to tell your parents? We need to tell them before Rachel gets to them first.” 
 
   Corban laughs, he knows his sister well. “I’ll ring Mom tomorrow and we can go over together after work.”
 
   “Sounds good.” I smile. 
 
   His lips connect with my mine and the heat of the kiss is liquefying. I wrap my arms around his neck, as awkward as it is with a heavy cast wrapped around my arm. I still can’t believe I was that stupid and fell. In a way, it’s kind of a blessing in disguise since we found out that we are expecting, so it all worked out. Now I’ve just got to put up with the silly cast for the next few weeks, although I don’t think it’s going to deter Corban from getting what he wants.
 
   As his hands explore my body, I revel in his touch which ignites my inner fire. With our lips connecting and our bodies tangling with each other’s, I am in the place I would never want to leave, Corban’s arms. He’s my security, my rock, and I never want to be apart from him.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   After a busy day at the office, we’re on our way to Corban’s parents’ place to give them our exciting news. Corban came to me today in between meetings and informed me that it seems Rachel may have already gotten to his parents. When I asked her, she innocently declined. She said nothing, but the little smile she had was one that spoke a thousand words. After a lot more pushing from my side, and a threat that she won’t be allowed to come to the next scan, she caved, finally admitting that she didn’t tell them everything and that she only said we had some special news for them. 
 
   At least she didn’t give away our little secret. Otherwise, she would’ve had Corban and me angry with her. So now her parents have turned this whole thing into something it doesn’t need to be. Corban told me that Athena is bringing her new boyfriend tonight. I’m looking forward to meeting him since she’s kept him to herself lately and wouldn’t even give us his name. She’s a very secretive woman, and I can’t say that she’s a close friend of mine, but I want to give her the benefit of the doubt and start to put a little trust in her since she will be an auntie to our babies. My only hope is she snaps out of her immature bitchiness. And, of course, Rachel and Axel will be there as well.
 
   I know I should be more understanding, but I don’t know how Abby could shut me out of her life for three years. Then when Blake decides it’s time for her to come out of hiding, she comes and in turn puts myself, Corban, and my children in danger. Not that I knew about the babies, but now I do. I’m apprehensive about what Jacob could be up to. 
 
   I didn’t get flowers today, which really surprised me since I’ve been getting them daily, but Blake informed me that there was a bunch sent to my apartment addressed to Abby. It was a bunch of red and black roses, I don’t know what that means, but I think he’s just twisting her head and trying to make her feel uneasy. I’d hate for anything to happen to her or Katie, especially since I’ve only just got them back into my life. Blake is moving them tonight into the apartment that Corban offered. I hope that they make it there okay and that it’s a safe place for them right now.
 
   “You look deep in thought,” Corban says bringing me back to the present.
 
   “Yeah, I’ve got a lot going on.” I release a sigh. “I hope Abby and Katie are safe.”
 
   “I’m sure they’ll be fine. I doubt Blake would let anything happen to either of them especially now that he knows Katie is his.”
 
   “It feels like I’ve only just got Abby back, and now I can’t even relish in that moment because it’s tainted by the same man who forced her away from me in the first place. I can’t believe she actually got away with that whole set up. But now that I think about it, she had Blake on the inside and he most likely oversaw everything.” I’m beginning to feel annoyed at Blake because now knowing what I do, he actually lied to me. “How do I begin to trust him or even her ever again?” 
 
   Corban reaches out taking my hand in his, trying to soothe my annoyance.
 
   “Do you think that they would do it all again?”
 
   “I hope not. I don’t think they’d be silly enough to do it again especially since Jacob would most likely know. All I can do is hope not. I don’t even know how my parents are going to react to the news. My Dad is going to hit the roof, and who knows, Mum might pass out or something. This is all so messed up, and now I’ve dragged you and your family along with my friends into it. I feel terrible about this.”
 
   “Hey now, don’t go thinking like that. You and I are a team and it’s not just us we need to think about.” He reaches out placing his hand on my tummy. “I’ll look after us and I’m sure Rach and Flick will be just fine with Axel and Liam. We will all look out for each other because that’s what family does.”
 
   I give him a nod because I don’t trust myself to speak since the lump that’s formed in my throat is clogging my air supply and I just might cry. How did I become so lucky? Going from a random kiss in a nightclub to expecting babies together, it’s all so quick and I’m sure people think I’m the stupidest woman, but when I look at what I have right in front of me, everything is perfect. I’m waiting for that perfect bubble to pop, and the honeymoon period with Corban to be over, which I hope like heck it never is.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Melodi
 
    
 
   As we pull up, the nerves kick into overdrive. I know I shouldn’t be nervous, but I don’t want them to think that I planned to fall pregnant to trap their son. I’m sure they wouldn’t think that, but Athena might. I notice her car is here, along with Rachel’s. I already know Rachel is over the moon and excited about becoming an aunt, but I’m not sure how the rest will react.
 
   “Don’t worry, beautiful, they will be thrilled with our news. Trust me, I know Mom is going to be ecstatic,” Corban voices my thoughts. Once again, my emotions must be readable like an open book as he doesn’t miss anything. 
 
   “I know, but with something like this I can’t help but worry. Especially about what Athena might think. We have only just sort of connected and I don’t want to ruin that.”
 
   “I’m here for you every step of the way. No matter what anyone says, I love you and these little ones of ours.” He leans over, kissing me lovingly on my lips and lingering for a short time. 
 
   Making our way inside, aromas of what’s cooking fills my senses and it smells wonderful. All my senses have become heightened. I’m still waiting for it to take a turn for the worse, but maybe it’s a little early, so I’ll enjoy the good while I still have it. 
 
   I hear voices and laughing coming from the kitchen. We make our way there and see Rachel, Athena, and Catherine working together to prepare dinner. I’m really surprised at the one-eighty that Athena has made, and Rachel isn’t even biting at her. 
 
   Have I stepped into another world?
 
   “Hey, everyone,” Corban announces. 
 
   They turn and all their eyes light up, especially Catherine’s. Yep, she knows. 
 
   “Oh, my dear boy, how are you?” She reaches Corban and gives him a tight, excited squeeze. “And you, little miss, how are you feeling?” 
 
   I glance over her shoulder at Rachel, giving her a small glare. How could she tell her mother before us? She needs a gag. It won't surprise me if she and Axel are actually into that stuff.
 
   “We’re going good, Mom. I guess by your reaction that Rachel has already gotten to you both.” He looks between his mum and Athena, who just smiles and nods. 
 
   Wow, so she approves?
 
   “Yes she did, and I’m extremely excited to become a grandma!” she squeals as she wraps me in an embrace. “Now you need to be taking care of yourself, dear. I’m sure your boss won’t mind if you drop back a few days, especially during the morning sickness stage.” She gives Corban a little glare.
 
   “I’m all right for now, but if it becomes too much, I’m sure he’ll look after me.” I smile.
 
   “My dear, what happened to your arm?” She instantly becomes concerned, the worry written over her face.
 
   “We went out the other night—” I begin and I’m cut off.
 
   “You were what? While you’re pregnant?”
 
   “Stop, Mom, before you get too far ahead of yourself,” Corban interjects. “Keep going, Mel.”
 
   “Okay, so I should say that this was all before we found out I was pregnant. We went out, I tripped up some stairs and landed funny, coming down on my wrist and breaking it, hence the cast.” 
 
   “How long are you in the cast for?” Catherine asks as she busies herself once again. 
 
   “About four to six weeks. I’ll get a check-up at four weeks and they’ll decide then what will happen.” 
 
   She nods and keeps preparing dinner. “How are you feeling? I know it’s early, but I do hope that it’s not too bad for you.”
 
   I knew the pregnancy questions were coming sooner or later. “I’ve been all right. I think the sickness has started to kick in, but I guess that’s to be expected with twins, so—”
 
   “Twins?” Catherine squeals in excitement. Rachel must have missed out on that tiny detail. “Oh my goodness.” She actually looks like she needs to sit down for a little while. If only she knew how I was feeling.
 
   “Ah…yeah. Sorry, I thought that Rachel had already told you all the details.”
 
   “I think that little piece of information was overlooked. Rachel!” she calls out, startling me.
 
   Less than a minute later Rachel comes in giving her knowing smile. “What’s up, Mom?”
 
   “Did you forget to mention anything…any tiny details perhaps?” 
 
   Rachel just keeps smiling and shrugs her shoulders. “Well, I couldn’t ruin it all for them, so I left the major details out,” she laughs.
 
   I didn’t see Athena leave. Corban has stepped outside and is talking with Axel, who I hadn’t even noticed was there. I hear voices coming towards the kitchen. As I look to the doorway, my blood turns cold as I’m face to face with Jacob. 
 
   Why is he here? 
 
   Why is Athena cozy with him? 
 
   I look at her standing beside him and how she’s all caught up in what he’s saying. He looks up and gives me his most evil grin, as though he knew I’d be here and honestly, I can’t think why he’d be here. I don’t move from my seat. I just stare at him. 
 
   “Oh. Athena, honey, who is your friend?” Catherine is oblivious to what this man is capable of and, of course, has no idea of the devil that’s walked through her door. Athena has invited him in, allowing him access to Corban’s family, and me.
 
   Before she can reply, a door slams behind me. I already know who it is and I’m sure I won’t be able to stop him, especially after what I’ve been put through lately with Abby showing back up and being threatened by him.
 
   “What the hell are you doing here?” Corban storms across the room and grabs Jacob by the scruff of his shirt, getting up in his face. 
 
   I move quickly, trying to defuse the situation. This is not that time, or place, to get revenge. Even though it would give me immense pleasure to watch Corban beat the living crap out of him. I don’t think his mum would approve since she’s already yelling at Corban to get off Jacob.
 
   Once Axel has Corban held back and settled, everyone is in the kitchen now and Corban’s parents are oblivious to what vile creature has been welcomed into their home.
 
   “Corban, you better have a good excuse for acting like that!” Catherine says in her take-no-crap tone.
 
   “This is the man responsible for causing so much pain to my family and the loss of Abby, my sister,” I say before Corban gets a chance to reply. He’s just too angry to respond reasonably and as I say the words, I see the shock register on her face.
 
   “Athena, how could you?” she breathlessly asks her daughter. Her shoulders slump as she heaves a heavy sigh and looks away from Athena, who’s unable to meet her eyes again. 
 
   I can just imagine what I must look like. I actually feel like I’m having an out of body experience. I kinda feel for Athena, because obviously he’s brainwashed her into thinking we are the bad guys. 
 
   “Mom, they’re the ones that are lying. Her sister is still alive,” she screamed at us. 
 
   Oh, my goodness, could this night get any worse? 
 
   That’s not something the world needs to know right now, especially Corban’s parents before my own. Catherine turns toward me, Corban, and Rachel. I cast my eyes down so I don’t have to meet her questioning gaze.
 
   “Mom, there are things that we are unsure about yet and that’s one of them,” Corban has calmed down enough to speak in a reasonable tone. 
 
   Catherine looks like she has a million questions running through her mind. “Athena, darling, how can you trust this man after hearing about what had happened, and how her sister was treated by this man?” She gestures towards Jacob, who’s standing there with a wry smile on his face. He’s such a manipulator. He can twist things his way with ease. He has a gift for having people believe in him. Anger begins to bubble within me and I can’t hold myself back.
 
   “You’re a twisted sick bastard, Jacob! Why can’t you just leave me and my family alone?” I yell at him from across the room.
 
   “Melodi…I don’t know what you mean. I’ve kept my distance.” 
 
   I wish his lie burnt his mouth. “You’re a liar and a manipulator. I don’t know what you’ve filled Athena’s head with, but I’m sure it’s all lies like everything that dribbles from your mouth.” I turn toward Catherine. “I’m sorry the night has been ruined. But unfortunately, I can’t, no, I won’t stay a moment longer while he’s here.” 
 
   Corban walks towards me, taking my hand in his. A simple gesture but it speaks volumes as it’s the support I need.
 
   “Sorry, Mom. We’ll talk soon. And Athena, I really hope you wake up and soon because that man right there is manipulating you.” With that said, Corban gives his mum a kiss on her cheek and leaves. Rachel and Axel decide to leave with us. I think Rachel might actually want to hurt her sister for the stupid mistake she’s making. I can only hope that Athena doesn’t get hurt, or even worse. I know he’s just told her lies and she’s young and stupid enough that she will believe him no matter what anyone tells her. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   We finally arrived at our temporary apartment and things between Blake and I are, to say the least, tense. We haven’t spoken much about the whole Katie issue. I feel terrible not having told him, but with things the way they were it wasn’t high on my list of priorities to try to reach out to him and risk putting myself, and my baby, back in danger.
 
   Katie is coping pretty well considering all that’s happened lately. She’s a bright little girl and has really taken to Blake, which makes me happy. He’s so sweet. When they play together, her happy little giggles fill me with joy knowing that she’s able to connect with her dad so easily.
 
   Sitting in the unfamiliar place, I can hear Blake reading Katie a story. Thankfully, the apartment is furnished and we didn’t have to worry about all that stuff. My mind hasn’t had much time to process what’s been happening. When Blake showed up on my doorstep a few days ago, every emotion from happiness straight to fear ran through me. I couldn’t believe he was there. I thought it was a dream. He looked as good as he did those years ago, and my heart lit up with excitement as my nerves kicked in. 
 
   After he told me what was happening with Melodi and with Jacob tormenting her, I couldn’t let her face this on her own. I packed my bags and left with him. I had to help, and if this whole thing gives me the chance to be back with my family, then I’m going to do anything I can. I won’t run again. I’m done, and I want Jacob to suffer just like I have been suffering from not being with my family and keeping Katie from them and more importantly Blake. Guilt will always tear away at me for keeping her from him, but what’s done is done. I can only pray that things will get better with time, but I know that it’s going to get worse before it gets better.
 
   “What are you thinking?” 
 
   I jump at his voice because I didn’t hear him come back into the room. I take a deep breath to calm my heart rate. He comes around and takes a seat on the couch with me. His incredible emerald eyes burn into mine, igniting the passion that’s always been there. That passion has been locked away for the last three years, pining for the one man who made me feel like no other man had made me feel before. Now here he is sitting in front of me once again. After everything, I can’t help but wonder if his feelings for me are as strong now as they were back then. I know I’m sounding like a little school girl wondering if some boy likes me or not, but I can’t help it.
 
   “I’m not sure really. I’m more worried about you.” My eyes never leave his as I watch him wipe his hand over his face, releasing a sigh. I can see the tension and pain written over his face, in every worry line that crosses his forehead.
 
   “I hate that you kept Katie from me.” 
 
   My heart shatters into millions of pieces at his words. “I know, and I’m truly sorry. You have no idea how the guilt of keeping her from you has affected me.” Tears begin to well in my eyes, and tightness wraps around my chest. 
 
   “I have to ask…are you sure she’s mine? I mean you were also with Jacob, so, of course, I can’t help but wonder.” He averts his eyes from mine, looking ashamed for asking the question.
 
   “I might’ve been in a relationship with Jacob, but it had been months since he laid a hand on me in that manner. We weren’t intimate for a while.” I take his hand in mine which warms my heart at his simple touch. “You were the only one at the time of conception. You made me feel alive and important.”
 
   “You were, and still are, important. Especially to me.” His free hand cups my cheek. I close my eyes and savour the moment. It’s amazing how your feelings not only remain the same but intensify as time goes on. It’s been so long since I’ve been close to anyone, years actually. The last man to touch me is the same man touching me now. No one else ever measured up to him, so I waited. “How is it possible since you were on the pill?”
 
   I open my eyes to be met with one charming smile. “After things happened between us I got sick, do you remember the day after when I couldn’t meet you?” 
 
   He nods. 
 
   “Well, when you get a bug it can affect the pill’s reliability. And yeah, it makes it easier to fall pregnant.” 
 
   “Oh, wow! That was something I never thought could happen.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. Imagine how I felt after I left and started becoming sick. Then boom, double lines on a pregnancy test.” I laugh at the memory of it now. I was in the bathroom at the women’s shelter with the lady that ran it waiting outside the door. She knew something was off when I was constantly feeling sick,throwing up, and unable to keep any food down. As I sat there waiting, my heart pounded in my chest so loudly that I could hear it thumping in my ears. Then those double lines appeared and my world turned upside down. The rollercoaster ride just never stopped to let me catch my breath. I automatically knew it was Blake’s, without a shadow of a doubt, and a part of me was super excited to have this part of Blake with me all the time. Not only as a reminder of him but a reminder of the love we shared. Yes, I can easily say I love Blake.
 
   “When were you going to tell me?” His fingers laced between mine. It’s like nothing between us has changed, all those feelings are right there on the surface laid out for each other to explore.
 
   “Well, while I was in hiding, I couldn’t contact you. Since you came and got me, I’ve been trying to find the right time to tell you, but things have been so full on.” 
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me while you were hiding? You could have contacted me.” I hear tension in his voice. 
 
   “I didn’t want to risk her, or my life. The thought of Jacob coming for us when you weren’t there to protect us…” I trail off.
 
   He takes my face in his hands and places his lips gently on mine. Every nerve in my body awakens to his kiss. I’ve missed his lips, his kind caring nature, and just him in general. He’s my everything and will always be my everything no matter what happens.
 
   Our kiss begins to heat up and his hands trail over my body. I wrap my arms around him as he pulls me onto his lap, wrapping his arms around me. This feels so right being back in his arms, just us together once again. As he goes to strip me of my shirt, his phone begins to ring. He reluctantly releases me, allowing me to climb off him, and answers his phone.
 
   “We aren’t done here just so you’re aware,” he says, giving me one of his cheeky smiles. I can’t help but feel like my smile goes from ear to ear. I relax back and listen as he answers the phone.
 
   “What do you mean?” I hear Blake’s voice rise. “What the hell? What’s going through your sister’s head?” 
 
   It must be Corban on the other end and something has happened for Blake to be this wound up, considering the happy mood he was in a moment ago. 
 
   “Well, at least we know he was kept busy while we moved Abby and Katie here. How is Melodi?” He silently waits for his response while watching me. A part of me wants to grab the phone so I can hear the answer. Poor Melodi doesn’t need more crap happening around her, she doesn’t need the stress.
 
   “Okay, good. Sorry about all this, I’m sure we’ll get this sorted soon and things will go back to normal.” After a few short moments, he ends the call. 
 
   I stand up and begin pacing around waiting for him to get off the phone. I’m anxious to find out about the conversation he’s just had. 
 
   “What happened?” Are the first words out of my mouth.
 
   “Jacob showed up at Corban’s house tonight.”
 
   “What!” I practically yell.
 
   “Shh…Katie, remember?” He places his hands on my shoulders, his eyes meeting mine. “It’s okay. Well, it’s not, but he was there with Corban’s sister, Athena. They’re together.” My head instantly falls into my hands releasing a huge sigh. This is bad. If Jacob can weasel his way into Corban’s family with his lies, I can only imagine the lies he’s told that poor girl, and she must be stupid if she fell for it all.
 
   “Is Melodi all right?”
 
   “Yeah, she’s a little shaken up, but she’s doing okay. At least they got to tell his family about the babies.” 
 
   I nod at his answer. 
 
   “So, when are you going to tell your parents?”
 
   Now that’s the number one question of the hour. I don’t know when or how to tell my parents, I don’t want to put them in any danger what-so-ever. 
 
   “I’ll wait until all this is over before letting them know.”
 
   “Yeah, good idea. Well, beautiful, it’s been a full few days and after sleeping on the couch for the last few nights at Melodi’s, I need a decent bed.” 
 
   “Yeah, I know what you mean. Sharing with Melodi and Katie, there wasn’t a lot of room in her bed.” We both laugh. It feels fantastic to be able to laugh after everything that’s been happening. 
 
   “Let’s call it a night.”
 
   “Hang on…who says you can stay in my bed?” I give him a seductive smile.
 
   “Oh, you won’t be stopping me tonight. It’s been a long three years without you and tonight is going to be incredible.” He places a longing kiss on my lips, igniting my core. Unexpectedly, he throws me over his shoulder, carrying me down to my temporary bedroom.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Melodi
 
    
 
   I lay in bed watching the rays of the sun dancing through the curtains and listening to the gentle rhythm of Corban’s steady breathing. The events of last night have really shaken me, and I’ve hardly gotten any sleep. I think I spent it tossing and turning. I cannot believe Jacob; he’s one conniving mongrel. He’s like one of the bad guys you watch in a movie, only now it’s real life and happening to us. 
 
   Why did this have to happen to my family? What if something happens to my babies because of the stress, or something worse? I’ve lived the past three years without my sister and my niece. I don’t want to lose them again. Abby is so different, but yet the same in some ways. I suppose she’s had to grow up a lot. I’m sure it wasn’t easy leaving us behind, but I understand it was for her safety. Especially if all the police were going to do was put out a Restraining Order on him. I know now that would never have stopped him, and I’m one hundred percent sure that he’s only using Athena to get to us. He’s always wanted Abby, and I don’t think anything will get in his way to achieving his final outcome. It frightens me when I think of what he might do to Athena once he has what he wants.
 
   Now with Athena in on it, Corban probably won’t let me out of his sight. He made me pack my suitcase last night, and now I’m staying at his place. Not that it’s a bad thing because I only ever want to be close to him. He makes me feel safe and he’s my rock.
 
   “You look lost in thought, beautiful.” 
 
   I’m startled by Corban’s voice as I thought he was sleeping. He lays his arm over my belly and pulls me closer to him, giving me a light peck on the cheek. 
 
   “Good morning, handsome.” I smile.
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   “I’m all right. Last night just rattled me a little. I can’t believe your sister. She has no idea what he is capable of doing. I know Abby never told me the full details about what went on between them, but I remembered the bruises along with her distancing herself from me. I’m worried what might happen to Athena.”
 
   “Yeah, I know what you mean. I don’t know how to help her. She’s always been the stubborn one of all of us kids and it doesn't help that Mom and Dad have basically handed her everything she wants.” 
 
   I hear the frustration in his words. I have some idea of what he might be feeling right now and I wish I could help. “She’s about to learn a hard lesson. Hopefully, your mum and dad talked some sense into her last night after we left.”
 
    He nods before leaning over placing a warm kiss on my lips. I close my eyes as I relish in this electrifying connection, the former conversation on hold for the time being. His hands begin to find their way up under my top as his fingertips dance along my sensitive skin. He pulls me on top of him as our kisses intensify and we are lost in each other.
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   I’m sitting at work, trying to decide if I’m hungry or not. Seriously, who am I kidding? I’m always hungry now, but I never know what I want to eat and then I eat it and next thing I know I’m visiting the bathroom once again. I’ve already been three times this morning. Being pregnant is not pleasant. Don’t get me wrong, I’m excited, but this morning sickness crap seriously sucks. I think I hate the women who don’t experience it when they’re pregnant. I’ve even Googled remedies for morning sickness. So far, I’ve gone out and gotten some sweets, along with some ginger biscuits and a sugary drink. I know that doesn’t sound too healthy, but I really need some help. It’s as though my body has flipped a switch. One minute I’m fine, the next I have my head hanging in the toilet bowl almost everytime I eat something.
 
   “How you feeling, Momma?” Rach questions as she makes her way over to my desk.
 
   “Urgh, I’m never doing this again…Two is a good number, right?” I ask, all serious.
 
   “Man, my parents will be lucky to get one from me. Axel’s sister has filled me in on all the gory details of childbirth, and that alone is a contraceptive pill.” 
 
   We both break out in laughter.
 
   “Yeah, don’t tell me anything. I’d rather go in blind. So have you heard from Athena at all?” I ask. 
 
   “Nah, I’m a little worried. She hasn’t been home and she hasn’t been at work, Mom said. She called them up and checked. She isn’t sure if she should call the police or not.”
 
   “I’m sure Blake is onto it, so tell her not to stress too much. Jacob has disappeared as well. We haven’t heard anything from him either, so I’m sure they’re together.” 
 
   It’s been a month since the dinner fiasco at Corban’s parents’ place. Blake hasn’t been able to locate them by their phones. None of Athena’s friends have seen her since the night of the dinner. It’s like Athena and Jacob have dropped off the face off the earth. Not that it would be a bad thing, but it’s a little concerning at the fact that they have left us alone. The flowers that were coming stopped the day after Abby and Katie showed up. Corban still doesn’t let me out of his sight, or if he’s not available, he makes Jonas, his driver and friend, watch me when I go out with Rachel or Flick.
 
   It’s been a while since Flick has made a home visit to me as I don’t want her or Liam to be a part of this and risk them getting hurt. I’d hate that and the guilt I’d feel should something happen to them would destroy me. Flick and Liam are going really well. She’s super happy when I speak to her on the phone, or she comes by the office and we have lunch. She will only come to the office and be in a public area with me because those are the rules now, thanks to Blake and Corban. We’re planning on having a night in over the weekend, which I’m looking forward to. It’s going to be movies and junk food along with lots of talk about babies, boys, and sex. But it will only happen if Blake gives us the okay because we want to include Abby, and he is going to look after Katie for her.
 
   Things between Abby and Blake have been going amazing. It’s so good to see her smile again, although I know she’s sick of being cooped up in the apartment. She knows it’s for the best, though. Katie is such a beautiful little spirit and I can’t wait for my little ones to get here so she’ll have little friends. I know Mum and Dad are going to love her to pieces. We haven’t told them yet about Abby, but Corban and I took a trip to their place about two weeks ago to see them and tell them our happy news. They were so excited to become grandparents and they want updates all the time. I’m forever getting messages from Mum asking how I’m going and when the next scan is. 
 
   In fact, I have a scan this morning. I’m waiting for Corban to come out of his current meeting then we are going to the doctors. I’m excited to see our babies again. I’m sure I’m about nine weeks along now. I’ll have my cast removed today as well, which I’m really excited about. It’s been nothing but a hindrance. Dressing myself has been a little challenging as well as always having to wrap it up for showers. I can’t wait to be able to sit in the bath tonight and actually enjoy it without having to hang my arm out. Today is going to be an awesome day. 
 
   “I know Mom is anxious about her, that’s all,” Rachel says as she sits down on the corner of my desk.
 
   “Yeah, I think we’re all a little concerned since we all know what that man is capable of.” 
 
   She nods sullenly.
 
   Corban’s office door opens and we both jump up and act busy even though I’m sure he knows we were just sitting around talking. We both smile at the client and say goodbye.
 
   “What am I paying you girls to do if you spend your day talking?” he laughs as he comes around my desk, giving me a small kiss on my cheek. 
 
   “Oh, what are you on about? We work, you just always seem to catch us in the middle of a conversation,” Rachel laughs.
 
   “Oh, Rach, did you happen to organise that appointment for me this afternoon?” 
 
   Rachel looks to balk for a minute, unsure of what Corban is on about, but then she clicks. “Yep, all booked in and ready to go.” She gives me a wicked smile. 
 
   What is all that about?
 
   “Did I miss one of your appointments?” I’m a little worried I’ve slipped up now.
 
   “No, beautiful. I had an early phone call this morning while you were in the bathroom and I asked Rachel to take care of it.”
 
   “Ah, all right. I’m feeling pretty useless lately, sorry.”
 
   “It’s fine,” he assures me with another kiss to my forehead this time. His public displays of affection recently have increased, especially in the office. I think everyone now knows he’s dating me. Yes, I do get the death glares from girls, but hey, he loves me. I couldn’t give a stuff about what those other people think. I’m glad he pushed aside his stupid rule and gave us a chance because I love being with him all the time. Once I have these babies, I’m sure he won’t let me come back to work, not ever, or at least until the children are much older. By then he might want another baby, so I guess it’s just a wait and see thing.
 
   “Well, we better go, and I’ll drop you back here once we’ve finished.” 
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   After waiting for what seemed like forever, I finally got my cast removed. The hair on my arm looks blacker than normal and it kind of smells a bit funky. I’m looking forward to a good hot soak in the bath tonight. We’re here now in the doctor’s waiting room anxiously waiting to see our little peanuts. My heart’s pounding in my chest. I just want to know that they’re okay and growing.
 
   Corban takes my hand, sensing my anxiousness. I’m sure he’s probably feeling how I am. He is such an incredible support to me. I couldn’t have made it through all this crap with Jacob on my own. I couldn’t be happier that I’ve met the man of my dreams and now, unexpectedly, we are starting our own little family and my sister is actually here and our kids can grow up together. 
 
   “Good Afternoon, Mr. and Mrs. Andrews,” the doctor announces his arrival and once again we are mistaken for a married couple. It could be because the oldies like to think people get married before having babies. I notice Corban doesn’t correct him which causes a fluttering in my stomach. 
 
   One day it will happen.
 
   We both greet the doctor. After first finding out we were expecting, Corban looked into the best physician with the help of his mother, of course. I can’t say I’m keen on a male other than Corban looking at my lady bits, but I’ve been told by Mum that when you’re giving birth, your dignity is left outside. Let’s just say I’m a little nervous now.
 
   “How has everything been going?” he asks as he prepares the equipment.
 
   “Pretty good, apart from the morning sickness. Hopefully, it goes away soon.”
 
   “It will unless you’re one of the unlucky ones who get it through their whole pregnancy.” 
 
   That thought alone makes me want to cry. Throwing up daily for nine months would seriously suck. Definitely no more kids for me then. 
 
   “Oh, please, no,” I whine. 
 
   Corban gives a little laugh. 
 
   “Hey, buddy, it’s not you going through it all.” I smile.
 
   “And I’m so glad it isn’t.” 
 
   We laugh. 
 
   “All right, let’s get a look at these babies. Lift your shirt a little. The gel might be cold, so I’m sorry about that.”
 
   “That’s all right.” I do what he asks. As he puts the ultrasound wand on my abdomen, and I instantly hold my breath and wait. Seeing the two little peanuts brings the biggest smile to my face. My chest fills with such emotion; these are my babies. I don’t even know them yet, but I already feel a connection to them both. My heart is full of love for them.
 
   As the doctor moves the wand around, I can see that they’ve already taken the shape of little people. He shows me their tiny fluttering heartbeats on the screen and lets me listen to each one. It’s a new song to my soul. I’m sure nothing could wipe the smile off my face. Corban’s face is identical to mine. He hasn’t let go of my hand once and has been gently placing kisses across the back of my hand. So much love is within us and between us.
 
   After all the checks have been done, the doctor prints out a picture of each of the babies for us. We thank him and leave hand in hand.
 
   “How perfect are they? I can’t believe we’re going to be parents,” Corban says excitedly. He picks me up around the waist, spinning us around, his excitement shines through. He will be the perfect dad for our peanuts.
 
   “I know. It’s amazing!” The enjoyment in his voice as he grips the pictures in his hand, his eyes beaming with excitement as he stares down at his babies. 
 
   After grabbing a bite to eat, Corban heads out of his office for a meeting, and I go back to the office to finish up some things to prepare for the weekend.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Melodi
 
    
 
   When five o’clock rolls around, I’m thoroughly exhausted. Walking out of the office I spot Jonas waiting for me. 
 
   “Hey, Jonas. How are you?”
 
   “Good. Thanks, Melodi. How was the rest of your day?”
 
   “Good, but I’m feeling rather tired now.” I slide into the car and wait for him to hop in.
 
   “Bet it feels great having your cast off?”
 
   “Yeah, very much so. It’s good to have free movement once again.”
 
   “I’m sure it is.” He smiles, looking through the rear-view mirror. He’s a lot chattier than what he normally is. 
 
   Once we arrive at the apartment complex, Jonas opens the door for me. As I climb out, I look up and see he’s magically got a bunch of bright red roses in one hand and a card in the other.
 
   “Umm…what’s this?” I’m a little confused. 
 
   “You’ll find out. Take the card and read it.” He holds the card out to me and I’m a bit sceptical about the whole thing. I wonder how Jonas must be feeling. I take the card and open it.
 
    
 
   My Beautiful Melodi,
 
   You’re an amazing woman and I love you with everything I have to offer. Please take the flowers to the apartment and there you will find another card.
 
   I love you.
 
   Corban xx
 
    
 
         I can’t keep the grin from my face. 
 
   “Oh, thank you, Jonas! Tell me, what’s he got planned?” It’s as if I’m floating on cloud nine. I’m eager to what Corban has planned. This smile couldn’t be wiped off my face, not for anything. 
 
   “You’ll have to wait and see. He’d fire me if I told you.” He laughs. “You better go do what you’ve got to do.” He hands the roses over to me. I can’t help but smell them, taking in their beautiful scent.
 
   I arrive at the apartment and walk in the door. I’m at a loss for words. There are candles placed around the entire room with a walkway of rose petals on the floor leading to our bedroom. Entering our room, a smile is plastered on my face with tears welling in my eyes. Corban has recreated what he did the day he gave me my promise ring which I wear every day. It’s never been removed since he placed it on my finger with a promise of another ring later. On the bed is a stunning blood red dress with a few Tiffany & Co boxes. I can’t help but release a tiny squeal of delight. On the dress is another card. I quickly pick it up and can’t help but touch the silky material of the dress. I open the card.
 
    
 
   My Beautiful Momma-to-be,
 
   I cannot wait to meet our beautiful babies. I love you so much.
 
   Get dressed and go to the roof, there you will find your next card.
 
   Corban xx
 
    
 
   Excitement vibrates through me, I’m beyond excited. Corban has a way of making me feel special. He knows how to pick me up when I’m down and is always there when I need him to be. I race around getting myself ready. Not knowing what he has in store for me, but knowing he’s an old romantic at heart makes me want to dance around in happiness for our blessed future together.
 
   After I’m dressed up, I look in the mirror and I’m instantly floored by what stands in front of me. Corban has stuck a Post-it note on the mirror.
 
    
 
   I’m sure you look amazing.
 
   You steal my breath every time you walk into the room.
 
   I love you forever and always.
 
    
 
        My heart races as heat rushes through my chest. People say everything happens for a reason. Well, all I can say is that meeting Corban by chance in that club seems like forever ago now. Considering everything that’s going on, it was by far one of the most incredible things that could have ever happened to me. I never imagined my life would turn out how it has, I have my happily ever after and I really hope Abby gets hers as well. I can see the love Blake has for her and I know she returns it, but is holding back. Perhaps not as much as what she did at first which is understandable given the circumstances.
 
   Grabbing the shawl that’s sitting on the bed, I wrap it around myself, taking one more look in the mirror, my glowing smile greets me. The dress sits beautifully over my body. I’m sure either Flick or Rachel had a hand in helping him set this up once again. My hand dances over the simple diamond necklace making it sit perfectly on my chest. 
 
   Leaving the apartment, I walk to the elevator feeling beautiful and adored. I made sure to blow all the candles out in the apartment so as to not start a fire in the building. Now that would just put a damper on the night, I giggle to myself.
 
   My excitement is bubbling over and I can’t wait to see what’s waiting up on the roof. Last time we were up there we had an amazing night.
 
   I step off the elevator and make my way up the few stairs. My body is vibrating with anticipation at what lays behind the door. My shaking hand turns the handle and pushes it open, my chest constricts and I become breathless at the magical view before me.
 
   Roses, and I mean roses, are everywhere. I cannot see anyone else up here. There’s a simply decorated round table in the middle of the space. I look around taking in the scene. It’s like something out of a movie. I’m sure I must be dreaming, things like this don’t happen to me. I actually pinch myself to make sure I’m not.
 
   Walking over to the table, I hear the noises from streets below. Cars are going crazy with their horns, but it doesn’t ruin the moment at all, nothing could destroy it. I open the card.
 
    
 
   Will you marry me, Melodi White?
 
   (Turn around)
 
    
 
         I whip around with tears in my eyes. Glancing down there’s Corban on one knee before me holding out a ring. I can’t keep the tears at bay anymore and I become a blubbering mess. My eyes never leave Corban’s blazing blue eyes. He even has what looks like tears in his, but I can hardly see through my own, so probably not.
 
   He clears his throat. “Melodi White, will you do me the pleasure of becoming my wife?” he asks out loud. My face falls into my hands as, the tears won’t stop. I nod furiously. 
 
   “Y…yes, I will.” 
 
   He stands up, placing the princess cut diamond ring upon my finger, before taking my face in his gentle hands and placing a vigorous kiss upon my lips.
 
   “I have one more surprise.” Honestly, what more could he surprise me with? He steps out of my view and stands beside me. There before me are his parents, Flick, Liam, Rachel, Axel, Blake, Katie, and Abby. Seeing Abby, I burst out crying. I’m so glad she’s here and is able to celebrate this moment in time with me and my new family and friends. I walk toward her with my arms out and I notice she’s crying as well. We wrap each other up in an embrace and share this moment together, a moment we thought we would never have. 
 
   “I love you,” I whisper into her hair.
 
   “I love you, too. I’m so proud of you.” We hug for a moment longer before we step back.
 
   “I’m so glad I’m able to share this with you. I know these last few years haven’t been easy for either of us, but we have the chance now to take on the world together and be the sisters we once were.” I take a deep breath and wipe the few tears away from my cheeks. “Our bond is something that will last forever, no matter what.” 
 
   Abby says nothing and gives me a nod and another hug which says a thousand words on its own. I’m then swamped with congratulations and hugs and kisses by my new family to be. Life is perfect. Well, it is for now…
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   Last night was beautiful. Corban is an amazing man. When he came to me and told me what he had planned, I knew he was the perfect match for my sister. She deserves the best and he is…well, apart from my Blake. He is my perfect. We had a great night last night. Corban planned it in a way that I could attend. So what’s better than a rooftop proposal? Boy, was it magical. There was light finger foods and lots of wine to go around. Melodi was a little bummed not to be able to have any, but there were delicious non-alcoholic drinks as well. Her man thought of everything.
 
   I’m so happy for them both. With marriage out in the open, I wasn’t expecting Blake’s pillow talk last night when we got home. I wouldn’t have guessed that he has thought about it, but when he came out and said what he did, it stumped me.
 
   “Would you want to get married?” 
 
   I’m instantly speechless. “Of course, I want to one day. Isn’t it every girl’s dream to wear that big white dress and be walked down the aisle by their dad?” 
 
   He simply nods. Even though there was silence, I could still hear his mind ticking over. “So not right now?” Did he really say that?
 
   “I…I don’t know. Are you asking me?” 
 
   He shrugged, a little unsure of himself. “I would like us to be a family.” 
 
   “That doesn’t answer my question. Are you asking me?” My heart felt like it was going to jump right out of my chest. This wasn’t a conversation I thought we’d be having so soon after rekindling our relationship. I love him with every fibre of my being and I know he loves Katie. She’s even asked if she can call him Dad. Of course, I told her that he is her dad and she was so excited by that little fact. She thinks he’s amazing.
 
   “I don’t have a ring for you, but yes, I’m asking if one day you’ll be my wife.” 
 
   I’m gobsmacked. It’s not the most romantic way of proposing to a girl, but I will take what I can. “Yes, ring or not, you’re the only man I’ve loved with my whole heart.” After those words had left my mouth, he claimed it with his.
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   Now I’m sitting in the apartment that seems more like a prison lately, thinking over the whole night. I still can’t believe that I’m going to marry the man who has consumed my thoughts over the last three years, and even before then. The day I met him in that park always plays out in my mind. I’m so grateful for him coming out of his way to talk and befriend me. I wasn’t looking for anything new because I only knew the way Jacob treated me. Of course, I was young and silly, never thinking I’d ever find anyone better. Boy, was I wrong. Blake showed me a whole new world. Now I get to prepare for a future together with our daughter and I couldn’t be more excited.
 
   Looking around the living area, I watch Katie colouring in the new book that Blake had given her yesterday. He’s been spoiling her like crazy and she has him wrapped around her little finger already. They’re funny to watch play, he’ll even sit and play dolls with her. Making up for lost time I guess. I really want to take her out today to the park for a little while. She’s been amazing through everything without hardly any meltdowns. I know she hates being cooped up in here. Where we lived before coming out of hiding, we had a park across the road and we’d go there almost daily. She loved it. I’m sure Blake won’t mind if we go out to the park. He takes us there every couple of days because he doesn’t want us going out alone.
 
   We still haven’t seen or heard from Jacob or Athena. I’m worried about Athena because I know just what he’s capable of. 
 
   I reach for my phone to call Blake and let him know what I’m going to do. I already know he won’t like it, but I really need to get out of this prison for a while. He doesn’t pick up so I send him a quick message.
 
    
 
   Me: Hey, I’m taking Katie over to the park. I know you’re going to freak out once you read this, but I’ll be okay and it’s a public area. I love you. Will message you once we get there.
 
    
 
   I hit send and prepare a small lunch for Katie and myself.
 
   “Katie! Please go get ready, we’re going to the park,” I yell from the kitchen. She comes bouncing in with a bright smile on her face.
 
   “Where’s Daddy? Is he coming?” 
 
   Hearing her call Blake Daddy plays on my heartstrings. “No, darling, he’ll come later.”
 
   “Okay, Mummy.” She skips out of the kitchen, hopefully, to get ready.
 
   After everything is packed and ready to go, we begin our short walk around the block to the park. It’s a beautiful bright sunny day. There’s a little chill in the air which is refreshing. I hold on tight to Katie’s hand, always looking around making sure we aren’t being followed. As soon as Katie sees the park, she squirms her hand out of my tight grip and runs straight for the slide. I pick up my pace to keep up with her and not let her out of my sight. I message Blake once we arrive with still no reply. I know he’s busy, not only doing his everyday job, but also looking for Jacob and Athena. 
 
   We play at the park for about an hour or so more, until Katie becomes tired. We set off home, exhausted, and ready for a sleep. Katie wants to be carried so I pick her up and she soon falls asleep. This is my exercise for the day. She isn’t as small as she once was, but I will take the cuddles any day. Before I know it, she won’t want them anymore and will be screaming at me that she hates me. As I approach my apartment building, my senses are heightened. That eerie feeling of being watched or followed rings loud and is clear in my mind. I pick up my pace and clutch Katie tighter. I look around and notice the street is pretty empty, possibly one or two people on the other side of the road. My heart begins to race in fear. The hair on the back of my neck starts to stand up and a shiver runs down my spine. 
 
   My instinct kicks in and it’s screaming at me to run. It only takes a short moment and as I’m about to run, someone grabs me from behind and hits me painfully across my head. My last thoughts are of Katie and how I hope Blake can at least save her from Jacob. Then darkness overtakes me.
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   “Why isn’t she waking up?” 
 
   My head is foggy, but I can hear a young girl’s concerned voice.
 
   I can’t bring myself to open my eyes. My head is throbbing and panic rises in my chest as my breathing constricts. 
 
   Katie…where is she? 
 
   Is she safe? 
 
   Surely if Jacob believes she’s his, he won’t harm her. 
 
   “Oh, she will wake up. I didn’t hit her hard enough to kill her. I have something special in store for her.” I hear the malice in his voice, the venom dripping from his words. Fear grips my heart making me feel as though it’s in a vice. “Wake up, Abby!” he yells, causing me to flinch away slightly. A sharp stabbing pain rages through my head. “See, she’s awake.”
 
   I open my eyes slightly, slowly taking in my surroundings. As things become clearer, I realise I know this place. I’m back at Melodi’s apartment. Have they been staying here this whole time? They couldn’t be because I know Melodi has been coming back when she needs to pick things up as she needed them. I lightly rub my hand over my head, feeling a damp, warm patch. I take a look at my hand and it’s covered with deep red blood. My heart drops deep into my stomach. This is really bad.
 
   Once my blurry eyes clear, I can see my worst nightmare standing before me. I wish I could just get Katie out and go back to my little hiding place. His evil smile brings fear into my heart. Think of one thing that makes your heart stop and mine is standing right before me. 
 
   “Where’s Katie?” I croak, my throat tight and dry.
 
   “Oh, so that’s her name? She wouldn’t speak to me, so I punished her.” 
 
   Panic tears through my whole body and my injuries are forgotten, I lunge at him, aiming my punches and scratches straight for his face. I feel my fist connect with his face and he cries out in anger mixed with pain. He grabs my shoulders, shoving me backward with all the force he can muster. My body slams against the wall and I crumble to the ground. There are tears in my eyes, but I dare not give him the pleasure of seeing me cry, so I swallow them down along with the lump in my throat.
 
   “Where is she?” I scream at him.
 
   He knows he has found my Achilles heel and how to make me react. I can see it in his malicious eyes. There’s blood pouring out of his nose, and it gives me a tiny ounce of pleasure to know I caused him at least some pain.
 
   “She’s locked away. You’ll never see her again once I’m done with you.” He grins with blood on his teeth. He turns away and grabs a towel from the kitchen for his face. My eyes trace the entire room looking for an out, but I’d never leave without Katie. My eyes fall on who I think is Athena. She looks a little worse for wear herself, bruises on her arms, a cut above her left eye, and a blackening bruise forming as well. I don’t however feel sorry for her. I only feel more hate and, I know he would have punished her if she didn’t help him. Obviously, she tried and failed, to get away from him. Melodi attempted to warn her and she didn’t want to heed her warnings, knowing what he was like. She laid down with the snake and got bitten.
 
   “What do you want from me? Why can’t you just leave me alone?” The tension in the room is high and I will have to tread lightly if I ever want to make it out alive and with Katie as well.
 
   “I want you to pay for what happened to me.” 
 
   “I don’t care what you do to me, but if you harm a hair on my daughter’s head, you’re going to pay for it.” I look behind him toward Athena, who remains silent. “You were warned, you silly, naive little girl. Now look what you’ve done—” Before I can get another word out, Jacob’s hand connects with my face, causing that side of my face to tingle in pain.
 
   “You don’t get to speak to her!” he yells in my face, his turning a bright shade of red. Without thinking, I spit the blood from my mouth at him only making him angrier. His hand connects with my face once again. “You’re going to suffer for what you did to me.”
 
   “Do it then!” I yell back into his face. As frightened as I am, I will never back down again. I finally built a backbone and will not allow anyone to treat me how he did ever again. I don’t care what he does to me, but I want my daughter safe. I know Blake will never allow anything to happen to her. She’s his blood –his daughter, our daughter.
 
   The way he’s smiling sends a chill down my spine. “Oh, my sweet Abby, you’re going to suffer in more ways than you think. Your other half will be here soon, after receiving a disturbing text from her dear, sweet, trustworthy sister.” 
 
   “No,” I breathe barely in a whisper. Fear grips me tightly across my chest. I open my mouth to speak, but then I hear the door being unlocked and my instincts kick into overdrive. “Melodi, run! Don’t come in here!” I scream with everything I have in my chest. Jacob kicks me in the stomach, knocking the wind out of me.
 
   “Let me go, you back stabbing bitch!” I hear Melodi fighting with Athena. Regret overwhelms me as a few warm tears slide down my cheeks.
 
   “See, I know your weakness. I knew you wouldn’t care so much for yourself, but when I bring your pregnant sister into the equation, you become putty in my hands.” He’s stooped so low this vile, hideous man. 
 
   “You have a sick and twisted mind, Jacob. You need help.”
 
   “Abby!” Melodi yells as she rushes to me, only to be stopped by Jacob grabbing her arm. Dragging her away from me and shoving her backward, he causes her to fall, hitting her head on the bench. She whimpers, pulling her legs up to her chest to protect her little ones. If something happens to her or them, I will never forgive myself and will be wishing for Jacob to finish me.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   Blake
 
    
 
   Seriously, how can two people drop off the face of this earth? I’m pulling every string I can to find out where this lowlife and that stupid girl are. I haven’t even been able to work much on it today. It’s like everyone wants to start fights or rob a store. It’s never ending here. Since moving to New York work has been nonstop, even more so since Abby came back.
 
   “Oi, Blake, you need to remember to take your phone with you. It’s been going off like crazy,” one of the other officers called out to me.
 
   Oh, crap, how could I forget to take it? When the call came in about the robbery, I got caught up on the job, doing the best that I could to apprehend the culprits. It was probably some person trying to score cash for some drugs. It never ends. I grab my phone from my desk and see like ten missed calls from Corban and two from Abby. Along with about a million messages from Corban, Rachel, and three from Abby. Panic grips me as I know that Corban would only ring persistently when something was wrong. I call him back and he answers on the first ring. 
 
    “Where the hell have you been? Melodi is missing and I can’t get her on her phone.” The panic is evident in his voice and hearing that sends my mind into overdrive. 
 
   What did Abby’s messages say? 
 
   I ask Corban to hold on while I check my messages and seeing that she left the apartment without me makes me furious as, she knows not to leave without me. Dread fills me.
 
   “What did Melodi say to you?”
 
   “She didn’t tell me. She told Rachel that she got a message from Abby and that someone was in trouble. Rachel told her to wait until you or I went with her, but she didn’t!” he yells down the phone in frustration. 
 
   “Settle down, everything will be okay. Did she tell Rachel where she was going?”
 
   “Rach said that she needed to stop by her apartment as Abby had asked her to grab something for her. Is that where she is?” Well, what a sneaky little mole Jacob was. He’s been hiding in plain sight. A place we haven’t been too often because Melodi has been staying with Corban and Abby at the new apartment, but why did he wait till now to make his move it’s been over a month.
 
   “How long ago did she leave?”
 
   “About twenty minutes.” Crap…that’s a long time and who knows what he’s been doing to our girls. Hate wells within me and I feel like I might lose it. I quickly reign in my emotions because I don’t want Corban to know how terrified I am for our girls.
 
   “I’m going to get a few people together and get over to Melodi’s right away.”
 
   “I’m heading there now.”
 
   “Calm down and don’t do anything stupid. Wait for us to get there.” I don’t need Corban throwing himself in the line of fire. We don’t know what Jacob has in there and, for all we know he could have a gun.
 
   “Don’t tell me to calm down! That’s my future wife possibly in danger and she’s having my babies, it’s not what I want to hear right now.” I understand how he’s feeling. I’m trying to keep myself together because if Jacob has Abby then he also has Katie as well, and that alone strikes fear into every fibre of my being. I want Abby and Katie in my future and if he harms one hair on either of their heads, I’m going to take him out. He has messed with my family for the last time in his lifetime.
 
   “Just don’t do anything stupid!” Is all I hear as a grunt comes from the other end before he disconnects. I hope I get there before he does and with enough time.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Melodi
 
    
 
   Oh my goodness, what just happened? My head aches and then I remember my struggle with Athena when I walked in the door. My hand instantly goes to my stomach. Please, let my babies be okay. An overwhelming sensation of fear rushes over me. My heart races and I know this situation is not good. Abby, Katie, myself and my babies may not get out of here alive.
 
   “Please, let her go, Jacob. I can’t do this anymore.” 
 
   I open my eyes to see Athena standing before me with Jacob. His fist quickly connects with her face, causing me to jump in shock and Athena lets out a loud cry in pain.
 
   “You’re a part of this?” I say to her as she clutches her face. Tears are streaming down her face while my anger is at boiling point. “How could you?” I cry.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Melodi. He forced me.” She whimpers as she swipes the tears off her face. 
 
   “I don’t care! How could you do this to me…to your brother…to your family?” I seethe at her.
 
   “Shut up, you stupid girl! She would do anything for me. You’re nothing to her but a gold digger.” Jacob’s hand connects with my face, making my cheek sting. My hand instantly clutches it.
 
   I look behind him and see Abby. I can hardly recognise her with her face bloody and hair matted with blood. What has he done to her? 
 
   “Abby, are you all right?” 
 
   She merely nods.
 
   “So now everyone is here, we can let the party begin,” Jacob announces before his foot forcefully stomps on my leg. I scream out in agony. “You see, Melodi, I knew your sister wouldn’t break, but she has a weakness…you.” He gets right up in my face and smiles before his fist lashes out and connects with my cheek. I let out another cry as it feels like a hammer has connected with my face.
 
   “Stop!” Abby screams. 
 
   Jacob just laughs like a hyena and grabs my hair, reefing me across the room with everything he has. I bring my knees to my chest in the hope to cover any blows he might make to my stomach. I need to protect my babies at any cost.
 
   “You ruined my life! Now I’m going to destroy yours one step at a time then take my daughter and leave.”
 
   “She isn’t yours, you stupid man!” Abby screams back. 
 
   Jacob’s face becomes hard, his eyes blaze with so much anger and hate. He turns away from me, heading toward Abby. He takes his gun out and points it directly at her chest.
 
   “You slut, whose is she? She will suffer now, just like her mom and aunt.” He releases a guns, adjusting his aim for Abby’s leg and she screams out in agony as the gun goes off. My stomach drops as the tears begin to fall. 
 
   “No!” I cry. No…I just got my sister back and now I’m about to lose her again. He stalks back to me with the gun raised. I cower away in the corner, wishing the wall would swallow me and keep me safe from this monster. As I hear his weapon click, I close my eyes wishing with all my might to disappear. The shot never goes off. I open my eyes and see Athena climbing over Jacob. She’s thrown herself at him, her fingers digging deep into his eyes. I scurry toward Abby to check on her. Her body is crumpled over as if the spirit has left her body. 
 
   “Abby, no! Please don’t leave me again. I need you here,” I cry. The tears won’t stop flowing. I check her pulse and feel it, it’s still strong. I look around for my phone to try to call 911. I notice my bag by the door so I crawl over and tip the contents onto the floor. I dial and within seconds, they have people on their way. As soon as I hang up, a gunshot rings out within the apartment. I see Athena’s body slump to the floor. Oh no! My heart breaks for her. I should be angry with her, but she’s young and silly and fell for the wrong man just like my sister did.
 
   “Jacob, please, stop,” I beg with everything I can muster.
 
   “No! My life has been hell and it’s all because of her.” His finger stabs toward Abby. As much as I want to hate the man, and I do to an extent, he must have lived a crap hole of a life for him to turn out this way.
 
   “What’s hurting us going to achieve?” 
 
   He looks at me, his eyes boring into my soul. “I want you and her to suffer like I did. I loved Abby with everything I had in me. I know I wasn’t the perfect man, but I didn’t know any better and she couldn’t even give me a chance.” 
 
   Seriously, how is he making me feel sorry for him? 
 
   I need to keep calm and try talk him down. His gun still in his hand makes me nervous.
 
   “I know, but really making her suffer like this isn’t the way.”
 
   “What do you know!” he cries out. He rubs his face with his free hand and I move closer to Abby very slowly. “Stop moving towards her! She can die for real for all I care. She made me out to be a murderer and my life went to hell!”
 
   I have no words. He paces in front of me, the gun waving around, and his anger becoming worse by the second. I keep trying to calm him down. I hear Abby groan as she begins to come to and I start to lose him to his anger again. He stalks over to Abby pointing his gun at her again.
 
   “You know, I always loved you. You were everything to me and you left me. I’ve waited and waited for you to show up again. I knew you weren’t dead and it looked like I was the only one who knew that until your little boyfriend showed up in New York. Low and behold, who should show up once I put the pressure on your sister? I just had to wait for the right time.” I struggle to my feet and run at him, shoving him away from Abby. He stumbles and as he does the front door bursts open. I hear three gun shots ring out, so I instantly drop to the ground, screaming and shielding myself.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   I hear an agonising cry out in pain. I don’t know who it was, but there was more than one scream. 
 
   Melodi… 
 
   Where is she? Was it her?
 
   I try to open my swollen puffy eyes, attempting to get up and get to her, wherever she is. I see Blake standing there with his gun pointed directly at Jacob, who’s now lying on the floor.
 
   “Corban… No! Wake up, please!” Melodi’s scream chills my entire body. 
 
   No…
 
   One thing I never wanted to happen has happened. Is he…dead?
 
   “Abby, Abby! Are you okay?” Blake rushes over to me, wrapping me in his arms and instantly safety engulfs me. One place I’ve always felt safe is in his arms as, nothing hurts me here.
 
   “Corban?” I glance over to where Melodi is sitting on the floor with Corban’s head in her lap. His shirt is blood soaked and the emergency services are working on him, lifting him onto a stretcher. My heart aches for Melodi. This is all my fault and I take full responsibility. Reluctantly, I release my hold on Blake. Very slowly, I make my way over to Melodi, but with a bullet in my leg it’s very hard. She looks up at me with her tear stained face and I break. The sturdy wall I’d built up shatters into a million pieces. I collapse down beside her, wrapping her in my arms, tears pouring down our faces.
 
   “Abby…” she sobs. “He can’t die. I need him.” 
 
   Clutching her tighter to me as everything breaks apart for her. I’m here and I won’t be going anywhere. We’ll see this through together. Corban is a fighter; I know he’ll pull through.
 
   Looking past Melodi, I see Jacob’s body limp on the ground with a pool of blood surrounding him. Seeing him, I have a sense of relief that it’s finally over and that I can move on with my life, and not have to live in hiding anymore. Emergency Services rush over to Melodi and me. Blake has stepped back and let them in, to care for us.
 
   “Please, go to her first, she’s pregnant,” I demand to the medic who looks at me, then at my leg.
 
   “Just let me wrap this up tightly. It’s a through and through so it will be a quick clean up, then I will go to your friend.”
 
   “She’s my sister! I said go to her first,” I cry out at the man.
 
   “Okay, there’ll be another medic coming soon to look at you, though.”
 
    I nod, accepting his answer. What I’m feeling is nothing compared to what Corban or Melodi are feeling. 
 
   “Oh, my goodness, Katie!” I struggle to get up from the ground. I need her in my arms now.
 
   Blake stops me getting up and brings Katie forward, and she rushes into my arms. Emotion pulses through me and I break down once again. I have my family here and now I’m wracked with guilt that Corban was shot and Melodi could possibly lose her babies. 
 
   What have I done?


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   Melodi
 
    
 
   Three Days Later
 
    
 
   All I hear are the beeps from the machines surrounding me and tearing me apart piece by piece like a puzzle. Every sound is another pull at my heart. My world hangs in the life of these machines. It’s a waiting game and one that I’m not enjoying at all. I want him awake, I want him to talk to me and to comfort me in only the way he can. Another tear slides down my cheek as I plead with everything I can for him to hear my pleas and to wake-up. The doctors say he will wake up soon, but that ticking clock is like a time bomb and I’m waiting for it to explode. Corban has been in this coma since they brought him here three days ago. Three days too long I’ve sat, waited and cried many tears for the man I love. They operated on immediately and removed the bullet that was lodged in his chest. I sat in the waiting room staring at the same wall for I can’t remember how many hours but it felt like an eternity at the time. 
 
   I don’t know what he was thinking barging into the apartment. When I saw him lying on the ground in a pool of deep red blood, his blood, my world came to a halt. Everything surrounding me faded away and there was nothing I could do. I felt so helpless. He should have left it to Blake and the rest of the police force, but no he had to get in on the hero action and now he’s lying in this bed fighting for his life. 
 
   Thankfully though, everything with the babies is perfect. I had a scan as soon as I arrived at the hospital. As painful as it was for me to leave Corban’s side I couldn’t do much but wait. They had my doctor check me out, and anxious didn’t even begin to describe how I was feeling. I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. I was losing Corban, and now, I thought I was going to lose the last little pieces I had that reminded me of him. As soon as he placed the scanner on my tummy, my eyes darted to those little humans. Waiting, holding my breath, I prayed to see the little flickers on the screen and to hear the sound of their heartbeats. I waited for what seemed like an eternity…then I saw them. I released the breath I was holding while watching those little flutters and hearing the rhythm of their hearts. It was a song to my ears and it gave me hope that I could make it through this difficult time.
 
   Abby and Blake have been amazing. Abby has been here every day. I know she feels guilty about everything, but I don’t have it in me to worry about her guilt right now, I can only reassure her so many times before it becomes hard for me to hear her say sorry again. Having her here helps me through this terrible time and I’ve told her that I only need her to be here and support me. Rachel hasn’t left Corban’s side either except to go home and shower then she comes right back. No matter what, there’s always myself, Rachel, or his parents by his side. Neither of us wants to leave him in case something happens. 
 
   After the shooting, Athena was taken into custody and charged with kidnapping. She’s one person I never want to see again in my life. The mere thought of her brings my blood temperature to boiling. I had begun to trust her. I thought she was my friend. I was wrong and stupid. I don’t know and don’t really care what’s going to happen with her. I’ve given my statement to the police and they’ll take it to the courts now. Catherine is heartbroken over the whole thing and can’t bring herself to bring it up at this point in time. Paul has organised an attorney for her, but only because of Catherine’s pleading, because he wanted to hang her out to dry. It’s sad that they feel this way but after the crap she pulled I don’t blame them. It’s not an easy situation. Rachel won’t even mention her name as she is dead to her now.
 
   “How are you, Melodi dear?” Catherine’s sweet, sincere voice whispers throughout the room as her sad eyes move to her son. 
 
   How am I going? That is the million dollar question. How is one meant to feel when this happens? Broken. Scared. Hopeful that he pulls through. 
 
   “I’m getting there,” is all I manage.
 
   “Have you spoken to your mom and dad?”
 
   I nod. “Yeah, they went away for a small holiday. They should be here by the end of the day.” I’m glad Mum is coming because right now I need her. Times like these, a girl always needs her mumma to comfort her and tell her everything will be all right. 
 
   “That’s good.” 
 
   I take my eyes off the peaceful looking Corban, who’s lying unmoving in the hospital bed, tubes hanging out of his mouth, drips in his arm. It breaks me in every way possible. I plead with whoever is out there, “Please let him wake up soon. I need him with me.”
 
   “How are you doing?” I ask, glancing her way, to only see the same pain on her face that’s mirrored with my own. 
 
   “I’m okay. I have faith he’ll wake up soon. It’s just taking his body a little time to recover.” She takes his other hand, rubbing it gently as a mother would. 
 
   “How’s Paul taking it all?” 
 
   Pain flickers in her eyes and tears begin to slide down her face. I get up rushing over to her, wrapping her in my embrace. We stand silently, shedding those tears once again together.
 
   “He’s finding it very hard to come to term with everything that’s happened, with Corban being here and the situation with Athena. It’s broken him. She is his baby, and even though she’s difficult, she was always his favourite. Please don’t tell Rachel that.” She releases a little giggle as do I. If Rach had heard that, she would’ve flipped her lid and not in a very nice way. Maybe a week ago she would’ve laughed about it, but not now.
 
   “Did the police find out how they got into your place?” 
 
   Standing back, I release her, looking directly into her eyes. “Athena made a copy the day I misplaced my keys when my parents were here visiting. She had taken them and then returned my keys to my desk at work. It looked as though I had left them there.”
 
   Catherine covers her mouth in shock at what she had just heard. She shakes her head, turns and walks away without saying another word. 
 
   I take my place once again by Corban’s side, resting my head against his hand. Watching and hoping. 
 
   “Please, babe, wake up. I need to see those blue eyes open. I need you to hug me and comfort me. I need you in my life, you’re my future, my everything,” I whisper silently while placing a light kiss on his hand. I long for his touch once again, the way it ignites every cell within me is magical. He is my soul mate.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   Abby
 
    
 
   I’m about to walk into Corban’s room, and by walk, I mean hobble with crutches. Anxiousness gnaws away at my insides along with the guilt, guilt over all that I have caused. If only I could turn back the clock and do it all over again. I would make better choices. I wouldn’t have left my family, I would have told them about Jacob, and I could have had Blake there when I needed him and when his daughter needed him. I have Blake and Katie by my side, and it hurts me seeing the pain reflected in Melodi’s eyes and in every crease upon her sad face. She always puts on a happy smile when she sees us, but I can tell that it’s not genuine. After all, I am her sister and can read her easily. She puts on a brave face so we won’t see the pain that hides behind that mask she wears so well. 
 
   As we are about to enter, I hear her whispering to him, begging him to wake up. A lump forms in my throat and immediately think I shouldn’t go in there. Blake comes up beside me and wraps me in his arms. He’s been amazing throughout this whole experience, helping me and making me rest. He knows exactly how I’m feeling, because we have each other for support, yet here is my sister crying for her man in the hopes that he wakes up. They have told us that he will, but he needs time to heal. 
 
   I’m about to proceed through the door just as his doctor arrives.
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   With his greeting, Melodi looks up and see us, smiling. The looks she gives is genuine with no falseness behind it. Blake and I greet the doctor as we enter. I go around to Melodi and she stands so we can embrace each other tightly. So many unspoken words are said with a simple hug. She knows I’m not going anywhere now and that I’ll be here for her no matter what. She allows me to take her seat so I can rest my leg. She’s always thinking of others. 
 
   The doctor checks Corban’s chart and then examines his current readings on the machines that are hooked up to his body. He takes a few notes before he finally speaks. “Well, he looks to be healing well by the results I see before me. He should wake up soon. There will be no permanent damage from the bullet, but he will be tender for a few more days. I’ll remove the tube now so he doesn’t struggle when he wakes up.” He asks a nurse to assist him and we watch anxiously as he removes the tube from Corban’s mouth. Once he’s finished, he walks out the door. Corban looks more like himself without that tube. 
 
   Doctors definitely aren’t ones for small talk and this doctor was no different.
 
   “How are you doing today?” I’m sure she’s been asked this a heap of times over the last few days and is sick of hearing it and repeating herself, but I want to check. 
 
   Her eyes never leave Corban when she answers. “Yeah, I’m okay or as good as I’m going to be until he wakes up. How are you? How’s the leg?”
 
   “It’s getting there. There was a small amount of damage to the muscle which I’ll need some physio for, but it’s all good.” 
 
   We are both sporting bruises over our bodies, especially our faces. Jacob wasn’t kind to either of us. I look at Melodi with her dark bruises on her perfect face. I can’t even bring myself to look in the mirror. I can feel my busted lip and I know how many stitches my face needed, they weren’t very pleasant at the time. I still remember the little jabs of pain even though it was numb.
 
   We sit in silence for a short while. I’m about to speak when a very familiar face comes rushing into the room, stopping dead in her tracks. My heart stops, it’s as though my world is spinning but moving in slow motion at the same time.
 
   Mum…
 
   “Mum,” I whisper breathlessly. My breathing is rapid. It’s possible my chest is about to explode. The one woman who’s constantly been  in my thoughts throughout the last few years, and a lot more recently, knowing that she was going to be here any day. I’ve waited anxiously for this day. Tears begin to well in my eyes.
 
   “Wh..what! Oh m…my goodness!” she screeches and clutches at her chest. “You’re meant to be…” The word hangs in the air. “I need to sit down before I fall down.” Blake quickly assists her to a spare seat. Her eyes never leave mine. “Is this real? Am I still dreaming?” Her hand still clutching at her chest, and she sounds breathless unable to breath.
 
   “Just breath, Mum, it’s real.” Melodi rushes to her side encouraging her to breathe by breathing along with her. She’s doing some deep breaths like one would do while they’re in labour. 
 
   My beautiful Mum is right before me and she looks fantastic. She continues to watch me, tears streaming down her face. As I’m about to go to her, Dad comes around the corner to see what the commotion is all about, and stops instantly, just staring. Before I realise what’s happening Dad has collapsed into a heap on the ground his head in his hands sobbing, loudly. It breaks me, seeing my dad so emotional, it’s not something I’ve ever seen. A lump forms in my throat making it hard to swallow. 
 
   “Hey Mum. Hey Dad,” I manage to choke out. Melodi looks between us smiling. I slowly make my way toward Dad, who’s still on the ground. He gets up and engulfs me in his sweet embrace. Mum doesn’t hesitate and collides with Dad and me. We pull Melodi in as well. My family is back together, we may be a little bruised and worse for wear right now, but all that will heal with time.
 
    “Where have you been? What happened to you both?” Mum asks, not releasing me but holding me to her. 
 
   “I will tell you, but not here. Melodi needs you right now.”
 
   “You both need us. You’re our daughters and we’re here for you both. My heart hurts looking at you with these marks on your bodies.” Her knuckle glides down my cheek over the tender bruise that’s there; it’s a gesture I’ve missed. She moves towards Melodi who’s in Dad’s arms and gives her a warm hug that only mothers can give. They make you feel safe and secure.
 
   After a moment, she looks around the room and her eyes settle on Blake, recognition sweeping across her face.
 
    “Aren’t you that police officer that came to us after Jacob’s court hearing all those years ago?”
 
   “Yes ma’am, that’s me.” Blake doesn’t elaborate. Mum and Dad simply nod, but I know I need to give my parents the answers they need and soon. Their minds are already buzzing. I can feel the questions in their eyes as they watch me and Blake, then Mum’s gaze falls to Katie.
 
   “And who is this little angel?” Mum coos at Katie, who beams brightly at her. 
 
   “Mum, Dad, this is Katie. She’s mine and Blake’s daughter.” The air becomes stagnant once again as silence fills the air. 
 
   Mum’s face is one of shock. Her eyes jump out of her head as her hands go to her face holding it and rubbing it as though she’s trying to wake from a dream. 
 
   “Oh, I need to sit down again. This is all so much to take in at once.” She breathes. I can only imagine how she’s going to react to the next bit of news after only seeing her for about five minutes. “Oh, and I’m getting married.” 
 
   Melodi’s face registers surprise as does my parents. I smile because I know they’re happy for me, even if they might pass out from all the news they have received. Knowing they’re glad to see me standing here alive and well before them, the grins on their faces is enough for me to know I have their support. 
 
   They need to hear the story and then they’ll understand why I had to do what I did. As they look between us all, Mum is speechless and Dad is in awe. 
 
   “You’re getting married?” Melodi asks quietly. 
 
   “Yes, it wasn’t a huge thing, but after Corban proposed to you, Blake unceremoniously asked me. And I said yes,” I beam. I’m so excited to be marrying him and euphoric that I can now have my family be a part of it. More hugs and congratulations go out around the room.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   Melodi
 
    
 
   We hug and congratulate Abby and Blake, the excitement that fills the room puts a hold on the dismal emotions that have been swirling around me for the past three days. Mum full on wraps Katie in her arms, squeezing her tightly. Poor Katie, I hope she can still breathe. I giggle to myself. I don’t think Mum or Dad will ever let her, or Abby, out of their sight again. My family is back together—almost. I’m only missing one person. Glancing at the figure lying on the bed, my heart is dipped in reality once again. 
 
   “Well, this has been one crazy morning,” Mum announces. “Let’s go—” 
 
   She’s cut off by groans coming from the bed. My stomach flips and my heart drops. 
 
   Corban! He’s stirring.
 
   I race to the bedside, taking his hand. “Corban, babe, please, squeeze my hand if you hear me,” I plead. The pressure on my hand increases and excitement doesn’t even begin to explain how I’m feeling. This is amazing and I’m so happy. Everything is perfect. I have my family and now Corban is waking up; the love of my life is here and awake. Everything is slowly coming back together and my life is now whole. Yes, there’s lots of mending to happen but in this moment I’m content. I have my babies to look forward to and my wedding to the most amazing man. 
 
   Everything is how it should be, it’s beyond perfect.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Melodi
 
    
 
   One Year Later
 
    
 
   “Abby, will you quit mucking around? We need to get to the church!” I yell at her. Excitement is bubbling through the air. Looking around, Catherine and Paul’s place is a disaster zone. There are dresses strewn over the couches and bouquets of beautiful pink and white roses waiting for us to pick up as we walk out the door, their aroma filling the room. Flick and Rachel are running around like crazy people who have lost the most valuable thing they own, and Abby has gone missing in action. 
 
   We need to get to the church. Today is our wedding day, together. We decided not long after Corban woke up that we’d like to have a double wedding, and the boys agreed. Well, they didn’t get much of choice as it’s totally been our decision. I’m glad they supported it. Those two would do anything to make us happy. Corban fills me with so much joy, hearing his voice alone sets my heart racing. Seeing Abby and Blake together gets me emotional because I know how far they have come together and the love they held on to for each other. It’s like their own personal fairy tale comes to life.
 
   “I’m here, Mel.” 
 
   Looking to the doorway, I’m blown away. My sister is stunning in her white fitted wedding dress. She went for simple and elegant, which suited her perfectly. She’s wearing a beautifully fitted dress with a lacy overlay and her hair is falling freely over her shoulders with a light curl. She didn’t want a veil, and neither did I, so we’ve worn our hair the same. I’ve gone with the fairy tale dress with a puffy tulle bottom and a fitted plain silk top. It’s magical. The air around us is full of peace and love. A love that could never be lost again. 
 
   “Where’s Katie?” Abby queries looking around. Katie is our flower girl. She looks like a little princess in her light pink fluffy dress with her hair down like ours and she has her own little crown. This is her day as well, a day when her family becomes one.
 
   “In the kitchen with Mum and Catherine,” I say.
 
   “What about the babies?” Abby questions.
 
   “They’re asleep upstairs,” I reply.
 
   I had the twins seven months ago, they were four weeks early and a good size for being that premature. Finn and Esme are beautiful. We couldn’t decide on their names together so Corban chose Finn’s name and I picked Esme’s. They fill our lives with so many smiles along with the tears of stress and tiredness. But it’s all worth it though when they give us those gummy smiles and giggles. It was very hard adjusting at the start, learning how to manage not one but two little infants, but it got better. The help from the families was fantastic. They cooked meals and babysat while I got much-needed rest. Corban was, and still is, amazing with them. They love their dadda as do I. 
 
   Mum and Dad actually packed up and moved to a home that was closer to Abby and me. Corban and I moved out of the city to a quieter area, where the houses have green yards and white picket fences, but we couldn’t be more excited about it. Now Blake and Abby live in the same area as Corban and I. It’s so good having her close again, knowing she won’t be going anywhere. Katie loves the babies and they are always smiling for her, the best cousin. She just wants to cuddle them all the time; she is such a beautiful spirit.
 
   “How are you feeling,” I ask Abby. Her smile alone brightens up the room and I feel exactly the same. Our wedding day was a day we thought we would endure on our own across different parts of the world. I’m thrilled that we have each other again.
 
   “Great, I’m about to marry the man I’ve wanted to for years, and I get to do it with my sister by my side.” She hugs me tightly. Tears begin to bubble in my eyes, but I mentally push them back because I can’t wreck the make-up now or I will have Rachel after me with all her tools once again.
 
   “All right, everyone! Let’s not keep these boys waiting forever. They might think you’ve done a runner on them.” 
 
   We laugh at dad as we gather up everything we need. Flick and Rachel get the flowers, handing them to us along with the little bunch we had made for Katie. Dad rides in the car with us, Flick, Rach, and Katie. Mum and Corban’s parents take the babies to the church.
 
   “I’m so proud of you girls,” Dad chokes on his words which brings a lump to my throat and I see the tears welling in Abby’s eyes. “I love you both and you have chosen great men to be your life partners.” With those words, he kisses us both on the cheek. It couldn’t get better than this.
 
   As we arrive, the butterflies in my stomach go crazy. I never thought I’d have my entire family here celebrating with me, and especially not Abby. Having her here completes me, I no longer feel lost. I’m now found.
 
   Abby and I stand at the end of the aisle waiting for Flick and Rach to make their way down the aisle. My legs vibrate with anticipation. I can’t wait to see Corban’s gorgeous face. Then the music starts and Dad links arms with Abby and me. We begin our walk down the red carpet. The church is decorated with fairy lights along the aisle and a tulle bow is tied decoratively at the end of each of the pews. There are rose petals scattered on the carpet from our flower girl Katie, who now stands beside Blake, who smiles down at her with love and affection.
 
   I see the back of Corban and then he turns to look at me. It’s like we are moving in slow motion when his face lights up with one gigantic smile, and my heart swells with love and excitement. I’m unable to hold back the tears. I look over at Blake again and his face mirrors Corban’s. 
 
   These boys are equally amazing and we have been truly blessed to have found them. With everything we’ve been through, we now have the brightest future standing before us. I have my sister here to stay, and I have the man of my dreams in front of me and the most fantastic children to watch grow up.
 
   Dad gives us both a kiss on the cheek and I take Corban’s hand while Abby takes Blake’s. 
 
   “You look beautiful,” Corban whispers to me. Warmth spreads through my entire body causing every fibre of my being to ignite with a passion for the man before me. 
 
   “Thanks. I love you.”
 
   “I love you, Melodi, for eternity and beyond.”
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